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Air Force ISR Operations
Hunting versus Gathering

An often-repeated axiom attributed to 
General of the Army Omar Bradley 
opines that “amateurs talk about 

strategy, professionals talk about logistics.” 
This well-worn adage not only contains an 
obvious element of wisdom and timeless-
ness but also expresses a fundamental shift 
in the context of today’s emerging era of 
military operations. Specifi-
cally, amateurs do continue 
to talk about strategy, but pro-
fessionals increasingly talk 
about information—how to get 
it, use it, and keep getting it, 
given the speed, complexity, and 
character of the challenges faced 
by our forces abroad and our do-
mestic security organizations at 
home. This elevation of information 
in war has closed the gap that existed 
in the past between those who 
created intelligence and 
those who operated with 
that intelligence.1 Still, there 
remains much distance to 
cover in creating a synchronized 
and precise relationship between the 
view of information as the creation of a 
product and as a seamless element of op-
erations. This article argues that the Air 
Force intelligence, surveillance, and recon-
naissance (ISR) enterprise—indeed, the US 

military itself—must undergo a cultural 
transformation and trade the farmer’s view 
of ISR (methodically producing informa-
tion) for the hunter’s view (anticipating, 
finding, and fixing an elusive and often 
dangerous prey) in order to meet the chal-
lenges of the coming decades and eliminate 
the segregation that has historically existed 
between ISR and operations.

The Air Force ISR team does a superb job 
of collecting, analyzing, and reporting. It 
conducts both national and theater ISR mis-
sions, manages immensely complex collec-
tion decks, and operates air and space sen-
sors globally with 
near-real-time, 
world-class 
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analysis across service, coalition, joint, and 
national centers that inform a host of re-
gional and national priorities.2 This ap-
proach, though highly efficient, bears more 
resemblance to a “batch process” such as 
farming—preparing the fields, gathering the 
harvest, and periodically delivering it to 
market—than to hunting elusive game ani-
mals. Even with our theater ISR air assets, 
we are collecting and providing information 
to others rather than anticipating and hunt-
ing the information we will need next. Air 
Force ISR today is operations, but in apply-
ing it to the emerging context of today’s 
tasks, we have a strategic imperative to do 
better. We need only review our track re-
cord in dealing with Iraqi Scuds, Bosnian 
SA-3 surface-to-air missiles, high-value indi-
viduals in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the 
present and future capabilities of mobile 
enemy weapons to realize the importance 
of improvement.

So how does the Air Force evolve the ca-
pabilities of its world-class ISR enterprise 
from the mind-set of a farmer to that of a 
hunter? The first step calls for codifying 
into doctrine the concept that the Air 
Force’s global integrated ISR mission in-
cludes hunting and actively participating in 
the destruction or negation of certain 
classes of targets—leading to defining, train-
ing, and refining the necessary ISR skills to 
fulfill these missions. Few people today re-
call that the ancestor of the 480th ISR Wing 
was an organization that knew how to hunt 
German submarines and actively partici-
pate in the kill.3 To help meet today’s ISR 
issues, we have at our disposal our air, 
space, and cyber operations centers; our 
ISR sensor systems deployed throughout 
the world and in space; the Air Force dis-
tributed common ground/surface system 
(DCGS-AF, the leading-edge element of the 
Defense Intelligence Information Enter-
prise), which integrates sensors, communi-
cations, and analysis; and the Air Force’s 
manned and managed intelligence centers 
such as the National Air and Space Intelli-
gence Center. Linking these ISR nodes has 
shown great promise when adapted to the 

role of a hunter—a process that we must 
codify if we wish to grow and meet the chal-
lenges of the future.

To deal with the irregular warfare taking 
place today in Iraq and Afghanistan, the Air 
Force created forward-based ISR exploita-
tion cells (ISREC), whose mission has 
evolved from dedicated unit-level process-
ing, exploitation, and dissemination of in-
formation gleaned from MC-12W aircraft, to 
the incorporation of new sensors for MQ-9 
Reaper wide-area electro-optical and 
ground moving-target-indicator surveil-
lance, to the soon-to-be-deployed Gorgon 
Stare wide-area airborne surveillance sys-
tem.4 At the ground-component division 
and below, ISR liaison officers enable both 
the DCGS-AF and the ISRECs to success-
fully integrate the global Air Force ISR net-
work into surface-force planning and opera-
tions. However, we have not yet codified 
the concepts behind the liaison officers and 
ISRECs into Air Force doctrine or tactics, 
techniques, and procedures (TTP) manuals.5 
We will lose these powerful connections 
and their resulting lessons unless we do so. 
By integrating these types of cross-cueing 
and translation actions across the spectrum 
of Air Force ISR operations, we are begin-
ning to define the requirements for creating 
a true ISR-hunting paradigm.

Next, the Air Force should implement a 
coherent approach that binds our air and 
space operations centers, the DCGS-AF, 
and the network-centric collaborative tar-
geting system—not just to provide informa-
tion but to conduct ISR operations in the 
role of a hunter. Most importantly, this ap-
proach includes developing trained ISR Air-
men proficient in dynamic operations as 
real-time participants in the hunt—not 
simply intelligence analysts or collectors 
and reporters of batches of ISR information 
to a joint headquarters. The Air Force 
needs ISR warriors “on the wing” with the 
shooters—as they were late in the Vietnam 
air war over Hanoi in the Teaball program.6 
Such a concept does not obviate the need 
for image analysts, signals analysts, and in-
dividuals proficient in other intelligence 
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skill sets—they are absolutely essential to 
both the military and national intelligence 
community. However, it does demand a 
systematic approach to organizing, training, 
and equipping ISR hunters. As an Air Force 
core function, air and space superiority re-
quires providing ISR hunter capabilities to 
joint force commanders to counter inte-
grated air defense systems, theater ballistic 
missiles, and the antisatellite capabilities of 
America’s potential adversaries—again, as 
core functions, not merely in support of the 
intelligence community.

Thus, the Air Force ISR Agency must as-
sign the 480th ISR Wing, ISR groups, their 
analysis and reporting teams, and their 
ISRECs a hunting mission for defined 
classes of mobile targets and must establish 
procedures to execute that mission. Those 
entities need training and proficiency in 
cross tasking (sharing information) in near 
real time, the situational awareness neces-
sary to operate effectively, the ability to use 
their networks to enable real-time collabo-
ration with ISR hunter analysts in air and 
space operations centers, and an enterprise 
approach focused on “finding, fixing, and 
finishing.” That preparation will enable 
them to have the right answers quickly 
enough for time-critical targeting cells to act 
effectively against fleeting targets, thereby 
exemplifying decentralized execution by 
Airmen who understand the intent of the 
mission orders provided by the joint force 
commander. This approach necessitates 
skills different from the rote execution of 
specific collection and reporting tasks as-
signed by a headquarters or by the collec-
tive intelligence community. The Air Force 
ISR enterprise must become proficient at 
implementing mission-type orders as a core 
function of the entire organization.

Consequently, the ISR division (ISRD) of 
a combined/joint force air component com-
mander’s (C/JFACC) joint/combined air 
and space operations center must learn 
hunter collection management and ways of 
sustaining “killer” decision making for those 
mission sets. Today, these are separate pro-
cesses. Giving the C/JFACC the where-

withal to advocate the right collection allo-
cations to assigned mission sets and supply 
near-real-time decision support is essential. 
The ISRD must become an effective partner 
in brokering collaboration between DCGS-
AFs and Air Force ISR collectors/analysts, 
knowing how to find and use national data 
tactically, and making decisions that enable 
the execution of time-critical hunter/killer 
operations faster than enemies can react. In 
the language of John Boyd, the ISRD must 
execute and accelerate the observe, orient, 
decide, act loop for ISR operations and tie it 
to the joint force commander’s mission ob-
jectives in mere minutes—in some cases, 
seconds—as an active participant.

For air, space, and cyberspace ISR opera-
tions personnel, this requirement means 
they must understand and have training in 
how to use their systems effectively to par-
ticipate in the hunt and in how to collabo-
rate productively with each other. By under-
standing the enemy and the missions that 
air, space, and cyber forces execute, they 
can apply their sensor expertise to that goal 
and become more useful to the C/JFACC, 
delivering true hunting capability to joint or 
combined force commanders and allies. To-
day our ISR sensor warriors are driven by 
the collection deck, a complex set of tasks 
that issues from prioritization of large num-
bers of requests for information from a rear-
area headquarters—more similar to a mar-
ket process than a hunting regimen. It’s 
time to change this anachronistic process, 
which is based on capability and culture 
from the middle of the last century. Be-
cause animals, submarines, terrorists, or 
surface-to-air missiles all hide from and 
avoid the hunter, he needs to understand 
their signs and prepare himself to sense, 
react, and shoot quickly.

As part of this process, we must develop 
TTPs that fuse ISR forces, shooters, and 
command and control elements as team-
mates in executing find, fix, and finish 
missions end-to-end on tactically useful 
timelines. These TTPs should incorporate 
the concept of employing sensors for ISR 
hunter-mission tasking. All the elements of 
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the ISR hunter architecture should under-
stand the technical capabilities needed to 
execute ISR hunter missions, both in deal-
ing with the fog and friction of actual war-
fare and in defining future system require-
ments and human interfaces. A key part of 
this enterprise approach should involve es-
tablishing an ISR test and evaluation unit at 
Nellis AFB, Nevada, to address ISR opera-
tional integration with current units that 
conduct command and control, air, and 
space system test and evaluation. Our pres-
ent structure of using geographically dis-
persed, unrelated detachments to test U-2, 
MQ-1, MQ-9, RQ-4, and other ISR platforms 
precludes true operational testing of various 
configurations in carefully reproduced com-
bat conditions, or layering and integrating 
ISR in test scenarios as we envision em-
ploying these capabilities. Finally, as with 
other operational forces in the Air Force, we 
need training and certification requirements, 
including continuation training, certifica-
tion and proficiency identifiers, and metrics 
of ISR combat capabilities across the spec-
trum of Air Force mission areas. As a benefi-
cial by-product of these efforts, if imple-
mented, we will move from our historical 
“industrial age” military culture that far too 
long has segregated operations from intel-
ligence, to a culture better suited to the in-
formation age—one that integrates opera-

tions and intelligence, producing 
unprecedented synergies in action, accu-
racy, and effectiveness.

We stand at the cusp of a new era in mili-
tary operations in which the speed of infor-
mation, advancements in technology, net-
working of our organizations, and mind-set 
of our people will directly shape the suc-
cess or failure of our future military activi-
ties. The foundations of our achievement 
will hinge on the ability to sense, know, de-
cide, and act ahead of our adversaries on a 
global scale. These technologies and chal-
lenges have trumped the buffer of geography 
that historically afforded us the luxury of 
time to think and act, demanding that we 
alter our ISR farmer-culture mind-set and 
begin to act more like hunters. Our ISRECs 
have given us a glimpse of this hunting 
role, but we must do more to apply what 
we’ve learned from this experience to carry 
us through tomorrow’s tasks. In an impor-
tant first step, we must capture in our doc-
trine the importance of harnessing and 
linking every node in our ISR enterprise to 
hunt rather than simply farm, and we must 
change how our military forces think about 
their role in the ISR enterprise. In the fu-
ture, Air Force ISR professionals must as-
sure the availability of information neces-
sary to bring a strategy to a successful 
outcome well before we need it. 
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