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Just Another Day at the Office:  Army Transporters Open the Black Sea to KFOR Port Operations

Or

Just Another Day at the Office:  Army Transporters Part the Black Sea to KFOR Port Operations

by MAJ Earl Kennedy, 21st TSC 1st Theater Movement Control Agency


For most of the 20th century, the Black Sea was a Soviet-dominated body of water that linked the sunny Mediterranean to geographical names right out of a spy thriller -- names like Odessa and Constantza and Burgas.  Army Transporters, however, have broken through yet another wall and opened the Black Sea and its ports for the movement of American Army units deploying to and from Kosovo.  The story of how U.S. equipment came to be loaded at a port once in the iron grip of the Warsaw Pact is a shining example of the negotiation skills, flexibility, perseverance and the determination of Army Transporters to “Keep ‘Em Moving!”


The 1st Transportation Movement Control Agency (TMCA), the executive agent for all movement in the United States Army Europe (USAREUR) and United States European Command (EUCOM), first cracked the eastern European transportation system in 1995 when, in support of movement to IFOR (later SFOR) in Hungary and
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Bosnia, the 21st TAACOM (later Theater Support Command) opened rail and commercial truck traffic carrying US equipment and sustainment supplies through the former Warsaw Pact nations of Czechoslovakia and Hungary.  Gaining approval for the new route was a major undertaking that required unprecedented cooperation between the logisticians of the 21st TSC, host nation governments and commercial partners.


In 1999 and 2000, the 1st TMCA took an even more audacious logistical leap.  The unit researched, negotiated and opened Pan-European Rail Corridor No. 4 to U.S. Army traffic, thereby allowing our forces to deploy strategically by rail from Central Germany through eight nations directly to our KFOR forces in Macedonia and Kosovo. The new route was an exciting step forward that streamlined the deployment process.

In the past, supplies were required to travel by rail from host nation, then upload at the northern Germany port of Bremerhaven, sail around and into the Mediterranean, offload at the Greek port of Thessoloniki and onward move to the KFOR AOR.  That costly and time-consuming process was further complicated by ongoing friction with the local populace in Greece.  (Footnote: For the story of those efforts, read Forging an Alliance in the OCT 2000 edition of Army Logistician.)  

The 21st TSC and the 1st TMCA worked to improve the Reception, Staging and Onward Movement (RSO) of units, equipment and personnel and, ultimately, were paid big dividends in the form of reduced costs and increased transport speed.


With each new success, the options for deployment, reinforcement and redeployment of our Balkan forces multiplied.  Not content with those options, 1st TMCA
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again looked at a map of Eastern Europe to determine even more aggressive possibilities.

There, on the eastern edge of the Balkans, lay the Black Sea.  Could we make use of those ports? What benefit could opening the Black Sea offer our leaders and could, despite all the cultural and administrative challenges, those ports be opened safely and reliably to support the bi-annual rotation of forces to and from Kosovo?  These questions and hundreds more, we would find, continuously arose during our efforts to deploy through a Black Sea port.


“We couldn’t be satisfied with past glory,” said COL Charles Sumpter, Commander, 1st TMCA.  “I challenged my guys to think out of the box and they did just that.  By the time people read this article, TMCA planners will probably already be working on the next step, continually improving theater transportation.”


The process began as TMCA researched potential ports.  Clearly, being closer to the KFOR AOR was an advantage, so the search was restricted to those ports along the western coast.  The three most likely candidates were the Bulgarian ports of Varna and Burgas and the Romanian port of Constantza.  After conducting a thorough check of published data on the ports and the national infrastructures that would have to be tapped to support the RSO of our equipment, TMCA planners were able to verify that all three justified an initial recon.  


First came Romania and the port of Constantza.  Upon arrival, TMCA found Constantza to be one of Europe’s largest, most capable and the most northern of our three candidates.  Constantza was capable of berthing our largest ships, offloading and,
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with some modifications, uploading to railcars for onward movement.  Staging was plentiful and port services were modern and available. There was, however, a catch.


The rail infrastructure in Romania, like that of the rest of the Balkans, was a concern. The railcars simply are insufficient -- both in numbers and in types to support a substantial movement.  Those railcars would have to be consolidated at the port from other contributing member nations of the European commercial rail community.  The heavily industrialized countries of western Europe, including Germany, France, the Netherlands and Austria have the most robust fleets but are, understandably, reluctant to marginalize their commercial customers to send empty rail cars on unproven missions with questionable profit potential.  


TMCA’s second concern with Constantza was the distance from the port to the final destination in Kosovo.  That distance, and the addition of another border crossing between Romania and Bulgaria, could increase the overall transit time for deploying unit equipment.  Despite our cooperative relations with the Romanian government, Ministry of Defense and port officials, Constantza appeared to hold the least potential as a KFOR support port. 


“Constantza was a great port,” said MAJ Peggy Devereux, TMCA Chief of Plans, “but the distance trains would have to travel and the extra border crossing after the download weighed heavily against its use.”


Eliminating Romanian ports allowed us to concentrate our analysis on Bulgaria.  Initial research showed that a Bulgarian port south of Romania would reduce the sea leg and, closer to KFOR, reduce the onward movement leg to the final destination. 
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Less distance equates to less time and quicker deployments -- important factors in choosing a port.  While railcar availability remained a concern, the indicators looked extremely promising and a team, led by 1st TMCA, descended on Bulgaria to conduct an initial recon.  


As a result of previous operations in Bulgaria, 1st TMCA was comfortable with the host nation’s commitment to our mission success.  During earlier operations in the western Bulgarian town of Radomir, we offloaded M1 tanks and uploaded them to Heavy Equipment Transports for movement to Camp Able Sentry in Macedonia.  Bulgarian governmental and commercial support for those operations had been nothing short of outstanding.  They provided security, rail services, medical care, billeting and a wide variety of life support measures that allowed our Task Force to concentrate on the safe deployment of tracks to their final destination.


Once again, those same Bulgarian open arms of absolute cooperation greeted us upon our arrival.  Our colleagues at the National Logistic Coordination Center (NLCC), the Bulgarian Ministry of Defense’s executive agent for logistics support to international partners, sponsored our visit and facilitated our recon.   

Col. Slavcho Uzunov, Deputy Director of the NLCC, met us in Burgas with interpreters.  Over the next three days, Uzunov assisted us on visits to three ports.  At Varna, near the Romanian border, we visited both Varna East and the newer Varna West, located 18 miles up a deep-water channel. On the final day, the team visited the southern port of Burgas.
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While we were most interested in the capabilities of each port, we were also intent on determining the area’s ability to provide a safe, reliable life support structure to any deployed Task Force.  Ken Crawford, a 21st TSC Support Operations planner, said, “The TMCA guys are experts at making the actual movement happen.” 

“I was there to help set up the life support -- we were going to have to house and feed our folks safely.  We’d want to communicate with them and make sure their medical needs are covered. The 21st will take care of those issues and free up the Transporters to take care of getting the equipment where it needs to be,” said Crawford.


Once the recon group returned to Germany, the real work began.  The question was not just which Black Sea Port was best, but also whether we should use any port on the Black Sea over established ports in Greece and Northern Germany.  1st TMCA, in cooperation with the staff of the 21st TSC, completed a comprehensive transportability analysis of our three Black Sea ports and contrasted them with both Thessoloniki and Bremerhaven.  That analysis revealed several key challenges.


Nearly 70 years ago, several nations signed an agreement that came to be called the Montreaux Convention.  This agreement, designed to limit and restrict warships entering the Black Sea, bestowed on Turkey the power to veto any warship transiting the Bosporus and Dardanelles straits separating the Black Sea from the Mediterranean.  These two narrow waterways are the only way in and out of the Black Sea and, without Turkish approval to transit, any decision to use a Black Sea port would fall prey to a fatal flaw.  
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Transportation planners, working with the International Law and International Relations divisions at the European Command (EUCOM), 21st TSC G5 staff and the Military Sealift Command concluded that, as we were unlikely to use “gray-bottom” U.S. Navy vessels, the Montreaux Convention presented no appreciable challenge to use. The scorecard thus far read: one challenge down; more to come.


The Cargo Preference Act of 1904 requires any ocean move of U.S. cargo to be offered first to any reasonably available U.S.-flagged vessel before it can be booked aboard any foreign-flagged ship.  Unfortunately, U.S.-flagged carriers had virtually no experience and no regular service into the Black Sea.  

Working through the Military Sealift Command-Europe, we were able to monitor efforts to secure shipping that met the requirements of the 1904 Act. However, doubts about the availability of any vessel to pick up in CONUS and deliver to the Black Sea lingered for months.

With the recent tragedy of the USS Cole still weighing heavily on every leader’s mind, Force Protection became a paramount consideration in the decision whether or not to use the Black Sea.  An exhaustive analysis by the 21st Provost Marshall Office, counter-intelligence officers from the 66th Military Intelligence Group and host nation security experts outlined the necessary modifications needed to ensure the safe completion of the RSO mission. 

Perhaps the most important factor in favor of using Burgas was the proximity of several Bulgarian military billeting facilities to the port.  One, at Sarafovo, served as a military-only summer resort for the Bulgarians.  The camp at Sarafovo, enclosed behind
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a fence, guarded by military police and at a discreet distance from the road, provided a relatively secure environment to set up a Task Force Logistic Support Area (LSA).  With few modifications, the security of deployed soldiers and civilians could be ensured.


The analysis, presented as a decision briefing to MG Richard A. Hack, Commanding General, 21st TSC, eliminated Constantza and both ports in Varna.  Burgas, Thessoloniki and Bremerhaven were then compared and contrasted.  

The winner was Burgas because it offered a relatively safe, relatively fast option.  Burgas also more than made up for its shortcomings by opening a new port supporting the Theater Engagement Plan and creating a diversity of options that could be used for KFOR, Partnership for Peace, NATO, and bi-lateral exercises and operations.  


With his decision to use Burgas, Hack put into motion the considerable power of the 21st TSC and its subordinate brigades to execute the most audacious logistics plan ever attempted in post-Cold War Europe.


MG Hack tasked the 29th Support Group, commanded by COL Thomas Newman, to provide the necessary command and control of, first, a controlled test of the port and, second, the unprecedented, full-scale deployment of forces through Burgas. 

Assembling a Task Force under the command of LTC Tom Boyle, Support Operations Officer, 29th SG, Newman brought together the requisite parts necessary to execute the mission.  That Task Force, including communications, security, food service, port operations and movement control, grew to encompass experts from several different organizations, all dedicated to one purpose -- mission success.
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And the mission?  Redeploy a light infantry battalion from KFOR through Burgas at the end of its six-month rotation in February 2001.


Rehearsals, ROC drills, more recons, contracts, IPRs, and long negotiation sessions with the Bulgarian government, the port authorities and the port service providers all led up to the departure of the Task Force for Burgas.  With the February 9 departure of four trains from Kosovo with the 3-27 Infantry’s equipment, everything in Burgas was ready -- the operation was a “go.”


MAJ Carl Axelson, Commander, 953rd Transportation Company (MTMC) and port operator for the operation said, “Military Traffic Management Command has over 50 years of experience operating ports all over the world, but the 21st and TMCA made for perfect partners.  They are true professionals who brought their expertise and, with my port experts, made success a foregone conclusion.”


Overcoming the inevitable barriers of language and culture, and the challenges of unfamiliar documentation and procedures, the trains were successfully and safely offloaded and uploaded to the ship ahead of schedule.  On February 16, the Task Force returned home.


TMCA commander Sumpter said, “It is rare to see anything through from conception to execution.  I am so proud of the teamwork of every one of our soldiers and civilians, not just the ones who actually went to Burgas, but also all the folks behind the scenes who made this first use of Burgas such a tremendous success.  Now, it’s back to the shop to make the changes we need to make a full-scale rotation go as smoothly as this test.” 
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The next step was a full rotation including as much as ten times the 250 pieces of equipment moved during this test.  That rotation, which began in late April 2001, included the complex mission of processing helicopters for shipment.   Again a tremendous success, Burgas has proven a robust and capable RSO environment capable of continued support to not only KFOR but also all movements of US cargo into the Black Sea.

Much work faces the 1st TMCA and the 21st TSC as efforts continue to improve Burgas but, considering the enthusiasm and professionalism focused on this unprecedented move of U.S. forces through the Black Sea, the smart money is on a long and successful relationship.
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