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COUNTERING IMPROVISED EXPLOSIVE DEVICES
THE AIR POWER CONTRIBUTION

Many of us have seen on TV and read in newspapers, the 
carnage left behind after an Improvised Explosive Device 
(IED) has detonated in a crowded marketplace or a congested 
roadway. IED operations by insurgents have so far killed 
thousands of people and their scale and relative success have 
constrained the freedom of manoeuvre of coalition forces, 
affecting their ability to conduct effective operations in places 
such as Iraq and Afghanistan.  

Containing the IED threat has a politico-strategic dimension 
that require elements of national power—diplomatic, 
economic, information and military capabilities—to be  
comprehensively employed. However, this Pathýnder focuses 
on counter-IED military operations and in particular the air 
power dimension of such actions.

An Improvised Explosive Device is normally ‘homemade’ 
and fabricated in a simple unsophisticated manner 
incorporating destructive pyrotechnic or incendiary 
capabilities designed to destroy, incapacitate, harass or 
distract. Activation of an IED is done either through a time 
switch, remote command operation (wired, radio controlled) 
or by the victim (via pressure plate, infrared or trip wire). 
Even though air power has the capacity to completely 
isolate a theatre of operation, IEDs will always be available 
to insurgents by virtue of the fact that they are improvised 
from commonly available material. Countering this threat 
therefore, will per force have to be a multi-faceted operation 
conducted in theatre.  

Until relatively recently, the ýght against IEDs consisted 
mostly of distancing or protecting personnel and equipment 
from the blast either by avoiding likely IED sites or using 
better armour.  Today, however, a more holistic counter-IED 
effort is underway that is designed to counter not only the 
IED itself but also the terrorist networks responsible for 
their deployment—in other words treating the IED threat 
as a system with recognisable nodes. Due to the dispersed 
nature of most IED systems, attacks against the live IED itself 
will only have tactical impact and not adversely affect their 
broader employment. The military systemic approach to a 
comprehensive counter-IED action will be to:

¶  Isolate the entire IED system from its external sources of  
   support;

¶  Interdict all the nodes of the system to disrupt the IED  
   capability; and

¶ At the tactical level, neutralise emplaced IEDs.

Countering the IED threat is a joint activity that requires a 
fully integrated and systematic approach, and synchronisation 
of effort by different agencies at the strategic, operational and 
tactical levels.

The primary requirement to prevent insurgent groups 
from employing IEDs is to isolate them from their support 
infrastructure. Air and space capabilities are well suited 
to this task in the larger theatre by continuous visual and 
electronic monitoring of the surface environment. This 
continuous monitoring can lead to the identiýcation of 
insurgent lines of communication and supply as well as 
their supporters, all of which can be interdicted. Concerted 
surveillance and intelligence operations can disrupt the 
IED network and target the strategic supply lines and the 
personnel and locations used to build and distribute the IEDs. 
In this way, the entire system can be neutralised.

Interdiction of an IED system is a job well suited to air 
power. The inherent rapid response capability of air power 
makes it possible to identify and interdict enemy safe 
houses, IED factories and caches. Further, if IEDs are being 
transported, either between warehouses or for operational 
deployment, air platforms are the interdiction weapons 
of choice due to their ability to carry out discriminatory 
and precise strikes rapidly and from long ranges.  Besides 
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