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Image 1. Bulgarian and Spanish jet fighter crews, as well as authorities such as His Excellency Mr. Alejandro Polanco, Ambassador of Spain in
Bulgaria; Gen. Braco Carbó; Gen. Athanasios Sextos, and Adm. Eftimov, during the arrival ceremony of the Spanish Strela Detachment to
Graf Ignatievo Air Base. Source: Bulgarian Ministry of Defense (mod.bg).
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To Ltc. Kumanova and Major Tsonkov, without whose help this brief introduction to the history of Graf
Ignatievo Air Base would not have been possible.

Introduction

On February 11th, 2022, the first deployment of Spanish fighters to Bulgarian soil in the history of the
Spanish Air Force took place. The Strela (transcript from the Bulgarian стрела: Arrow) detachment,
comprised of 4 EF-2000 (Eurofighter Typhoon) and 130 members of the Spanish Air Force Ala-14, was
deployed as part of the Enhanced Air Policing (EAP) mission carried out by NATO member countries in
the Balkans. This mission is part of NATO's deterrence response to the Russian occupation of the
Crimea Peninsula back in 2014, reinforcing the surveillance of the Southern Flank's airspace of the
Alliance and strengthening the cooperation between NATO members.
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From February 11th to March 31st, 2022, – and with the outbreak of the Russian invasion of Ukraine
as an additional challenge, the Strela Detachment has carried out air policing and surveillance
missions in Bulgarian airspace, supporting the MiG-29 crews of the Bulgarian Air Force in tracking,
pursuing and intercepting unidentified aircraft that could be intruding into NATO airspace without
clearance.

This air policing mission and its development have brought a new term to the Spanish news media
that has started to be familiar within the Spanish society: Graf Ignatievo, the name of the Bulgarian
Air Force Base that hosted the Spanish Strela Detachment during its mission.

The Graf Ignatievo Air Force Base – known as 3rd Air Force Base in Bulgaria, is a military facility
located in the village of the same name, 15 km from the city of Plovdiv – the second largest city of
Bulgaria after the capital Sofia, and 270km from the coasts of the Black Sea. Graf Ignatievo is not only
considered the home and cradle of the current Bulgarian Air Force, but also the most important air
base from strategic and operational points of view. This is due to the fact that Graf Ignatievo is the
only Bulgarian Air Force base that hosts jet fighter squadrons. Therefore, Graf Ignatievo Air Force
Base constitutes a key object in the operational field of the Bulgarian Air Force, as well as in NATO Air
Policing Mission and objectives in the Balkans. In fact, on April 20-21, the Chair of NATO Military
Committee, Admiral Rob Bauer, visited Bulgaria to commend the country – and specifically its Air
Force, for its role in NATO's Collective Defense.

Image 2. Chair of NATO Military Committee, Admiral Rob Bauer (left), at the ceremony before the Monument to the Unknown Soldier in
Sofia (Bulgaria), during his visit to the country. Source: NATO.

In order to understand the importance of this base, we need to travel back in time and across the
most highlighted moments of both the Bulgarian Air Force and Graf Ignatievo Air Force Base. Graf
Ignatievo was one of the most important air bases during the Second World War; it witnessed the
birth of the jet aviation in Bulgaria and has been home to the conversion processes of more advanced
aircraft during the second half of the 20th Century; it was in Graf Ignatievo where the first bad
weather, night and combat duty flights took place; and it was in this same base where dozens of First
Grade's fighter Classes were instructed, providing security to the Bulgarian skies across its history.
Finally, Graf Ignatievo has been the capstone for both national and international exercises being
conducted, contributing in a very important way to Bulgaria's road to joining NATO in 2004.

Therefore, this article aims to take the reader on a brief journey through the history of the Graf
Ignatievo air base, its evolution, and commitment to national security from its origins to the present
day.
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Graf Ignatievo, from Royal Airfield to Jet Air Base

With the signing of a Royal Decree in 1937, Tzar Boris III of Bulgaria purchased a set of terrains in the
vicinity of Graf Ignatievo, planting the seed of what we know today as Graf Ignatievo Air Base. Named
after Count Nikolai Ignatiev, Minister of Interior of Tzar Alexander III of Russia and who held a very
important role in the Liberation of Bulgaria, the new airfield soon began the construction works of
hangars and a rudimentary landing track. It was in 1940 when the first air unit that would operate in
this airfield was created: the Nº 2 Army Orlyak (from the Bulgarian орляк: "Flock"), which soon grew
to conform the Nº 2 Army Air Polk (from the Bulgarian полк: Regiment). It is interesting to highlight
that the Bulgarian Armed Forces considered their aircraft units as part of their Ground Forces, as back
in the beginning of the 1910's they were mainly used as a reconnaissance weapon that would scout
the terrain ahead for the Infantry. This unit soon found itself performing its first combat operations in
the Black Sea from 1941 to 1943, while Graf Ignatievo Air Base was finishing its construction works.

Bulgaria, as part of the Axis from 1941 to 1944, benefited from the technology and tactical
developments of Nazi Germany. An example of this was the commission of 16 pilots and technicians
from Graf Ignatievo to Germany, in order to study the usage of the dive bombers Ju-87 A and D,
commonly known as the "Stuka".

This commission allowed Bulgaria to purchase 12 Ju87R from Germany, which were then stationed at
Graf Ignatievo, turning the base into a "Stuka School". This enabled the creation of the Nº 2 Ground
Attack Polk in 1943. New dive bomber additions took place in 1944, with Graf Ignatievo being the
refuelling and arming base for these bombers. In September 1944, a coup d'état deposed the
Bulgarian Monarchy and turned the country against the Axis, meaning that these Stukas, from the 9th
of September to the 24th of November, carried out almost 200 operations against German forces,
with the Nº 2 Ground Attack Polk being the most active of them all.

Image 3. Bulgarian Ju-87D-5s at Vrajdebna Military Airfield (September 1944). Source: История на авиобаза Граф Игнатиево / The
history of Graf Ignatievo air force base (2003). Военно дело и сигурност.

From 1944 to 1945, Graf Ignatievo hosted the Nº 5 Bomber Polk and the recently arrived Nº 15 Yak
9-comprised Soviet Regiment, which arrived in Bulgaria to provide aerial support against the Axis.
However, after the war and due to the limitations imposed by the Allied powers, Bulgaria suffered a
decrease in both aircraft and pilots; between 1948 and 1949 Graf Ignatievo Air Base turned into the
facility of a flying club, of which many future jet pioneers of Bulgaria were members.

In 1950, and after the consolidation of relations between the Popular Republic of Bulgaria and the
Soviet Union, Graf Ignatievo experienced a recovery of the flight operations. Two fighting polks left to
the USSR to be trained in the use of the Yak 11, 17, and 23, being delivered the first batch of soviet
aircraft for Bulgarian use in the same year. From there, a process of instruction and evolution toward
more advanced fighters took place, with Graf Ignatievo Air Base being the center of these events.
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23rd of March 1951, marks a very special date in the History of Graf Ignatievo, when the Nº 10 Divizia
or iad (Fighter Air Division) was established in Plovdiv, comprising the 15th, 19th, and 21st iap's (Air
Regiments). This modification offered a new organic structure that continued for many decades, as it
also set the beginning of the jet era in Bulgaria.

The jet era and the Cold War security environment

The 19th iap was the first one to modernize jet fighter technology. After an intensive process of pilot
selection and teachings, the first Yak 23 jet fighter pilot missions began on the 23rd June 1951. One
year later, the test runs for the new MiG 15 took place, introducing to the Bulgarian Air Force the
manufacturer of fighters that would persevere until today. Moreover, this introduction came along
with multiple developments in doctrine, organization, tactical and strategical analysis, and a great
amount of training that plunged Graf Ignatievo into a spiral of achievements such as the introduction
of the first night and bad weather flights or the establishment of the concept of "Air Policy", due to
the constant intrusions of unknown western aircraft into the Bulgarian airspace.

The global scenario of the Cold War between the Eastern and Western blocks was evident, and that
could be reflected in the increasing national security policies that Bulgaria developed during the 50s,
concretely regarding the protection of the airspace and the interception of intruders. Graf Ignatievo
witnessed the application of these policies, when from March 15th to October 15th, 1954, four crews
were on full alert day and night ready to intercept and down intruders coming from Greece. The year
of 1956 also experienced some intrusions from Western spy balloons that boosted the training
necessities to secure the Bulgarian airspace. It is important to remark that the security, strategic and
geopolitical situation of Bulgaria at that time is completely alien to the ones of the Western countries
/ NATO members, with its own challenges and points of view regarding the threats to its national
security.

In fact, in 1955, with the creation of the Warsaw Pact, Bulgaria experimented a raise in the military
and tactic developments, as a result of the strengthening of the relations between the Warsaw Pact
countries, its partners, and the USSR itself. The introduction of the MiG 19C to Graf Ignatievo in 1957
or the visit of the Chinese Marshal P'eng Toh Hway to the base in 1959 are the reflection of this
progress, which sought a more international perspective and enrichment.

In May 1960, the downing of an American U-2 spy plane on Soviet territory set a new reality for the
defense of the Bulgarian airspace, making the training and the missions of the Bulgarian Air Force,
and concretely of Graf Ignatievo Air Base, thrive to respond to this new security scenario. The base
became a facility for reparation of soviet-manufactured missiles in 1962, considered the first Air
Forces Maintenance Workshop for Air Launched Guided Missiles, established in a member of the
Warsaw Pact outside of the USSR.

In 1963, this adaptability made the Bulgarian Air Force introduce the new MiG 21F-13 delta-winged
supersonic fighter, progressing into a more developed status of combat readiness. Furthermore, the
base was structurally reinforced with the construction of hardened aircraft shelters with nuclear and
chemical defenses over the course of this decade. The participation of the 19th Air Polk in the
Warsaw Pact exercise Zenit-75, among the training of the first Bulgarian cosmonauts, and the visit
and return of a squadron of Ukrainian MiG-21 marked the 70’s of Graf Ignatievo, concluding in 1979
with the launching of the first Bulgarian cosmonaut to space in the mission Soyuz 33.
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The political and military transition of Bulgaria towards democracy: the case of Graf
Ignatievo

1990 supposed a turn of events for Bulgaria. The fall of the Popular Republic of Bulgaria and the
establishment of the Republic of Bulgaria constituted a transition and process of separation from the
previous political apparatus that affected all spheres of the country. Due to this, Graf Ignatievo
suffered a serious shortage of technological supplies in the following years, mainly conditioned by the
fall of the Soviet Union in 1991. This affected the performance of the fighters and their training, as
flight hours were considerably reduced.

In 1994, the 19th iap experienced its last organic change, being transformed into the 3rd Air Force
Base, with 753 staff members and 47 fighter pilots. Furthermore, the base had 19 MiG 21, 3 MiG U’s
and 6 L-29. This year also supposed the beginning of the Open Air Days and, on a more negative
matter, the realization of the difficulties that the Air Force was facing regarding the training levels of
the fighter crews. However, in 1998 Bulgarian crews from Graf Ignatievo took part, for the first time,
in the international exercise Cooperative Chance in Slovakia, showcasing excellent skills and marking
a starting point in the Bulgarian international military cooperation effort.

Image 4. Bulgarian MiG 21 during the international exercise Cooperative Chance – Partnership for Peace in Slovakia (1998). Source:
История на авиобаза Граф Игнатиево / The history of Graf Ignatievo air force base (2003). Военно дело и сигурност.

From this year on, the process of Bulgaria's integration into NATO began, combined with the
modernization of its Armed Forces and a constant flow of NATO officers to Bulgarian military bases,
including Graf Ignatievo. The objective to attain NATO interoperability in Bulgaria was put to test in
2001 when Graf Ignatievo Air Base was chosen to host the Cooperative Key Exercise. This led to a
complete refurbishing of the air base installations in August 2001, preparing it to host the event in
September of the same year. The success of the event was evident, with the presence of 1400
representatives from 25 countries, 80 aircraft, and the execution of 400 sorties. Before Bulgaria
joined NATO, Graf Ignatievo Air Base also hosted the exercises BIAF 2002 and Cooperative Key 2003,
making the base one of the key elements that allowed the Bulgarian interoperability with NATO and
its consequent acceptance as a member state.

However, the change of political system in Bulgaria after the end of the Cold War has led the country
to a military equipment dependency on the former Soviet Union and the current Russian Federation.
This has raised an issue that has been discussed for two decades already; the need for modernization
and adaptation in order to fulfill NATO requirements directly affects the fighter corps of the Bulgarian
Air Force. Members of the Bulgarian Air Force, such as Major Svetlan Stoyanov or Lt. Col. Nikolay R.
Rusev have pleaded for answering the need for modernization of the Bulgarian fighters.
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The MiG-29, despite being a multipurpose aircraft with great adaptability and measurability, has
started to struggle to answer to the requirements needed to perform Quick Reaction Alert responses,
as carried out in the NATO Enhanced Air Policing missions. Moreover, the supply demand for the
maintenance and retrofitting of the current MiG-29 models have experience a recession since 2014
after the Russian occupation of Crimea. In the words of Lt. Col. Nikolay R. Rusev: While Bulgaria is not
the only country that depends on Russia when it comes to military equipment, it is the only one whose
dependence is total. The need of purchasing NATO-type jet fighters was considered in the Bulgarian
Cabinet back in 2017, following a process of deliberation regarding the new plane type that should be
purchased among the methodology, financial cap, and steps of realization to do so. This process
seems to have started to reach some end, as Bulgaria and the United States reached an agreement in
2019 on the purchase of 8 F-16 Lockheed Martin attack fighters. However, these aircraft have not yet
arrived on Bulgarian soil.

The need to develop Bulgaria's own defense capabilities, in order to provide NATO with a stable
partner in the South Flank of the Alliance, has taken major importance after the outbreak of the War
of Ukraine back in February 2022. The importance of the Air Policing missions carried out in Bulgaria,
in addition to the upgrading of the military equipment of its Air Force to fulfill the security necessities
of today's international security scenarios, entails a need for technological and operational progress
in close partnership with the rest of NATO members, as the presence of the Strela Detachment at
Graf Ignatievo has shown.

Conclusion

After this historical compilation of the Bulgarian Air Force and Graf Ignatievo Air Base history and
achievements through the last century and the current, we can only reassert the key importance this
base has had and still has in the Bulgarian and NATO security scenarios. Graf Ignatievo Air Base lives
up to its title as "cradle of the Bulgarian Air Force and jet aviation" and it is surely expected to be the
scenario of further developments of the Bulgarian Air Force and its cooperation in NATO's goals and
partnership.
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