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The USS Saipan (LHA-2) is an amphibious assault ship of the Tarawa class and came as the second ship of this class first in service at 15-10-1977. The ship is based at Norfolk, Virginia together with her sister ship USS Nassau (LHA-4) both assigned to the Atlantic fleet. Three other vessels of this class, the USS Tarawa (LHA-1), the USS Belleau Wood (LHA-3) and the USS Peleliu (LHA-5) are serving in the Pacific fleet and based in San Diego, California.

Assault  Landings

This ships are designed to put troops on hostile shores serving as primary landing ships for assault operations. Operating as part of an Expeditionary Strike Group (ESG) normally a marine expeditionary unit with airplanes and helicopters embark the vessel. The helicopters of this unit conduct assaults together with landing craft. From a floodable well deck amphibious vehicles can depart while the ship is steaming and this can be coordinated with airborne assault from the helicopters. Both conventional landing craft and Landing Craft Air Cushions (LCAC) are in use up to 7 examples. Some 125 vehicles can be stored inside the ship.

In the secondary role the USS Saipan can perform sea control and in a limited way so-called “power projection missions”. More than once the USS Saipan was the leading ship of a task force sometimes leading to combat manoeuvres, sometimes for the show of force. The primary and major goal is to provide rapidly a built up of a combat force ashore even when facing opposite fire. Such actions have been made in on the coasts of Grenada (Operation Urgent Fury, 1983), Kuwait (Operation Dessert Storm, 1991) and on Iraq (Operation Iraqi Freedom, 2003).

On other occasions the presence of the ship had the character of support missions like in the Adriatic Sea in 1993 for Operation Deny Flight and in 1996 for Operation Decisive Endeavour. During periods of tension in Albania in 1998 and Serbia in 2000 the ship was cruising in the Mediterranean Sea.

Non Combat Missions

A secondary function of the USS Saipan is to provide help with evacuation of people in areas with conflicts or as a result from nature disasters. Hundreds of kilograms of medical supplies and food can be transported by the USS Saipan as a relief for disaster victims anywhere in the world. The medical departments of the ship can accommodate nearly 400 patients. When necessary treatment is available for hundreds of people more when the opportunity is there to visit the ship. In 1990 during a deployment in the Mediterranean Sea the ship was directed to the coast of Liberia in Africa and conducted a non-combat evacuation operation evacuating 1600 civilians in support of Operation Sharp Edge.

Embarked aircraft

The 39.400 tons (full loaded) USS Saipan has two geared steam turbines with 70.000 total shaft horsepower providing a speed of 24 knots (27,6 miles per hour). The USS Saipan named to a mountainous island in the central Pacific where a crucial amphibious victory over Japanese forces created a turning point has 250 m long (820 feet) and 43 m width (141 feet) flight deck with 9 helicopter landing spots. A marine expeditionary unit consists normally of 27 aircraft which can be increased till 30. Two types of helicopters are in use for troop-and supply-carrying four Sikorsky CH-53E Sea Stallion can take 37 fully combat equipped marines each while 12 Boeing Vertol CH-46E Sea Knight can bring 25 marines each a shore.

In addition three Bell UH-1N Iroquois are used for Command an Control purposes during the assault and can also be used for battlefield communications. The UH-1N helicopters are suited for recovery of wounded persons. Each Iroquois can accommodate 6 patients and a medical attendant. To reach superiority in the assault landing area 4 Bell AH-1N Super Cobra attack helicopters with TOW anti-tank rockets can counter opposite forces. When there is a need for a bigger attack proportion 6 McDonnel Douglas AV-8B strike fighters can assist the landing or perform pre-assault bombings. Various air-to-ground weapons including AGM-65 Maverick missiles can be taken on 6 wing stations next to one centreline station for a 25 mm six barrel gun pod. Surface targets can be attacked and destroyed under day/night visual conditions. Sometimes, depending the mission a few surplus helicopters specialised in antisubmarine warfare joining the ship. In other occasions the missions only asks just for helicopters and when the CH-53E are not on board (short periods are favourable) up to 35 aircraft embarkment is possible even with up to 8 AV-8B Harrier fighters. Totally 1900 troops (above the 1000 people crew) for landing operations can be accommodated temporarily.

Flight deck operations

In times of multiple actions on the flight deck one can easily understand to avoid accidents that a very good coordination with strict rules is very necessary.

In the “tower”of the ship, viewing the complete deck is the aircraft handling officer room. On a long table resembles the flight deck are the flight operations organised and scheduled. Of every aircraft is a little (flat) model to point where it is at that moment. Practical handling is done by Aviation Boatswains mates with a masterchief in command. They working in teams with different tasks and wearing special coloured shirts depending the task. The plane handlers (ABA) are red, yellow and blue coloured. The blue shirts do basic flight deck activities like securing or tight down aircraft. The yellow shirts give directions and telling you where to go. The red shirts are fire fighters and their primary job is to rescue people after crashes and distinguish fires in the short possible way. Purple coloured Boatswains mates (ABS) fuel the aircraft with JP-5 and the green shirts (ABF) are anti aircraft gunners (A means aircraft, S means supply and F means firing). All those teams are intense trained and the guests on board whatever they are; navy, army or marines are accustomed to the procedures. Inside the ship is a huge hangar and at the side of the flight deck are two
 aircraft elevators which are also handled by the blue shirts. Below-decks marshalling areas allow a good organisation in support of the flying and amphibious actions. For example when the Sea Stallions are waiting with turning rotors at that moment only manned by two pilots and a loadmaster the troops need a place elsewhere to prepare in order to go after a sign as quick and safe as possible in the helicopters.

Those areas with the storage compartments and the entrance routes have special floors with very hard special non-skid surface (a mix of metal and composite) with many spots inserted where aircraft can be secured on with cables.

Self defence

During operations on sea including the flight operations the safety of the ship against enemies is under command of the weapon systems officer on the bridge. For self defence beside anti aircraft guns two important systems are fitted on the USS Saipan. Two RAM-launchers (Rolling Airframe Missiles) will fire Raytheon solid fuel rockets at incoming missiles when needed. Two special Phalanx Close In Weapon Systems (CIWS) using a 20 mm 6 barrelled Gatling gun with search and track radar can even keep the Exocet rocket.

Another major system to defend airspace around the ship are the Harrier fighters itself. However they are not specific designed as interceptors they can down other aircraft with their Sidewinders. In addition foil chaff and flares can be used to divers rockets. The weapon systems are described as strictly defensive a missile launcher can launch an anti-ship missile on an enemy ship.

Future Prospect

Being nearly 30 years is service The USS Saipan proofed her value more than once. The amphibious assault ship is a good concept and still a very important asset in modern warfare. The USS Saipan took part in major exercises and with a well trained and organised crew the ship won several awards including the Atlantic Fleet Battle “E” winner 2000. The navy command plans to continue the service for another 10 years and after four major overhauls the ship is suitable modernised for today’s military operations. Even side-operations like testing and developing platform for the V-22 Osprey aircraft became a USS Saipan experience. The ship is facing the next years with the same slogan it always had:

Omnia Facimus which means “we do it all”.
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