Virtual radar tracking of aircraft - a new dimension to airband listening

Despite switching callsigns
and hex codes, SBS users still
managed to track Air Force 1.

here are few subjects
that conjure up
mystery, intrigue and

secrecy all at the same time,
unless, of course, the topic is
the fleet of aircraft
associated with the United
States Presidency.
Documentaries, TV series and
Hollywood movies have all
been associated with these
aircraft. Given the current
climate, in terms of security
and operations, the world of
presidential movements is
even more intriguing. For the
SBS-1 users, several events
happened within the space of
a week that showed just how
secret this area of aviation
truly is.

During the middle of June,
President Bush made an
unannounced visit into Iraq.
The reports that have filtered
through have suggested that
the visit was so secret, that the
Iraqi prime minister was only

USAF VC-25 callsign Air Force 1

told of the visit when Air Force 1
was five minutes from landing.
The visit was a short one, but
the interesting facts of the flight
came out on the return flight.
The usual callsign for the
US President is Air Force 1.
However, for what can only be
described as security reasons,
the aircraft came out of Irag
using the callsign SAM 9411.
The SAM callsign is used for
various aircraft, which also

includes the C-32/B757 aircraft.

Despite this fact, the aircraft
being used to carry the
president was indeed the
VC-25/B747 that everyone has
come to recognise as ‘Air
Force 1.

The callsign change would
be a clever way to disguise the
departure of the president,
however, the security services
went a step further just to
confuse everyone. The callsign
used suggested it was the
C-32/B757 but to make the

cover story foolproof, the VC-25
also used the hex code of a C-
32B, ADFEBS. It is unclear if this
can be done from within the
cockpit, or if it actually involves
physically removing a piece of
hardware but, as far as
everyone was concerned, it was
a C-32/B757 that departed Irag.

Despite the Irag PM only
knowing five minutes before Air
Force 1 was due to land,
aviation enthusiasts and radio
monitors in the UK got wind that
Air Force 1 was due to land in
the UK, despite all the efforts to
conceal the fact the president
was airborne including
changing the callsign and the
Mode-S code.

In the early hours of June
14th, weary SBS monitors and
radio listeners picked up
SAM9411 going into RAF
Mildenhall. Incidentally, several
plane spotters were at the
airfield and photographed the
VC-25 landing there, which
caused a bit of controversy
itself.

An hour later, the callsign Air
Force 1 was intercepted
departing Mildenhall and was
picked up by SBS-1 operators
using the usual VC-25 Hex
Code of ADFDF9. Strangely
enough, of course, the
SAM9411 callsign using the Hex
Code of ADFEB9 disappeared
into thin air!

It seems clear that the Mode-S
debate is becoming more
interesting, when the authorities
start not only changing
callsigns, but also hex codes.
For many SBS-1 monitors, it
was a very interesting evening.
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Flying into Europe

Just over a week later, President
Bush was on the move again.
This time, the destination was
Austria but there was not the
same level of secrecy
surrounding this trip as
experienced previously. The Air
Force 1 callsign was used as
per usual, along with the
associated hex code of that
aircraft.

The E-4B aircraft routed over
Scotland on the return leg to the
United States. It popped up on
my SBS-1 screen shortly after
listening to Air Force 1 getting
their oceanic clearance.

The E-4B was using the hex
code ADFEBS, with the callsign
box displaying ‘DONSRIG’. My
theory behind that callsign input
is that someone on board the
aircraft, possibly the captain,
was called Don.

The events of the 13/14th
June 2006 just show that, when
you see an aircraft on your
SBS-1 system, you might be
looking at something slightly
different.

That’s all for this month’s
presidential special. Just
remember to keep those SBS-1
systems running. [
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