The Liaison Linkage ~ US Army Movements through Austria

Since the beginning of US operations in the Balkans, nearly six years ago, US troops and equipment have transited every sovereign nation in Europe to reach destinations in Hungary, Bosnia, Macedonia or Kosovo.  This operation appears routine and flawless with US equipment flowing through the borders of up to 11 different nations with relatively few hindrances.  While transparent to most outside the Transportation world, there is a tremendous amount of behind the scenes work and coordination necessary to make the throughput of vital US equipment as certain as it can be.

The 1st Transportation Movement Control Agency (1st TMCA) in Kaiserslautern, Germany is the focal point for movement throughput coordination and planning for US moves within the European theater of operations.  In an effort to facilitate the unimpeded flow of equipment through 11 different nations, the 1st TMCA assigns Liaison Officers to the Ministry of Defense or National Movement Control Centers of the countries that we regularly transit.  I had the good fortune of being the 1st TMCA Liaison Officer (LNO) to the Austrian Ministry of Defense for six months in Vienna, Austria.  

From February 2001 to August 2001, my duties as the 1st TMCA LNO ranged from receiving approval for daily missions, to organizing military police escorts for convoys or special equipment, to arranging the overnight accommodations for US Military Convoys that stopped overnight in Austria.   I hung my hat in the Movements section, Operations Division of the Austrian Ministry of Defense.  Unlike the US Army, which normally places transportation under the G-4, the Austrians put their movement section under the G-3 in the training and operations Division.  The movements section coordinated all rail moves, convoys outside of territorial control, and bus movement for all of the Austrian Forces.  So, despite our differences in organization, I fit in quite nicely having the same function and purpose.  The Chief of the Movements section was Oberst (Colonel) Klaus Kopetzky and his deputy was Major Wolfgang Mayerhofer.  The movement section and COL Kopetzky had been the host and mentor to the 1st TMCA LNO since the first LNO was stationed there in 1995 to support SFOR moves.

The country clearance process is a little thought of, yet critical part of every military move across the European theater and across international borders.  For each country crossed a unique set of rules, forms, and policies apply to each individual shipment.  In Austria, a non-Austrian military movement falls into one of two categories: an exercise move in support of a UN Sanctioned effort or it falls under the “Kriegsmaterial” Act.  The Austrian constitution, written in the wake of World War II, generally prohibits the transport of war material  (“Kriegsmateriel”) across its borders.  Written into the Austrian constitution after the Russian occupation force left Austria after World War II, it remains important to the Austrian government and citizens because they do not want to unintentionally support a conflict that would violate their neutrality.  

Recently, the Austrian government enacted new legislation that decentralized the transit clearance process, which, in general, has made the movement of partner militaries through Austria much easier.  Though Austria is not a NATO country and has no intention of becoming a NATO member anytime soon, they are becoming a more active participant in the Partnership for Peace (PfP) program.  Partnership for Peace countries are countries that are not NATO members but wish to be part of a greater unified alliance for training and security purposes.  In an effort to facilitate transit of PfP equipment and soldiers through their country, Austria eased its restrictions and delegated some approval authority for transit clearance of military equipment to the MOD.   The difference between moves that can be approved by the Ministry of Defense and those that must be approved by the Ministry of Interior is complicated. The bottom line is that the MOD can approve movement of exercise equipment and UN sanctioned efforts, including support to SFOR and KFOR.  All other moves must be evaluated for approval under the “Kriegsmaterial” act and are approved by the Ministry of the Interior.    The fundamental difference between the two processes is time.  An approval of a military move from the MOD requires only 3 days while a minimum of 10 days is required for Kriegsmaterial through the Ministry of Interior.  While the differences in categories appear subtle and may seem insignificant to a civilian, to the Austrian government it is vast and definable.  Austria continues to vigilantly monitor the material that transits its borders and strenuously enforces its laws to maintain its international neutrality.  So, even for daily missions, the LNO had to maintain a constant awareness of the intent and purpose of missions the U.S. had ongoing and was planning in the near future.   

On a personal level, it was the most rewarding and enjoyable 6 months of my career.  The Austrian soldiers, officers, and civilians were warm, welcoming and most proud to share their country and its vivid history.  I was invited to ride in the Battalion Commander’s APC as he was evaluating a brand new tank company commander during the company commander’s first live fire exercise; attended many ceremonies honoring Austrian soldiers and officers; the graduation of the new lieutenants from the Military Academy; and, of course, inspected many rail loading and unloading operations.  I found the Austrian Army to be an extremely disciplined, professional and dedicated force from senior officers to the lowest privates.  They are a courageous, patient people with a strong work ethic and a sincere love for nature.   I was also able to improve my spoken German.  The Austrians were always patient with me as I stumbled through their language, butchering most words beyond recognition, and offered gentle corrections.  The Austrian government and its people have endured incredible trauma over the past 100 years, starting as the largest and strongest empire in Europe less than 100 years ago through the dark years of two world wars to finally regain their independence after WWII.  The Austrian people are gentle, not bitter, and open to new ideas.  I am so glad that I was honored with the opportunity to get to know Austria as a country and some of the people who make up the country.  I will treasure my memories and have already integrated many lessons learned into my total perspective.

For more information about the 1st TMCA and its mission, see the 1st TMCA web page at www.21tsc.army.mil/1_tmca.
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