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abstract

This paper is a very brief summary of the operations of the argentine air Force (aaF) helicopters
in the argentine antarctic. It is a transcription of a Power Point Presentation of the lecture that was
given on June 26, 2015 during the X National Helicopter Forum 2015 held at the Institute of aviation
in Poland.
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1. introDuction

The antarctica is a hostile and deserted territory with extremely low temperatures. Winters are
long and in summers sometimes the weather conditions do not allow for air operations to last longer
than a few hours per day.

However,it is possible to operate helicopters safely,following certain guidelines and having the
right equipment which is not always very sophisticated.

Helicopter operations in the antarctica are very risky and for that reason their preparation has to
be very careful in order to make the as safe as possible.

It is essential to have fuel, lubricating oils and fluids suitable for low temperatures as well as
well-trained people.

2. Brief DescriPtion of the antarctic continent

Fig. 1 the antarctic continent,where the South Pole, is located is in the south hemisphere from
parallel 60° South.

The antarctic Continent has a surface of 14 millions of km2. during summer the area free of ice
is only 280 000 km2. The average ice thickness is 2 500 m.

The average temperature of the warmest month does not exceed 0°C, the lowest temperatures
ever recorded were in the russian antarctic station Vostok, on July 21, 1983, when the thermometer
showed -89.3°C.

In July 31, 2013 at a site near the dome argos was recorded the historicalrecord of the lowest
temperature on earth -93°C.

The distance between argentina and the antarctic Peninsula is about 1 000 km.



Fig. 1. Image [1]

3.countries that cLaiMeD territorY in the antarctica

The antarctic at the moment is occupied by 7 countries (Fig. 2): argentina, australia, Chile,
France, Norway, New Zealand and the united Kingdom.

Fig. 2. Image [2]

52 countries signed the antarctic Treaty in 1959, only 29 are advisors. Poland is an advisory
country but has not claimed territory. It has one research station henryk arctowski on King George
Island (Isla 25 de mayo for argentina).

argentina is the country that has occupied the antarctica for longest and uninterrupted time of
111 years now (since 1904).
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argentina has 13 bases in the antarctica. 6 are permanent and 7 are temporary. They belong to
the army, Navy, air Force and antarctic National direction.

The aaF has 2 bases: 1 permanent, marambio Base and one temporary matienzo Base
(Fig. 3). The most important is marambio, which has the only runway operative for wheeled planes
in The antarctica all year round.

The runway is 1 260 m long and 30 m wide with all the facilities for IFr landings. The capacity
to be operable 365 day a year is a very important support for the antarctic Bases.

Fig. 3. Image: ministerio de defensa de la rca argentina

NoTe: a new runway was opened at marambio Base on July 14, 2015. This new runway,with another
orientation adapted to the prevailing winds, is 1 600 m long and 45 m wide and also is operable throughout the
year for aircraft equipped with skids.

4. MoDeL of heLicoPters useD froM 1968 to 2015

Fig. 4. Photo: Guillermo S. Posadas, 1969

59HelICoPTer oPeraTIoNS oF THe arGeNTINe aIr ForCe IN aNTarCTICa 1968 - 2015



With this helicopter, the argentine air Force (aaF) started to fly in the antarctica. It was used
in operations from 1968 to 1978.

I mentioned only some technical characteristics, but one of the most important one is the weight
that is carried in operations. This amount of kilograms was and still is the key to transfer the supplies
fast and on time.

In the case of the Bell uH-1H, the cargo hook is hanged of about 600 to 700 kg, equivalent of
4 to 6 drums of 200 litters of fuel.

Fig. 5. Photo: armando Buira, 1970

This helicopter was used in the winter of 1970 for a rescue task, because of his versatile
capabilities and internal capacity of 400 kg.

Fig. 6. Photo: editorial avialatina, 2008

In 1976 the aaF bought the helicopter Sikorsky S-61 r12, and it was used during the 1977/1978
campaign. The helicopter multiplies more than twice the amount of cargo to carry and provides safety
now when it is flown with 2 engines.

The weight hanged from the cargo hook is about 1 000 to 1 200 kg, equivalent to 10 to 13 drums
of fuel.
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Fig. 7. Photo: Fuerza aerea argentina. ministerio de defensa de la rca argentina

For the campaign of 1978 the aaF received the Bell 212. They were taken for the first time to
antarctica in the transport of the ship “Bahia aguirre”.

The Bell 212 did not increase the capacity of cargo considerably in comparison with the Bell
uH-1H but it improved the safety of the flights because of the 2 turbo-shaft engines.

Fig. 8. Photo: Hernan longoni – www.helis.com

In 1981 the air Force introduced the helicopter Chinook CH 47 C. This was another step forward
that reduced the time of work and the flight hours because the big capacity in the cargo hook of
this helicopter.

From the cargo hook “drums fuel” or “pillow fuel” tanks of 3 000 kg to 5 000 kg are hanged.

Fig. 9. Photo: Guillermo Sentis, 2013. revista Gaceta aeronautica, 26-12-2013
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In 2013 the air force started to use the helicopter mil mi-171-e with good capacities for the
antarctic tasks. It came fully equipped for polar flightsand with a capacity of hang cargo similar to
the Sikorsky S-61 r, between 1 000 and 1 200 kg.

transfers of helicopters to antarctica

right: Because of the distance from the continent to antarctica between the years 1968 to 1980
all the transfers of the helicopters to antarctica were made by ship of the argentine Navy like the ice-
breaker “General San martin” (Fig. 10).

This ice-breaker also carried the supplies and fuel for the antarctic bases.

Fig. 10. Image [3]

This icebreaker has capacity for carrying 2 bell uH-1H helicopters or equivalent, with a flight
deck of 20 by 10 meters (Fig. 11).

Fig. 11. Photo: Guillermo S. Posadas, 1970
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other ship that was used to carry big helicopters, was the dock Ship “Candido de lasala”,
in which helicopter Sikorsky S-61 r12 was transported (Fig. 12).

Because the deck of the ship does not have full roof, the helicopter had to be washed every
2 days with sweet water to take out the marine salt accumulated in the fuselage.

Fig. 12. Photo: Guillermo S. Posadas, 1977

In 1980 the aaF decided to transport the helicopters in “Hercules” C-130 and leave them in
marambio Base for the whole summer, i.e., from october/November to march/april.

one helicopter Bell 212 was transported in each flight (Fig. 13).

Fig. 13. Photo: Fuerza aerea argentina. ministerio de defensa de la rca argentina
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crossing chinook ch 47c

For the campaign 1980-1981 the aaF decided to send to antarctica 2 Helicopters Boeing Vertol
CH 47C Chinook.

Those helicopters were the first ones to cross from the mainland to the antarctic Continent by air.
This was done on November 30, 1980.

They flew a total distance of 715 nm (1 325 km) between rio Grande (mainland) to marambio
Base antarctica in 06:00 flight hours (Fig. 14). during the flight they had the support of 1 “Hercules”
C-130 and ships of the argentine Navy.

They crossed the “drake Stretch” flying at between 500 152 m and 2 000 feet 609 m because of
clouds with ice.

Fig. 14. Photo: Fundacion marambio, 2005

Fig. 15. Photo: Guillermo Sentis, 2013. revista Gaceta aeronautica, 26-12-2013
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equipment

In general, no special equipment was used with the helicopters, all of them were operated as they
came from the factory.

floats

on very few opportunities (if there was need to fly over water), floats with the bell uH-1H were
used (Fig. 16), because they add a lot of drag (more fuel used) and was very unstable. When on land,
we have to be very careful not to enter in lateral “resonance”.

The other helicopters came with their own float systems.

Fig. 16. Photo: Guillermo S. Posadas, 1970

covers

Canvas covers were used to protect the sensitive parts of helicopters when they had to “sleep”
outside hangars (Fig. 17).

Fig. 17. Photo: Guillermo S. Posadas, 1970
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skis

In general, skis are not used with helicopters by argentine air Forces. The only one that was used
the Chinook (Fig. 18), but also on very few occasions.

Fig. 18. Photo: Fundacion marambio, 2013

5. oPerations With heLicoPters of arGentine air force in the
antarctica

In general, operations with helicopters in antarctica could be divided into 3 main groups (Fig. 19-21):

Fig. 19. Photo: Guillermo S. Posadas,1970

Fig. 20. Image [4]
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Fig. 21. Photo: armando Buira, 1970

In order to make those operations possible, good planning and highly qualified personnel
were necessary.

From the very first moment an operation is started, the supply of spare parts or fuel is very critical
and in the case something is not available this problem can stop the operation for some period of
precious time, because the time for work are only few summer months and liable to the adverse
weather of antarctica that can reduce the work flight hours.

during operations, the helicopters have normal/simple fails, normal programmed inspections are
performed, but in a few cases the most serious problem was water in the fuel that produced fungus
in fuel tanks. That problem was solved with good cleaning in the place and later conveniently treated.
For future operations special care was taken to avoid the water in the fuel by using for re-fueling
special filters.

There were no problems with “o” rings or gaskets of the systems in the helicopter because of cold
weather. In some cases heaters were used, when available, to defrost parts of the helicopters or
engine intake.

The first antarctic operation with helicopters of the aaF was made in 1968 with one helicopter
uH-1H that was transported on board of ice-breaker “General San martin”.

The main mission was to collect soil samples and carry out measurements and observations in the
area of marambio island so that later the aaF could build “marambio Base” and the runway for
wheeled aircrafts, as mentioned earlier.

fuel and supplies

The main task of helicopters in antarctica was to take fuel and supplies from antarctic ice-breaker
or transport ships to the bases.

The best way to do this job was using the cargo hook of the helicopters and slings in most of the
flights and transport delicate cargo inside the helicopter.

Why were the hook and slings used so extensively? In order to avoid the effort and risk to land
and take off in a reduced flight deck and allow to do the operations faster. also the operations reduced
fuel consumption.

We always need to remember that the time available for those tasks in the antarctic is critical (Fig. 22).
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Fig. 22. Photo: Guillermo S. Posadas, 1969

other tasks

another important operation is a transfer of scientists and the supplies for their work to research
camps and collection of geological samples as well as moving personnel from one base to another
(Fig. 23, 24).

Fig. 23. Photo: Guillermo S. Posadas, 1969

Fig. 24. Photo: Guillermo S. Posadas, 1970
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rescue

during 1970 the aaF realized a very complex operation. For the task, 2 helicopters Hughes 369 Hm
were transfered to antarctica in “Hercules” C-130 (Fig. 25).

Fig. 25. Photo: armando Buira, 1970

June of 1970 in the antarctic winter was a period with very bad weather and few hours of sun
light. at that time the chief of admiral Brown Base was very seriously ill and needed to be transferred
urgently to hospital.

The aaF transfered 2 helicopters Hughes 369 Hm to marambio Base. They arrived by
C-130 with the start of the day and were very soon assembled and refueled.Immediately, they flew
to matienzo Base about 180 km Southwest.

The meteorological conditions were good, but with wind from 200°-220° at 45/65 km/h. They
landed in matienzo Base, refueled and rapidly took off heading Brown Base, 140 km to the West of
antarctic Peninsula (Fig. 26).

Fig. 26. Image [5]
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In the middle of the way, they found bad weather that reduced the visibility, which forced them
to search for another route and finally arrived at Brown Base.

one of the helicopter picked up the patient and both helicopters departured from Brown Base to
matienzo Base.

The helicopters arrived with the last rays of the sun at 4.00 p.m., they were refueled and spent
the night in the base (Fig. 27).

Fig. 27. Photo: armando Buira, 1970

The next day they departed with the first light of the morning to marambio Base where
the sick person and the helicopters were charged in the C-130 and flew to the mainland.

The good epilogue was that the sick person’s life was saved and we learned more about how to
operate helicopters in antarctica and demonstrated the ability of our pilots and technicians.

1) major (r)VGm Guillermo S. Posadas, argentine air Force

logo of antarctica with wings:
photo Guillermo S. Posadas, 2015

major Posadas participated in 5 Summer antarctic Campaigns between the years 1969 and 1994,
he flew in antarctica more than 500 hours in operations as a crew member of helicopters.
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• Fundacion marambio, http://www.marambio.aq/.
• direccion Nacional del antartico, http://www.dna.gob.ar/dIVulGaC/GeoGraF.HTm.
• ministerio de defensa de la republica argentina, http://www.mindef.gob.ar/mindef_campania_

antartica/index.html.
• Fundacion marambio, The rescue chapter is based on the story by Comodoro (r) VGm armando

Buira, argentine air Force, who took part of the rescue as Hughes pilot.

oPeracJe heLiKoPteroWe arGentYŃsKich
siŁ LotnicZYch na antarKtYDZie 1968 - 2015

streszczenie

artykuł ten przedstawia krótkie podsumowanie prowadzonych operacji helikopterowych
argentyńskich Sił lotniczych (aaF) w argentyńskiej części antarktydy. Jest to transkrypcja wykładu
przeprowadzonego w oparciu o prezentację sporządzoną w Power Point, jaki został zaprezentowany
26 czerwca 2015 roku podczas X Krajowego Forum Wiropłatowego zorganizowanego w Instytucie
lotnictwa w Warszawie.
Słowa kluczowe: argentyńskie Siły lotnicze, operacje helikopterowe, antarktyda.
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