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Launching the Space Force
By Tobias Naegele

EDITORIAL

T he birth of the Space Force some 73 years after the Air Force 
separated from the Army is rife with opportunity. Executed 
correctly, it can empower new thinking and creativity in 

how space is applied to warfare and diplomacy, accelerate the 
development of new capabilities, and yield unimagined strategic 
advantages for US defense. 

Yet we must not ignore the risks should the launch fail to go as 
planned. Increased tribalism, underfunding for necessary resourc-
es, insufficient personnel, lack of integration of the multitude of 
agencies with a role in space, and the associated loss of synergy, 
trust, and coordination, could all undermine the intent of the new 
military service. The entire Defense Department must unite to keep 
that from happening, as all of DOD will depend on the capabilities 
a strong and effective Space Force brings to the fight.

Air Force Chief of Staff Gen. David L. Goldfein and the new Chief of 
Space Operations, Gen. John W. “Jay” Raymond, clearly understand 
the stakes. They’ve seen their share of interservice and interagency 
dysfunction over their 30-plus years of active service, and both are 
respected for consistently rising above that parochialism to form 
high-performing cross-functional teams. Their 
experience as joint operators will inform the 
decisions they make now and into the future. 

For the thousands of Airmen affected, how-
ever, the risks and challenges may not be fully 
apparent. The rush to declare independence and 
the power that results could be dangerously intoxicating for some. 
Unity of effort and joint force thinking can easily collide with the 
natural drive to settle old scores, create new power bases, and form 
new fiefdoms. How leaders respond, and what they do to ensure 
perpetual affinity between the Air and Space forces will go a long 
way toward defining how we look back at Dec. 20, 2019, the day the 
Space Force was born. 

The Department of the Air Force, in which Space Force lives, 
must evolve. To make clear its full role and responsibility, it should 
become the Department of the Aerospace Forces. The Air Force and 
Space Force can and should coexist within that single framework, 
a nod to the inextricable ties between air and space warfare and 
the hazy line that separates the two domains. There is no reason to 
create a new secretariat to oversee space. 

This is not to say, however, that it is not essential for the new 
Space Force to develop and establish its own identity and culture. 
Doing so will communicate what the new force values and what 
kind of leaders it develops in the future. If today’s leaders do not 
begin to define those cultural touchpoints and values now, others 
will do so for them, and not necessarily with the best vision or intent. 
General Raymond won’t do it all on his lonesome, but he will have to 
take the point in nurturing the best ideas and debates while gently 
redirecting—and even, when necessary, snuffing out—divisive and 
counterproductive influences. 

First in the order of cultural matters is what to call members of 
the Space Force. For now, of course, they remain Airmen, but that’s 
not going to last—nor should it. Space Force members deserve to 
be distinctly recognizable and identifiable, just like Soldiers, Sailors, 
Airmen, and Marines. Coast Guardsmen sail, but they are not Sailors. 
So it is with Airmen in the Space Force. If the service tries to stick 
with “Airmen,” the space Airmen will inevitably differentiate on their 
own—or, worse, succumb to whatever nickname others pin on them. 

What should they be called? Spaceman is uninspired. Few, if 
any, will ever actually operate in space, and the term evokes hokey 
images from ancient sci-fi movies. 

Sentinel, favored by some, is not much better. By definition, a 
sentinel is a Soldier standing watch. Our new Space Force will do far 
more than that, deploying systems and weapons in space, enabling 
complex communications and intelligence gathering, and ultimately 
operating offensively and defensively from among the stars. 

Astro or Astron are also options. Meaning “of or relating to the 
stars,” Astro derives from the Greek Astron, meaning star. These 
relate directly to space and check all the other boxes: just two 
syllables (like Sailor, Soldier, Airman, and Marine); gender neutral; 
self-explanatory; without significant secondary meaning. They are 
unique and relatable. 

Uniforms will be another matter. Clothes make the person. While 
some will inevitably cry out about waste, uniforms matter to recruit-
ing and retention; how one looks relates to how one feels. The Space 
Force will have a unique opportunity to design uniforms for precisely 
the kind of work its members do and for the times in which we live. 

Think of dress uniforms for the information age, 
no neckties, and performance fabrics. 

Uniform envy poses risks, of course. In the 
utilitarian 1970s and 80s, the military adopted 
common camouflage utilities. When Marine 
Commandant Gen. James L. Jones wanted to 

create a uniquely Marine camouflage pattern in the late 1990s, the 
Marines’ eagle, globe, and anchor logo was designed into the pat-
tern to ensure the other services would steer clear. In the resulting 
arms race of camouflage patterns, the Navy created a uniform that 
perversely made Sailors stand out on the decks of ships but hid 
them in the waves if they fell overboard. The Army wasted $1 billion 
before it dropped its universal camouflage pattern because it was 
putting troops at risk in Afghanistan. Such is what happens when 
tribalism reaches illogical extremes. 

Nomenclature and uniforms are symbolic touchpoints. They 
mask the more contentious struggles to come over roles, missions, 
and resources. 

For the Space Force to be successful, Congress and the Pentagon 
will have to consolidate space assets, capability, know-how, and 
budgets from the other services. Simply renaming Air Force Space 
Command “Space Force” won’t get us anywhere. Just as critical, they 
will have to finally address the fate of pass-through funding that has 
for years masked the true size of the Air Force budget. 

That so-called “non-blue” pass-through amounted to $38 billion 
in 2019 and will top $39.1 billion in 2020, money that funds the space 
assets of the National Reconnaissance Office. Significantly, it’s more 
than the entire Space Force budget and will be for years to come. 

The right solution is to consolidate the NRO and its budget into the 
Space Force, providing the means and capability to make bold and 
significant decisions about space investment  into the future. Failing 
that, the pass-through should be specifically attached to the NRO if 
that is to remain separate from the Space Force, because neither the 
Air Force nor Space Force has any control over those resources. This 
will help to accurately and honestly portray the nation’s investment in 
each military domain—air, land, sea, and space—and ultimately better 
defend the American people. That, after all, is why we have armed 
services in the first place.                                                               J      

Culture change is a
 leadership issue. Time is of 

the essence. 



1952
The U.S. Air Force’s B-52 

Stratofortress makes its maiden 
fl ight, powered by eight 

Pratt & Whitney J57 engines.

1961
The B-52H, the fi nal variant 

of the aircraft built, enters 
service with Pratt & Whitney’s 

TF33 engines.

1991 
B-52s deliver approximately 

40% of all ordnance dropped 
by coalition forces during 
Operation Desert Storm.

2000s
 B-52H aircraft play a key 

role in the 9,000+ total 
airstrikes conducted on 

targets between mid-2014 
and the end of 2016.

2050
The B-52H remains one of 

the most versatile aircraft 
in the Air Force fl eet.
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Short End of the Stick
Of note, in addition to the apparent negli-

gence by [Gen. Douglas] MacArthur and his 
sta� resulting in the Dec. 8, 1941, destruction of 
FEAF [“Disaster in the Philippines,” November, 
p. 46], there is at least one other instance of 
similar bungling by the “Bataan Gang”.

MacArthur and sta� were convinced that 
guerrilla operations could not be conducted in 
the Philippines in World War II. They held this 
contention despite the evidence that Lt. Col. 
Wendell Fertig was successfully conducting 
extensive operations against the Japanese. 
Recognition and support from MacArthur’s 
headquarters were both late arriving and 
limited. 

It is an irony of history that Adm. [Husband 
E.] Kimmel and Gen. [Walter C.] Short were 
both blamed for the disaster at Pearl Harbor 
while MacArthur was awarded the Medal of 
Honor for his own disaster.

Patric Baumgartner
Mount Airy, Md.

One factor which John Correll does not 
mention in his article about the Philippines is 
that, in order to control the air over the cen-
tral Philippines, on Dec. 12, 1941, a force of less 
than 1,000 Japanese troops landed at Legaspi 
in southeastern Luzon and began flight opera-
tions at the airfield there. The Japanese aircraft 
carrier Ryūjō, accompanying the landing fleet 
into Legaspi Bay, provided air cover for the 
unopposed landing and ferried aircraft to the 
airfield.

I was a teenager, living near Legaspi with 
missionary parents at that time. We hurriedly 
left home and headed into the backcountry 
to avoid capture. From a vantage point on a 
hill, we looked back over the bay to see the 
Japanese ships, including the carrier, unload-
ing troops and supplies into small boats that 
carried them to the shore. I noticed that the 

WRITE TO US

Do you have a comment about a current 
article in the magazine? Write to “Letters,” 
Air Force Magazine, 1501 Lee Highway, 
Arlington, VA 22209-1198 or email us at 
letters@afa.org. Letters should be concise 
and timely. We cannot acknowledge receipt 
of letters. We reserve the right to condense 
letters. Letters without name and city/base 
and state are not acceptable. Photographs 
cannot be used or returned.

— The Editors

LETTERS

carrier had no superstructure rising above the 
flight deck, which was unusual. About 10 years 
ago, after an Internet search, I found that it was 
the carrier Ryūjō, the only operational carrier 
in either Navy with a flush deck. According to 
the report, it had remained about 100 miles 
out to sea to launch its planes, but I know 
that was in error.

Maj. John W. MacDonald,
USAF (Ret.)

Missoula, Mont.

Tanker Travails
Reading the “New Tanker Still Years from 

First Deployment” article [“World,” November, 
p. 16], I think, “we did it to ourselves.” My rec-
ollection of the bidding process is initially the 
Air Force awarded the tanker contract to the 
maker of Airbus. This created considerable 
outrage in Congress, most notably the late 
Sen. John McCain (R-Ariz.). How could we have 
our tanker produced by a foreign entity, even 
though manufacturing would be in the US? The 
Air Force reneged on the contract, requested 
new bids, and hurray, Boeing was awarded the 
contract. Fast forward to 2019 and what do we 
have? The KC-46 cannot carry passengers or 
cargo and is probably three to four years from 
becoming operational; the flawed-designed 
737 Max is still grounded, and there are quality 
problems with the 787. To paraphrase an old 
saying, when it comes to Boeing, you don’t get 
what you pay for.

 Col. Thom Weddle, 
USAF (Ret.)

Minneapolis

The seemingly intractable problems with the 
KC-46 infuriate me as a veteran and taxpayer; I 
can only imagine what those directly involved 
in the Air Force must think. In what universe is 
Boeing’s performance even close to being mar-
ginally acceptable?

Remember, right after Sept. 11, 2001, it was 
proposed to buy o�-the-shelf tankers. That 
project died. Then we had a bid system won 
by Airbus with their tanker—Boeing protested 
and it was killed. Next, Boeing won the new 
contract by underbidding on price, according 
to reports. Does it look to anyone else that they 
skimped on quality and management to make 
up for the underbid? 

Now, we’re told it’s still three to four years 
before these jets are deployed. There has got 
to be some accountability.

MSgt. Bill Brockman,
USAF (Ret.)

Atlanta

Personally, I agree with Colonel Romero on 
his perspective on the issues with the remote 
vision system in the KC-46 (December, “Letters,” 
p. 5). How is it the Japanese remote system 
works and their KC-767J reached IOC in 2009, 
and here we are 10 years later and cannot seem 
to get it right? What was wrong with putting the 
boomer back where he/she can directly view 
the receivers? It has worked so well since the 
KC-97 through the KC-10. Some modernization 
is good, but if it ain’t broke don’t waste tax dol-
lars trying to do what ain’t necessary.

Col. Frank Alfter
USAF (Ret.)

Beavercreek, Ohio

Not People Friendly
[Regarding] caption five in “Combat Heavies,” 

November, p. 36, the leaders of Air Mobility 
Command have not read the history of the C-5. 
We tried pretty much the same thing April 4, 
1974, with #68-0218. The crash killed all of the 
children in the cargo compartment because 
the aircraft collapsed down on it. The plane 
was not, and is not, stressed to withstand 
such a crash.

I loved the aircraft, having delivered the first 
one to Travis in 1970 and flying it until I retired 
in 1978. It just is not made to carry people in 
the cargo compartment. Please do not try this 
stupidity again.

Maj. Ernest O. Brown,
 USAF (Ret.)

Sonora, Calif.

Trophy Culture
Any organization, especially ones as big as 

the military branches, need to have reviews, 
bottom to top, concerning personnel issues 
and programs. These reviews should frankly 
and honestly look for policies that are no longer 
rational in a changing world. 

Some of the medals/awards/ribbons seem 
a little odd. For example, the Air Force Spe-
cial Duty Ribbon. The criteria addresses only 
special duty within the Air Force. Why? To me, 
special duty by an Air Force member should 
include, or be limited to, duty by an Air Force 
member outside the Air Force—like NATO or 
a joint assignment within the DOD. And to 
make things more rebellious, why have this 
ribbon at all?

Then there is the issue with time frames. Take 
the Nuclear Deterrence Operations Service 
Medal. The guidelines state:

“The medal is authorized for airmen who 
directly impacted the Nuclear Enterprise. The 
NDOSM may be awarded retroactively to Dec. 
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service. The military personnel center used to 
disapprove one award because the awards 
overlapped in time. 

Lt. Col, Russel Noguchi,
USAF (Ret.)

Pearl City, Hawaii 

Preservice Check
Regarding the article “DOD Releases Military 

Family Suicide Statistics:”[World, November, 
p. 23]. Maybe the military recruitment system 
needs to put more focus on the mental health 
of those who want to serve in the military. 
There already is a strong enlistment empha-
sis on physical health. Those of us who have 
served know that there are many pressures 
very unique to military life. Unfortunately, there 
are many individuals who cannot tolerate the 
pressures of military life, which can lead to 
depression and often suicide.

Col. Raymond G. Schwartz,
USAF (Ret.)

Pinetown, N.C.

Threat Assessment
The editorial “Matching Up Against the 

Threat”, in the October 2019 issue of the Air 
Force Magazine [p. 2] provides a very revealing 
and concise assessment of the threat posed 
by China (and Russia, plus others) to both 
our national security and economic future. I 
concur with the article’s assessment of how 
vulnerable we are now, let alone in the future, 
as a result of the current Air Force being too 
small, inflexible, and our equipment too old and 
worn-out from Middle East wars and lingering 
conflicts, as well as the “threats” and technical 
advancements we face, which are evolving and 
getting stronger. We have not been investing 
enough in our Air Force to keep pace, let alone 
maintain a dominate force to deter serious ag-
gression. Our Air Force equipment, personnel, 
strategies, tactics, policies, funding, and even 
some technologies are generally in a “ketch-up” 
situation to the changing times. 

Our overall national defense capabilities face 
similar weaknesses and increasing threats. 
This weakened position lessens our options to 
deter aggression and to counter direct threats 
through conventional means, leaving us little 
choice but to “go nuclear”—when pushed! 
These very real “enemies” know this, and will 
likely become even more bold and aggressive, 
increasing the risk of armed conflict, perhaps 
challenging and mistakenly perceiving our 
nuclear deterrence strategy protecting many 
areas of the world as a potential “bluff.”  

This situation is a very real “war,” involving 
political and economic dominance, as well as 
very dangerous military posturing. There is no 
“easy fix,” nor any foreseeable peaceful end to 
this growing danger. Seventy-five years after 
World War II, we face very similar evil threats 
to peace and freedom, and we must respond 

27, 1991, to fully qualified airmen.”
What about Air Force members that met the 

criteria, but in a time period before Dec. 27, 1991? 
Having time periods for awards like this have 
never made sense to me.

These type of criteria remind me of the um-
brella policy. I grew up in the Air Force and, of 
course, no one was allowed to use an umbrella. 
Better to get wet than look like a civilian. I was 
on the IG at MAC when the policy was changed. 
I used an umbrella, but many of the colonels 
were upset at the change. Again, why?

These reviews of nonoperational areas 
need to be taken seriously and not used as 
a whitewash to maintain the status quo. ”The 
SECAF approved this” is not a valid reason for 
not seriously consider changing things. I was 
assigned to DEOMI [Defense Equal Opportu-
nity Management Institute], and as result of 
that, I am authorized to wear the Office of the 
SECDEF badge. The Navy members were only 
authorized to wear the badge while assigned. 
Shouldn’t the wear criteria be the same, across 
the board?

H. T. Whitehurst
Prescott Valley, Ariz.

 
I do not have any problem with the many 

ribbons one can earn as long the policy is 
“fairly” applied to all potential personnel. When-
ever possible, exceptions should be made to 
be inclusive of all personnel who directly or 
indirectly participated or supported a mission 
or war. Drone participants, global air missions, 
or production of specific mission aids and func-
tions are a few examples of such exceptions. 
Specific statements regarding the individual 
unit’s mission and statements in performance 
reports should be sufficient qualifiers. Special 
devices can be attached to ribbons as required.

I am also considerate of awarding personnel 
who contribute significantly to the accomplish-
ment of another command’s mission. 

A common reason to disapprove an award or 
decoration in the past was that the personnel 
did not “complete a full tour of duty.” When a 
supervisor submits a recommendation and it 
is approved by one or two commanders up 
the chain of command, in my humble opinion, 
it should be awarded and not arbitrarily down-
graded or outright disapproved

Among all joint commands, there should be 
a policy that allows any recommendation to be 
approved rather than rejected because of use 
of a “wrong form,” “wrong format,” or “wrong 
process.” Why should anyone be denied an 
award for outstanding performance because of 
administrative miscues? I hope to see any nom-
inee for an award get the benefit of the doubt. 

When a person has a formal “two-hat” job 
in another command, command center, or 
joint function as a staff officer or adviser, a 
separate award should be allowed by the other 
command for a completely unique function or 

accordingly. Our new Secretary of the Air 
Force faces these many challenges, and we 
wish her well.

Lt. Col. Stephen P. Pedone, 
USAF (Ret.)
Naples, Fla.

MiGs in Vietnam
The article “Against the MiGs in Vietnam” 

[October, p. 53] is a superb account of the 
Russian and Chinese-trained North Vietnam-
ese pilots going up against USAF and US Navy 
aircraft over North Vietnam during the Vietnam 
War. For me, it cleared up a lot of questions as 
to why the NVAF pilots could accomplish so 
much in the early days of the War. John Correll 
is to be commended for the excellent research 
and extensive detail that went into this article 
making it a “keeper” in my Vietnam War library.

However, this article, good though it may 
be, lacks one other detail: the role the Chinese 
Air Force played in the downing of several 
US aircraft, the loss of American pilots/crew 
members and the incarceration of the surviving 
pilots/crew members until their release in 1973.

Halfway through the eight-month 1967 com-
bat cruise of Attach Squadron VA-196 aboard 
the USS Constellation, CVA-64, the “Main Bat-
tery” had thus far not lost a single aircraft to 
the formidable North Vietnamese defenses. 
Their luck ran out on Aug. 21, 1967, when only 
one A-6 Intruder of a flight of four returned to 
the “Connie” from a midday Alpha Strike. The 
target was the Duc Noi Railway Yard, five miles 
northeast of Hanoi. The commanding officer 
of VA-196, Leo Profilet, was the strike lead and 
ironically the first to go down when a SA-2 SAM 
blew one wing off their Intruder. Commander 
Profilet and his bombardier/navigator Lt. Cmdr. 
Bill Hardman safely ejected and spent the next 
five years in POW prisons. Profilet’s wingman, 
Lt. Phil Bloomer, piloted the only Intruder to 
return to the Connie from this Alpha Strike 
that fateful day.

On Aug. 21, 1967, the weather over North 
Vietnam was not good. While the target area 
was marginal, there were thunder storms 
covering much of “the backdoor,” a mostly 
uninhabited egress route northeast of Hanoi 
and a relatively safe route from Hanoi back to 
the Gulf of Tonkin. Shortly after pulling off the 
target, the second section of A-6s were jumped 
by a pair of MiG aircraft identified by one of the 
crewmen of these two Intruders with the radio 
transmission “... MiGs, MiGs, ... Farmers, Farmers 
... !” The Russian MiG 19 had been given the 
NATO code name “Farmer,” so it is assumed at 
this point that the MiGs in pursuit of the ill-fated 
pair of “Milestones” (radio call sign of VA-196) 
were Chinese (the MiG-19 or Chinese J-6 was 
not introduced to the NVAF until 1969).

The two Intruders were shot down 11 miles 
inside China. Of the four crew members, only 
one, Lt. Bob Flynn, the B/N of the section lead 
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However, Tran Hanh was the only survivor 
of his flight of four on April 4, 1964. His other 
flight members, Le Minh Haun, Pham Giay, 
and Tran Nguyen Nam were all killed that 
day. Tran Hanh himself had to crash-land 
his fuel starved MiG-17. Hanh attributed the 
three losses to US fighters, nominally F-105Ds 
(although no claims were ever made by the 
355th TFW), and he may have mistaken the 
two F-100Ds that attacked him for F-105s. It is 
also possible the North Vietnamese gunners 
were unused to seeing MiGs in the vicinity of 
their usual American aircraft targets and may 
have hit “friendly” aircraft, resulting in fratricide.

Regardless, Don Kilgus in F-100D #55-2894 
was the only F-100 to engage in aerial com-
bat during the Vietnam War. Soon after, F-4s 
were in country and bagged two MiG-17s in 
July 1964. F-100s were reassigned to bases in 
South Vietnam where they proved to be the 
perfect platform for ground attack and aiding 
troops in contact. F-100s flew 360,283 sorties 
during the war, more than any other aircraft 
in the Vietnam War. Clearly, a real workhorse.

Mike Dean
Gordonville, Pa.

Polar Opposites
I want to correct John A. Tirpak’s article 

in the September 2019 issue, “PACAF Chief 
Concerned by China-Russian Cooperation, 
Antarctic Competition” [p. 22].

 The South Pole is located deep in the 
interior of Antarctica, and the Chinese ice 
breaker probably only assisted to McMurdo 
Station, not the Pole. That is a common error 
by people who are not familiar with Antarctica.

 And the Antarctic Treaty DOESN’T expire 
in 2048. 

Lt. Col. Peter J. Anderson, 
USAFR (Ret.)

Columbus, Ohio

n You are correct; the treaty does not expire in 
2048. Rather, at that time any party to the treaty 
may call for a conference to review and discuss 
amendments to the protocol; changes must be 
ratified and approved by three-fourths of the 
parties to take e�ect.—THEEDITORS

INDEX TO ADVERTISERS

aircraft, safely ejected and spent the next five 
years in a Chinese prison. Flynn’s pilot, Lt. Cmdr. 
Jimmy Buckley, and the crew of their wingman 
aircraft were all killed. 

Flynn was released to the American author-
ities in Hong Kong together with Maj. Philip E. 
Smith of the USAF, who had been imprisoned 
by the Chinese since his F-104 Starfighter was 
downed over the Hainan Island in September 
1965. After the war, Flynn held command po-
sitions and received a bachelor’s degree from 
the University of Washington. He retired with 
the rank of commander in 1985 and died of a 
heart attack in 2013 at age 76.

On Feb. 14, 1968, Cmdr. Joseph Dunn flew 
his propeller-driven A-1 Skyraider from the 
Philippines to the USS Coral Sea aircraft carrier. 
As Dunn neared Hainan, MiG aircraft, probably 
MiG-17s, attacked and shot down the pilot. 
His body was never recovered. These are two 
instances of Chinese shooting down three US 
aircraft during the Vietnam War. There may 
be more.

Lt. Phil Waters,
USN (Ret.)

Arvada, Colo.

The article by John T. Correll has missed an 
important event that took place during the MiG 
engagement on April 4, 1964, during the F-105s 
second attack in as many days on the “Dragon 
Jaws “ bridge at Thanh Hoa.

As noted in the article, two Thuds and 
crews were lost that day as the result of MiG-
17s coming in through a thick layer of haze, 
eluding a flight of F-100s from the 416TFS flying 
out of Da Nang as MiGCap. In the No. 2 slot 
was Capt. Don Kilgus, who with the rest of the 
F-100 element heard the radio chatter of the 
engagement of the MiGs attacking the F- 105s. 
He talks about gazing through the co�ee brown 
haze for bogies. 

Then-Captain Kilgus and his flight lead spot 
TWO MiGs clearing the haze. The MiGs split 
with one overshooting Kilgus and locking on 
the six o’clock of his flight lead. Kilgus closed in 
on that MiG and fired a short burst just enough 
for the MiG to see the 20 mms winking. The MiG 
instantaneously pulled o� the lead and Kilgus 
followed in chase in full afterburner.

After a few short bursts and moving in a 
near-vertical dive from 20,000 feet at approxi-
mately 580 knots, he came down on the trigger. 
Just as he was pulling up at 6,500 feet, Kilgus 
saw pu�s and sparks and debris falling o� on 
the vertical tail of the MiG—this action was also 
observed by other flight members. The MIG 
was back in the haze, and Kilgus saw nothing 
more of the MiG. Although Kilgus was con-
vinced the MiG pilot could not have returned 
to base, Kilgus was only awarded a probable 
kill because no ejection was observed.

LETTERS
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cost 10 times as much to �x. 
We’re also taking the opportunity to put improved and integrated 

base defense infrastructure in there; the security component. And 
then, things that are less technological but important for the mis-
sion, like walkable campuses and centralized community support 
facilities that will improve the overall quality of life for our airmen.

Q. Same ideas at O�utt?
A. �ere’s a little di�erent problem set at O�utt. �ere, we’re 

probably more focused on rebuilding out of the �ood-prone areas. 
A lot of what we’re doing is repairing the existing facilities in place 
just because that’s the most economical way to do it. We don’t 
necessarily have a clean slate.

But whether it’s repair or reconstruction, those new buildings will 
meet the updated codes, building standards, and design criteria. 
We’ll do smart building techniques for the facilities that we end 
up touching. 

Q. �ere was discussion of maybe moving some of the Tyndall 
amenities—the base exchange, bowling alley, etc.—outside the 
gate, and relying on the local economy for those things. Where 
does that stand? 

A.  All that community support infrastructure was signi�cantly 
damaged at Tyndall and it has given us an opportunity to re-look at 
how we address some of the quality of life and community support 
infrastructure on the base. 

We’re generally looking at how some of those services could be 
provided better through a public-private partnership. We haven’t 
made any decisions yet. But our intent is to rebuild Tyndall with 
all the mission and community support infrastructure it needs to 
sustain airmen and families there. Because the quality of life of our 
airmen and families and having access to that stu� inside the base is 
absolutely essential for retention, recruitment, and just taking care 
of our people. So, we’ll build all that back, in some form or another. 

Q. How much does the local retiree population in�uence 
planning on those issues?

A. Oh, it’s signi�cant. And it’s not just retirees, there’s joint service 
aspects. For instance, we were pretty quick to get the commissary 

John W. Henderson is the Assistant Secretary of the Air Force for 
Installations, Environment, and Energy. He came to the Air Force after 
a 23-year career with the Army Corps of Engineers. He spoke with Air 
Force Magazine Editorial Director John Tirpak in late November 2019 
about reconstruction at Tyndall and O�utt AFBs; power generation 
resilience; the backlog of facilities maintenance; and overcapacity. 
�e conversation has been edited for space and clarity.  

Q. Let’s start with the Tyndall and O�utt recovery. It’s been 
just over a year since the hurricane in Florida, and almost a year 
since the �ood in Nebraska. Where do things stand?

A. �e bottom line with Tyndall [AFB, Fla.,] and O�utt [AFB, 
Neb.]—because we’re kind of running those recoveries in parallel—
is, we’re o� to a good start, thanks to a lot of help from Congress. 
�ey appropriated a total of $1.67 billion in disaster supplemental 
funds that we’ve put to good use. We funded designs for over $3.6 
billion in military construction, and those are underway. We’re 
getting traction on some of the bigger work that has to be done.

Both Tyndall and O�utt have restored their mission capabilities 
in the interim. 

�e numbers of people at Tyndall are still down because the 
folks �ying the F-22s have moved to other places. But they’re still 
running Checkered Flag exercises; they still have the capability to 
run the exercises and do the missions. All the other mission sets 
that were there supporting Tyndall have been restored, and all 
those people have returned. 

�e �ying mission is still coming back, and those folks will come 
back as the F-35s start arriving in 2023. 

�e $1.67 billion was a good start. But we’ll have to continue to 
work with Congress in FY 20 and probably FY 21 to authorize and 
appropriate additional funds to meet the rest of the construction 
that has to be done. 

Q. So the grand total for Tyndall is about $5 billion?
A. Just under $5 billion, probably $4.8 or $4.9. �at number 

includes the money spent out of operations and maintenance for 
the initial response; the recovery; the relocation of F-22s to other 
bases, etc. With regard to infrastructure and the rebuild, that bill 
is more like $3.6 billion to rebuild Tyndall. ... So far, those have all 
been supplemental appropriations.

Q. Tyndall was virtually scraped clean—a chance to create a 
‘base of the future.’ What will that look like?

A. We’re working with the provider to bring 5G into Tyndall and 
with public and private innovators on a lot of smart technologies, 
trying to �gure out which ones make the most sense. Our intent 
isn’t just to go in and put a bunch of smart technologies in there if 
they don’t directly support the missions. We don’t want to be the 
early adopter on every new technology that’s out there.

But it will include some energy resilience technologies. Also, 
predictive arti�cial intelligence for facility maintenance. �e idea 
is, as you rebuild the facilities, sensors are already embedded into 
the construction, and the facilities can tell you when they need 
maintenance, kind of like your car check engine light coming on. 

It allows us to extend the lifespan of these buildings and nests 
very well with our infrastructure investment strategy. �e idea is, get 
in and �x things before they’re completely broken, when it would 

Reconstruction and Resiliency
QUESTIONS & ANSWERS

TSgt. Samuale Bailey works on re-establishing communication 
nodes hit by Hurricane Michael at Tyndall AFB, Fla.
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and the BX back up and running because there is a huge retiree 
community there, Reserve and National Guard folks there. �ere are 
people from other services that rely on the community support ser-
vices provided by Tyndall, and that is germane to the conversation. 

Q. What are your plans for power generation/resiliency, both 
at these two facilities and around the Air Force?

A. At each facility, we’re doing installation energy plans. We’ve 
got to have a primary source of energy and then backup sources 
for all of our critical facilities. 

Speci�cally at Tyndall and O�utt, we have commercial providers 
doing the generation. To make sure it’s more resilient, we’re looking 
at maybe burying the power or putting another substation in to have 
another source of power.

Where it makes sense, we’re working with the power providers to 
have maybe a complete alternate source of energy, combined with 
a micro grid, so if the grid goes down externally, we have another, 
wind or solar or a peaking plant, built on base. 

Q. What are the big lessons that you’re learning from ‘pull- 
the-plug’ exercises?

A. We’ve done two of these exercises in this �scal year; at 
Hanscom [AFB, Mass.,] and at Vandenberg [AFB, Calif.,] We’re 
looking over those �ndings now. �ese exercises were planned, 
speci�cally, to identify gaps. �e primary lesson learned is, while we 
have backups for critical facilities, there are second- and third-order 
e�ects around the base when the power goes out.

For instance, with an operations center, you need a backup gen-
erator for cooling, because if you don’t, the server room that feeds 
the ops center will overheat in only about an hour, and then you 
lose your communications and your ability to do [command and 
control]. �e server may be two blocks away, so even though the 
lights in the ops building are on, and maybe even the computers 
are running, they get knocked o� the network.

So you can miss the fact that something is a critical facility. What 
we’ve learned is where we need to put projects together to ensure 
bases can run and be fully operational in the event of a long-term 
power outage. 

And, it’s one thing to be able to run on emergency power for two 
hours. Being able to do it long term—for 24 hours, for 72 hours or 
having to go two weeks—is a whole ’nother thing that we’re also 
looking at.

Q. Talk about your Infrastructure Investment Strategy. You’ve 
said repair is no longer going to be simply ‘worst �rst.’

A. We’ve put a strategy in place to address the $33 billion backlog 
of facility maintenance and repair that’s built up over the last six 
to eight years. Funding just the absolute worst facilities was only 
building more backlog and was not a good plan for the future. �e 
IIS really represents a feasible way forward to address some of this 
backlog. 

It clearly has to be a long-term strategy. You can’t buy down $33 
billion inside of the [Future Years Defense Program].  But Congress 
and [the O�ce of the Secretary of Defense], to date, have been very 
supportive of us asking for more money, toward two percent of our 
plant replacement value each year. 

And the data analytics of understanding the condition of what 
you have, that will help us target the investments. �at’ll save billions 
of dollars for the Air Force in facility work over the next 30 years.

Q. �e Air Force has long asked Congress for another round 
of Base Realignment and Closure. When you plan, how much 
do you expect to keep open? 

A. Assessments have been done saying that we’ve had overcapac-

ity in our infrastructure. But those measurements were, essential-
ly, quick looks to determine whether a BRAC was needed or not. 

At some point, I expect the discussion about BRAC will come 
up again, and we’ll work with Congress for the authority to study 
what’s required and when. 

Q. �at 30 percent overcapacity estimate was done before 
the National Defense Strategy and the Air Force’s “�e Air 
Force We Need” paper saying the service should be bigger. 
Does USAF still have too many bases? 

A. �at’s a great point. �e Air Force had drawn down for a 
number of years, but our infrastructure hadn’t drawn down com-
mensurately. We have more ramp space than we have airplanes. 

But when I go out to bases, I see that those facilities are being 
used for something. Maybe it’s not an Air Force mission; maybe 
it’s a [Federal Emergency Management Agency] mission. Maybe 
we’ve pulled National Guard or a sister service into those build-
ings. Maybe we repurposed hangars to be gyms. So the 30 percent 
is kind of hard to see out there.

Having said that, in “�e Air Force We Need,” we talked about 
growing to 386 squadrons. �at puts a whole new capacity crunch 
on the infrastructure. Just because there’s a number of 30 percent 
out there doesn’t mean we could automatically add another 60 or 
80 squadrons at our bases, because we’ve repurposed a lot of that 
infrastructure. We probably have the runways and the ramp space, 
it’s all the supporting facilities that have either been demoed or 
repurposed that would put us in a tight position.

Q. Would you have to evict some of the activities that have 
taken root in those dormant areas? 

A. �at would be very hard to do. Some of those are other 
government entities or other services that have moved onto the 
bases because of heightened security requirements, for force 
protection. We’ve taken on a lot of missions over the years that 
way. What we could do is make better utilization of the space we 
have. Tell them, ‘Hey, we’re going to consolidate some of these 
missions. Your o�ces and classrooms won’t be as big, but we’ll 
get more use out of the facility.’

Q. Has the Air Force wound up paying a lot of the house-
keeping bills for the other services because of joint basing? 

A. �ere are 12 joint bases. �e Air Force serves as the lead 
service on seven of those bases, and we’re working with the 
Navy right now to potentially take over an eighth base, and that 
would be JB Anacostia-Bolling, D.C. We would just switch exec-
utive agency there because the bulk of forces there are actually 
Air Force.

 When we get a joint base, we take on other services and facil-
ities onto our real property books, and there’s a commensurate 
transfer of funding authority to the Air Force from DOD. So, it’s 
not necessarily an increased bill to pay, but it is organizational 
infrastructure we’ve got responsibility for running.

Q. Privatized housing on bases is getting a lot of attention. 
What’s changing? 

A. We acknowledge that we still have a long way to go on several 
things, but as all good organizations do, we’re holding ourselves 
accountable through an [Inspector General] assessment, through 
commander-directed inquiries.

It’s a strategic imperative for the Air Force to continue to recruit 
and retain the best and brightest people. We owe it to them to 
have good facilities. �e Secretary and Chief have taken a personal 
interest in this and said we need to handle this such that we don’t 
lose the trust of the nation that supports us.  J
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The US can postpone modernizing its nuclear deterrent 
forces no longer. The triad of delivery systems, the war-
heads, the scientific infrastructure that builds and tests 
them, and the command and control system that ties it 
all together, have all long outlived their planned service 
lives. Now comes the task of convincing the public this 

massive recapitalization must somehow be afforded, among many 
other national priorities.

“We are out of margin, and we are out of time,” said retired 
USAF Gen. C. Robert Kehler, former commander of US Strategic 
Command, at a December MITRE Corp. seminar. “We have deferred 
modernization as long as we can defer it.” The last—partial—recap-
italization of the nuclear deterrent was 30 years ago, and many of 
the systems, such as the B-52 bomber, are more than 50 years old. 

A newly released RAND report—completed for the Air Force 
in 2018 but not publicly released until November 2019—warns the 
service must step up advocacy for strategic modernization or risk 
seeing existing infrastructure fail. RAND said the Air Force should 
spell out in detail its master plans for replacing land-based ICBMs, 
bombers, and the nuclear command and control (NC2) system, 
which is sometimes referred to as the “fourth leg” of the nuclear triad.

The “sheer scale of the programs is daunting, has not been per-
formed at scale for many decades, and will need to be relearned,” 
said RAND.

The B-52 bomber, KC-135 tanker, AGM-86B Air-Launched Cruise 
Missile, and Minuteman III ICBM all date from the 1960s and 70s, 
Kehler said—well before the last modernization of the nuclear force. 
The information technology system tying it all together “aged out 
30 years ago,” he said. 

Meanwhile, Russia and China have “modernized—past tense,” 
Kehler stated. Their nuclear arsenals are fresh and the rapid buildup 
of the Chinese military has shifted the strategic landscape from 
a bipolar to multipolar world. “Further delay is just going to add 
risk,” he asserted.

TRILLION WITH A ‘T’
The Congressional Budget Office said in 2017 that the cost of 

modernizing and operating the nuclear deterrent enterprise for 
the 30 years through 2046 would reach $1.24 trillion. Of that, $399 
billion would fund buying or updating nuclear forces and $843 
billion would fund operations and sustainment. Parsed another 
way, the Defense Department would spend $890 billion while 
the Department of Energy would invest $353 billion to support 
scientific infrastructure.   

“This is not the Cold War,” Kehler said: The world situation is 
very different than when the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991. “We 
are facing a new set of uncertainties and global challenges that we 
have not faced before.” In addition to strategic nuclear weapons, 
the US faces cyberattacks and other threats “below the threshold” 
of a nuclear strike. That demands new strategy, new long-range 
conventional weapons, missile defenses, and assurance that the 
bedrock systems will all function properly when needed, he said. 

Nuclear weapons underpin all other aspects of national secu-
rity, Kehler said, and play a central role whenever diplomacy and 
military action are considered.

“In cases like Iran, [the threat of nuclear weapons is] being used 
by a country that doesn’t even have them,” he said.

Peter Fanta, deputy assistant secretary of defense for nuclear 

The End of Nuclear ‘Kick the Can’
By John A. Tirpak
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Technicians 
perform a vibration 
test to analyze 
the structural 
integrity of a B61-12 
nuclear bomb at 
Sandia National  
Laboratories in 
New Mexico. The 
aging US nuclear 
infrastructure, some 
of which dates back 
to the Manhattan 
Project, will cost 
billions of dollars to 
modernize.
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matters, said the US stopped designing, building, and testing nu-
clear weapons in 1992, “and the rest of the world did not.” 

The weapons development complex was built in the 1940s 
through 1960s and has not been upgraded, he said. The engineers 
and scientists who designed the nuclear weapons built in the 1980s 
“are now retiring or dead.”

DEMAND SIGNAL
The US must build a minimum of 80 “pits” a year, referring 

to the core of a nuclear warhead, which resembles a peach pit, 
and is essentially a plutonium sphere surrounded by a reflective 
explosive shell.

“Why 80 pits per year? It’s math,” he said. “Divide 80 by the 
number of warheads we have—last time it was unclassified, it was 
just under 4,000—and you get a time frame,” Fanta said. 

At only 30 pits per year, it would take until 2150 to upgrade the 
US nuclear stockpile—“after your children’s children are retired,” he 
said. The National Nuclear Security Administration says its facilities 
at Los Alamos, N.M., have the capacity for 30 pits a year, while those 
at Savannah River, near Aiken, S.C., have capacity for 50.

Exacerbating the problem is the question of how long each pit 
remains viable. Plutonium “is warm and, over time, it can deform 
what’s around it,” one expert told Air Force Magazine, and the 
plutonium itself will eventually transmute into uranium, devolving 
into “something that doesn’t produce the desired effect or expected 
yield.” 

Fanta said, “There’s disagreement on whether they’re good for 
100 years. … But we’re beyond that at this point. At 80 pits a year, 
we’ll have 100-year-old components by the time we replace those. 
… We need to stop arguing about it and get on with it.”

SWAPPED DOCTRINE 
The US countered Russia’s overwhelming Cold War conventional 

advantages with nuclear weapons, Fanta said. Today, “the shoe is 
on the other foot.” 

Russia is rapidly developing “underwater nuclear-powered weap-
ons, hypersonic cruise missiles, and cruise missiles powered by 
nuclear reactors.”  Why? “It’s a challenge for our conventional forces 
… an asymmetric threat,” Fanta said. “It’s our doctrine, swapped.”

The strategy, he explained, is a “reasonable way to rapidly close 
the gap against a larger, conventionally superior force.”

China, meanwhile, has also learned from watching the US. Still 
smarting over its inability to repel the US from the Taiwan Straits 
in the 1990s, China is now “outbuilding us 10-to-1” in conventional 
forces and “on the nuclear side, they are improving every capability 
they have,” Fanta said. That includes road-mobile ICBMs, advanced 
submarines, and ballistic missiles. 

While “we’ve been discussing this for two decades, talking about 
pit production in the US, they were building,” Fanta continued. Now, 
to replace the Minuteman III with the Ground-Based Strategic De-
terrent will take “one GBSD missile built, shipped, installed, tested, 
and made operational every week for almost 10 years.” 

The Navy’s Ohio-class ballistic missile submarines are also 
aging out. The Ohio-class subs, designed to serve 30 years, are 
being extended to 42 years, when they will be retired in favor of 
the new Columbia-class boats, according to the Congressional 
Research Service. But those “tin cans,” as Fanta characterized 
them, can only “squish back and forth” so many times under 
the pressure of deep submergence. “We need to … stop doing 
unnatural acts to keep the submarines going more than 42 years 
and start building now.”

The risks today are greater because none of the triad systems 
were upgraded in a timely fashion, said Deputy STRATCOM Com-
mander Vice Adm. David Kriete. 

“If we’re going to defend the country, we must remain a nuclear 
power,” Kriete insisted. “If we’re going to remain a nuclear power, 
that demands that we get on with our modernization plan right 
now.”

Air Force Lt. Gen. Richard M. Clark, director of USAF strategic 
deterrence and nuclear integration on the Air Staff, said James Mattis 
came into office as Defense Secretary in 2017 openly wondering 
whether a “dyad” of sub-launched missiles and bombers was suffi-
cient. He left convinced that the triad is the right solution, concluding, 
“America can afford survival.”

The numbers matter, Clark said. Having 400 ICBMs compels an 
enemy to hit every one if a nuclear first strike is to be successful; 
without them, however, the US nuclear enterprise could be crippled 
“with about 10 strikes: You could take out our two sub bases, our 
three bomber bases, STRATCOM, the Pentagon, and our three labs 
… Los Alamos, Sandia, and Livermore.”

Hit those 10 targets and “our nuclear enterprise would be dev-
astated,” he said.

Yet as dire as it seems, GBSD won’t be accelerated. “We are push-
ing it about as fast as we can go,” he said. Rather than accelerating 
GBSD, “We’re looking at every way we can to keep Minuteman III 
viable, reliable, and survivable,” Clark said. “You can only get so much 
out of maintenance; it’s such an old system.”   

WORLD WAR II-ERA
Charles Verdon, deputy administrator of defense programs for the 

NNSA said aging infrastructure is not limited to weapons. 
The NNSA is the nation’s nuclear weapons industrial base, having 

to “renew critical manufacturing facilities to ensure we have the 
materials necessary to ensure warhead delivery,” he said. 

Yet, “Many of our critical facilities actually date back to the 
Manhattan Project.” Now, for example,  the agency is trying to “put 
modern earthquake standards into a building built in 1945-1947,” 
according to Verdon. 

A new building might be better, but it could take a decade for it 
to become productive. 

The NNSA believes it needs to build 80 pits a year by 2030 to 
keep the warheads safe and “address the age of the systems that 
are presently there.” This number is deemed enough to “smoothly 
and methodically address the current pits/plutonium cores … over 
time, and respond to peer competition … or to meet a new military 
requirement,” he said. The longer the delay, though, the more pits 
that will be needed per year. 

MAKING THE CASE
William LaPlante, former Air Force acquisition chief and now 

MITRE vice president for its national security sector, said the con-
ference was designed to stimulate a national discussion on the 
need for nuclear modernization. To that end, it was cosponsored by 
George Washington University’s School of Media and Public Affairs. 

“Since the fall of the Berlin Wall and certainly after 9/11, nuclear 
matters have not gotten much attention,” LaPlante said. “There de-
serves to be a better understanding by the American public.”

Frank Sesno, director of the GWU’s media school and a former CNN 
correspondent, said in past decades, when the Intermediate-range  
Nuclear Forces and START treaties were major news events, “there 
was never a problem, as a reporter … getting a story about nuclear 
weapons or readiness or preparedness on the air or into print.” 

That’s no longer the case, he said. Yet the public still needs to be 
engaged. “What is the investment? Toward what end?”

For Fanta, that end is clear: “Getting the entire nation to under-
stand the world has changed, and we need to do things differently.” 
That’s a big challenge in itself, across the country and on Capitol 
Hill. “There’s change, there’s risks, and we need to address them.”J
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The sun burns pink over an HC-130-J Combat King II at 
Kirtland AFB, N.M. The Combat King II can fly at low to 
medium altitudes in contested and sensitive airspace. With 
night-vision-compatible interior and exterior lighting, the 
aircraft can operate at any hour, including refueling combat 
search and rescue helicopters.
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Four Rolls-Royce turboprops, rather than eight tiny reindeer, 
power a C-130J Super Hercules, as it makes like Santa’s sleigh 
during Operation Christmas Drop 2019. The plane took off out 
of Yokota AB, Japan, and made the drop about 2,000 miles 
south over Woleai Atoll, Micronesia.
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Washington Debates Role of 
Satellites in Open Skies Treaty

WORLD

A lmost 20 years after countries began en-
forcing the Open Skies Treaty, the idea of 
using satellites to replace the Air Force’s 
decades-old OC-135B surveillance air-
planes is gaining new life in Washington. 
But is it feasible?

�e treaty allows about three dozen signatory nations 
to �y over other countries to monitor their domestic 
military operations and, occasionally, local develop-
ments like natural disasters. America’s two OC-135B jets 
were equipped with wet-�lm cameras to take photos of 
foreign land, but are now switching to digital cameras 
and are in the early stages of being replaced by newer 
planes. Both are housed at O�utt AFB, Neb.

�e challenges of maintaining nearly 60-year-old 
aircraft, a stando� with Moscow over Russian sensor 
upgrades and behavior during �ights, and improved 
satellite imagery capabilities are driving the treaty’s 
critics to call for a new way forward. Critics say new 
electro-optical sensors give Russia an unfair advantage, 
which the US should use satellites to o�set. Others note 
that the resolution of Moscow’s cameras fall within the 
treaty’s parameters, are commercially available, and 
could be matched by American camera upgrades in 
the works.

“�e president should withdraw from the Open Skies 
Treaty and redeploy the hundreds of millions of dollars 
the Pentagon wastes on the �ights and equipment to 
increase US combat power,” Sen. Tom Cotton (R-Ark.) 

said on Twitter in October.
Can satellites handle the job instead? Some experts 

say yes but relying on space-based assets may not be the 
smartest approach.

Satellites have long been part of the Open Skies 
conversation. In written testimony submitted in No-
vember for a House Foreign A�airs Committee hearing 
on the treaty, Amy Woolf, a nuclear weapons expert at 
the Congressional Research Service, noted that at the 
Senate’s hearings on treaty rati�cation in 1992, o�-
cials agreed US and Russia’s reconnaissance satellites 
already o�ered information on foreign military forces 
and infrastructure.

Flying overhead wouldn’t provide much more 
detail for those advanced countries, they said, but 
the treaty would still o�er a new level of transparency 
and stability.

“While nations that lacked satellite capabilities would 
bene�t most from the information collected during Open 
Skies �ights, the United States would bene�t from the 
improved security environment in Europe,” Woolf  wrote.

Security concerns have changed in Europe, another 
factor that is driving the push toward satellites. Some 
analysts say that despite Russia’s continued aggressions, 
“there is little risk of war among most nations in Europe,” 
Woolf wrote. “�ey argue that US satellite capabilities, 
along with other sources of data and intelligence can 
monitor military deployments that threaten the rest 
of Europe.”

�ose analysts now argue that commercial satellite 
and open-source intelligence could collect data that 

“The presi-
dent should 
withdraw 
from the 
Open Skies 
Treaty and 
redeploy the 
hundreds of 
millions of 
dollars the 
Pentagon 
wastes on 
the flights 
and equip-
ment to 
increase 
US combat 
power.”
—Sen. Tom 
Cotton (R-Ark.)

By Rachel S. Cohen
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with Russian o�cers almost weekly and feel out how things 
are going over there,” said Ste�an Watkins, a Canadian expert 
on the treaty. “Are they unusually tense? Are they mellow? 
�is provides invaluable information.”

Harrison argues that the US could retire its Open Skies 
aircraft—an idea some lawmakers have resisted—but remain 
in the treaty. �at way, other countries would still reap the 
bene�ts of transparency and international cooperation, and 
the US could use foreign aircraft to perform Open Skies �ights. 

Operating and maintaining the OC-135B is relatively expen-
sive, he said, while the cost of pulling photos from military 
and Intelligence Community space systems that are already in 
the inventory is “essentially zero because we are presumably 
collecting this imagery already.”

“In many ways, I think the Open Skies Treaty has been 
overtaken by technology,” he said. “It mainly serves to bene�t 
countries that don’t have the same space-based capabilities 
as the United States and Russia, but advances in commercial 
satellite systems are further leveling the playing �eld.”

Watkins said buying and launching additional satellites 
to perform the Open Skies mission would exceed the cost 
of �ying, maintaining, and replacing the OC-135B. He add-
ed that the idea of using satellite imaging is a distraction 
while the treaty’s opponents try to convince the Trump 
administration to leave the pact, despite opposition from 
international allies.

“It’s not about catching [another country] doing something 
at that moment,” Watkins said. “It’s about capturing imagery to 
con�rm a suspicion and have incontrovertible proof by using 
a camera/sensor and handling procedures that everyone has 
agreed [are] tamper-proof.”                                                                   J

is similar to what comes out of observation �ights, she added.
�e treaty allows countries to collect images with a resolution 

up to 30 cm, a clarity that commercial remote sensing satellites 
now provide, according to Todd Harrison, an aerospace expert at 
the Center for Strategic and International Studies. Commercial 
synthetic aperture radar satellites also o�er better resolutions 
than what Open Skies allows.

Melissa Hanham, a nuclear and open-source intelligence 
expert at the One Earth Future Foundation, said that while 
satellites are more capable than ever before, all space sensors 
could instead �y closer to land on aerial platforms, so planes 
o�er higher-quality images. Other countries can also reap the 
bene�ts of over�ights, letting them keep an eye on geopolitical 
neighbors and rivals themselves instead of relying on other 
countries for information.

“Satellites do have a great use when planes aren’t �ying and 
o�er a consistent view over time of potential changes,” she said.

Analysts who support the treaty disagree that satellite and 
open-source data would o�er the full scope of coverage that is 
useful to the US, especially if the satellites don’t send back im-
ages focused on areas that interest treaty participants. Countries 
may also doubt whether commercial satellites are giving them 
accurate information, Woolf wrote. 

“�ere is a risk that these images might be altered in ways that 
could exacerbate, rather than mitigate, misperceptions,” she said.

Supporters also point out that the Open Skies Treaty o�ers 
opportunities for people from around the world to interact with 
each other, building trust and strengthening military partner-
ships. �at helps US participants get a better sense of what’s 
going on overseas on a human level. 

“We [the 32 countries that aren’t Russia or Belarus] get to hang out 
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A USAF OC-135B flies 
near Kubinka, Russia, 
during an Aug. 3, 2012, 
Open Skies Treaty 
flight. America’s two 
Open Skies aircraft are 
in the early stages of 
being replaced by other 
aircraft. 
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US Iraq (Regional Allies) Iran

April 8, 2019: The White 
House designates the Iranian 
Revolutionary Guard Corps 
(IRGC), including its elite 
Quds Force, as a foreign 
terrorist organization.

Nov. 9, 2019: Iranian-backed 
Shia militias launch a rocket 
attack against Q-West Air 
Base in Northwest Iraq.

May 7, 2019: US deploys  
B-52 bombers and the USS 
Abraham Lincoln Carrier 
Strike Group to the Middle 
East in response to “clear in-
dications” of potential Iranian 
attacks on US forces.

June 24-27, 2019: US State 
Deptartment sanctions the 
Supreme Leader’s O� ice 
and associated people.  F-22 
deployment  to Al Udeid AB, 
Qatar,  approved.

Nov. 19, 2019: Defense In-
telligence Agency says Iran’s 
military is gaining strength.
The report details Iran’s ad-
vancing missile capabilities.

May 14, 2019: US Central 
Command elevates Op-
eration Inherent Resolve 
to “a high level of alert” in 
response to “credible and 
possibly imminent threats to 
US forces in Iraq.”

July 18, 2019: The US downs 
an Iranian drone as the De-
fense Department prepares 
deployments to Saudi Arabia.

May 15, 2019: US pulls dip-
lomatic personnel from Iraq; 
NATO allies suspend training 
of Iraqi troops. 

July 24, 2019: USAF jets 
practice supporting and de-
fending US surface ships in a 
Persian Gulf exercise. 

Oct. 25, 2019: B-1s 
deploy to Saudi Arabia.

Dec. 31, 2019: Shia militias 
attack the US embassy in 
Baghdad. DOD deploys Ma-
rines from Kuwait to Iraq and 
an Army brigade of the 82nd 
Airborne Divison from the US 
to Kuwait.

US-Iran: A History 
of Rising Tensions

June 21, 2019: President 
Trump calls o�  a retaliatory 
strike saying he wanted to 
avoid loss of life.

Jan. 3, 2020: IRGC Quds 
Force Commander Gen. Qas-
sem Soleimani is killed in a US 
drone strike. Also killed is Abu 
Mahdi al-Muhandis, deputy 
head of the Iranian-backed 
Popular Mobilization Forces. 

Dec. 27, 2019: A US 
contractor is killed in a 
rocket attack near Kirkuk. In 
response, President Trump 
orders strikes against Kataeb 
Hezbollah forces in Iraq and 
Syria. 
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The faceo�  between the US and Iran dates back decades before the two teetered on the brink of war in January. 
The nations have had a rollercoaster relationship since at least 1953, when the US backed a coup that overthrew the 
democratically elected government in favor of a monarchy under the Shah, Mohammed Reza Pahlavi. In 1979, after 
years of protest, the Shah was ousted and a new Islamist revolutionary government was established. In the midst of 
the upheaval, the US embassy was stormed and 52 American hostages were seized and held captive at the embassy 
for 15 months.

Iran has supported terrorist and insurgent forces across the Middle East, periodically threatened to shut down 
shipping in the Persian Gulf and to attack Israel, Saudi Arabia, and other regional US allies. Iran has also persisted in 
seeking to develop nuclear capabilities. In 2015, the Obama administration agreed to a multiparty international deal 
constraining Iran’s nuclear program, but President Donald J. Trump withdrew from the agreement in May 2018, rein-
stated economic sanctions, and implemented a “maximum pressure” campaign intended to compel Iran to abandon 
support for terrorism and insurgents in Yemen, Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, and elsewhere, and to foreswear nuclear weapons. 
How tensions escalated from April 2019-January 2020.

Jan. 5, 2020: Iraq’s Parlia-
ment approves a nonbind-
ing resolution seeking the 
expulsion of US forces from 
the country.

Nov. 30, 2019: Iraqi PM 
announces plans to resign; 
Parliament approves resig-
nation two days later.

Jan 7, 2020: Iran fires 16 
tactical ballistic missiles at Al 
Asad Air Base and a second 
base in Erbil, Iraq, damaging 
buildings but causing no 
casualties.

Dec. 3, 2019: Iranian-backed 
Shia militias launch rocket 
attack against Al Asad AB, 
Iraq.

Jan. 8, 2020: President 
Trump announces that “the 
United States will immediate-
ly impose additional pun-
ishing economic sanctions 
on the Iranian regime,” as 
tensions ease. 

May 24, 2019: US  says it will 
deploy additional intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnais-
sance aircraft and another fight-
er squadron to the Middle East 
to “improve our force protection 
and safeguard US forces” from 
Iranian threats.

Aug. 29, 2019: The Pen-
tagon launches a maritime 
security e� ort amid de-esca-
lation with Iran.

Dec. 5, 2019: Kataeb Hez-
bollah launches rocket attack 
on Balad AB, Iraq.

June 13, 2019: F-15Es from 
Seymour Johnson AFB, N.C., 
deploy to Al Dhafra AB, Unit-
ed Arab Emirates.

Oct. 7, 2019: The White 
House announces that US 
forces will withdraw from 
Syria.

Sept. 14, 2019: Iran or proxies 
launch a major air attack on 
Saudi oil facilities. Iranian 
drones and cruise missiles are 
recovered from the site. The 
US sends aircraft to reinforce 
Saudi defenses.

Dec. 9, 2019: Iranian-backed 
Shia militias fire rockets at 
the Baghdad diplomatic 
support center at Baghdad 
International Airport.

June 20, 2019: An Iranian 
surface-to-air missile shoots 
down a US Navy Broad Area 
Maritime Surveillance drone 
over the Strait of Hormuz. 

Oct. 11, 2019: US deploys 
fighter squadrons, an air ex-
peditionary wing, and missile 
defenses to Saudi Arabia.

US-Iran: A History 
of Rising Tensions
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Air Force Global Strike Command’s second 
decade in business will be a busy one.

Created in 2009 as Strategic Air Com-
mand’s post-Cold War replacement, AFGSC 
oversees the bulk of the Pentagon’s nuclear 
weapons and provides bomber aircraft for 

combat operations and deterrence �ights around the 
world.

More than 70 years since a nuclear weapon was last 
used, and three decades after the Cold War ended, 
Global Strike is making changes to take on a new era 
of deterrence—one that spans not just nuclear assets 
but faster weapons and growing space, cyber, and 
electromagnetic spectrum concerns, as well.

In a recent interview with Air Force Magazine, 
Global Strike Commander USAF Gen. Timothy M. Ray 
discussed what the command is trying as it heads into 
the 2020s, facing a world in which Russia is not the 
stand-alone strategic concern for the US.

�e command on Oct. 18 announced it had created 
a new, classi�ed strategic plan to position itself for the 
coming decades, calling it the “largest redirection in 
the command’s 10-year history.”

“�e need for a clear way ahead is more prevalent 
now than ever with the rising tensions between Russia, 
China, North Korea, Iran and transnational violent ex-
tremism, and the increase in our adversaries’ nuclear 
capabilities and innovations,” AFGSC said in a release. 
“�is plan directly aligns command forces more closely 
with the 2018 National Defense Strategy.”

Among the roadmap’s nine overall goals is an e�ort 

By Rachel S. Cohen to grow the services Global Strike can o�er US Strategic 
Command, which oversees daily operations of nuclear 
forces, as its air component.

“I want to have the operational concepts and how 
we present the forces redone in the next six to nine 
months,” Ray said.

Global Strike and STRATCOM practiced what that 
might look like during Exercise Global �under earlier 
last fall, trying approaches that “have not been done 
since the Cold War ended” and—in some cases—o�er 
more capability than the military had at that time, Ray 
said. 

Global �under is an annual exercise where the US 
and allied nations such as Australia, Canada, and the 
United Kingdom train for con�ict scenarios involving 
nuclear forces.

“We don’t have sanctuary in the United States based 
on lots of di�erent threats,” Ray said. “We start thinking 
about hypersonics, cruise missiles, ballistic missiles, 
submarines, space, and cyber—all those things will 
be a dimension of this. How do we operate with those 
particular challenges working against us? �at’s prob-
ably been more relevant than ... in a very long time.”

He added that the exercise incorporated newer as-
pects like space, cyber, and electronic warfare “probably 
more correctly,” but said the details are classi�ed.

Global Strike is considering changes to how it sup-
ports STRATCOM as it prepares to bring on the B-21 
bomber, Ground-Based Strategic Deterrent missiles, 
the Long-Range Stando� Weapon, refurbished B61 
bombs, the MH-139 helicopter, and modern command 
and control technologies and aircraft in the next few de-
cades. �e command wants all those new assets to come 

SrA. Sean 
Velazquez 
performs 
preflight checks 
on a B-52 at 
RAF Fairford, 
UK. BUFFs 
were deployed 
to Europe in 
support of 
Bomber Task 
Force Europe 
20-1, an exercise 
designed to 
promote allied 
interoperability. 

AFGSC Eyes Second Decade Changes
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“I want to 
have the 
operational 
concepts 
and how 
we present 
the forces 
redone in 
the next 
six to nine 
months.”
—Global Strike 
Commander 
Gen. Timothy 
Ray
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By Amy McCullough

Congress Wants to Grow Organic 
USAF Aggressor Capability

together seamlessly so it can properly partner with STRATCOM.
Holistically thinking about that portfolio now “drives how we 

operate on a day-to-day basis, our command and control on a 
daily basis, and how the wings report and how they manage 
their alert force,” Ray said. “A few small changes for how we’re 
managing the schedule has given tremendous stability to the 
maintenance and security and operations teams.”

He acknowledged that the service can’t grow its bomber 
squadrons to the extent envisioned in “�e Air Force We Need” 
plan. Even though the command is working through imple-
menting its bomber roadmap now—with plans to retire the 
B-1 and B-2 so the B-52 can �y for 100 years alongside the new 
B-21—Ray said it’s imperative to think about the �eet in new 
ways, not just in numbers.

A recent report by the nonpro�t research organization RAND 
Corp. argued that to successfully modernize its enterprise while 
facing �nancial and technological challenges, Global Strike 
needs to craft master plans for the transition between old and 
new missiles and bombers and to draw on the experience of 
older USAF groups such as Air Combat Command.

“Nuclear-speci�c tasks related to testing and certi�cation 
have not been performed at scale for many decades and will 
need to be relearned and revised for the current conditions,” 
the report said. “�e sheer scale of the programs is daunting. 
And this ambitious set of programs will be �elded by [AFGSC], 
a relatively young command with a relatively small sta� that has 
limited experience in �elding new systems.”

A workforce of about 34,000 people manages the nuclear en-
terprise, though that number will never be as big as the Air Force 
wants, Ray said. For a more productive and e�cient sta�, Global 
Strike is creating cross-functional teams that will focus on broad 
issues such as modernization, sustainment, and human capital.

“Instead of it being a platform-by-platform discussion, talk 

about how we drive through this with enterprise partners 
and … be able to help ourselves across the board,” Ray said. 
Building combat readiness isn’t about making the �ight line 
work harder, he said: “�is is about moving the big levers of 
the enterprise.”

For example, Global Strike said a team of people from across 
the command, Defense Department, and federal government 
were able to drive down the cost of new weapons generation 
facilities (WGF) that support bomber maintenance, training, and 
storage. �e price of a B-52 facility dropped from $750 million 
to $229 million, and a B-21 facility fell from $580 million to $199 
million, according to command spokeswoman Linda Frost.

“�ese facilities will be the backbone for the generation of 
Air Force combat lethality,” Frost said. “Modernized designs 
improve safety, security, and capability and meet the require-
ments for current and future weapons. Our goal is to have �ve 
bomber WGFs and with the reduction of costs, it allows for the 
right weapons generation footprint.”

Global Strike also hopes for a better future for its missileers 
and bomber crews. Its �rst decade was marred by a major op-
erations test cheating scandal, periodic reports of drug use, and 
even several lost weapons.

Now, the Air Force is bee�ng up its nuclear education and 
leadership development, charting missileer career paths for 
Reservists, and trying to be mindful of operations stress, the 
need for a sense of purpose, and other health concerns. As the 
service tries to cut its suicide rate, Ray noted his command can 
draw on the knowledge of a nearby Department of Veterans 
A�airs hospital in Louisiana.

“�is plan encourages Strikers to know their part of the mis-
sion and execute it with the knowledge that their leaders, through 
the four-star level, have their back,” CMSgt. Charles Ho�man, 
Global Strike’s command chief, said in the release.                        J

The 2020 defense policy bill prohibits the Air 
Force from transferring any low-rate initial 
production F-35s to the adversary air role 
until the Chief of Sta� submits a report to 
Congress detailing the service’s plan for 
modernizing its organic aggressor �eet.

�e Air Force has two aggressor squadrons, one at 
Nellis AFB, Nev., and one at Eielson AFB, Alaska. Both 
�y F-16s, but the Air Force announced plans last year 
to reactivate the 65th Aggressor Squadron at Nellis and 
transfer nine non-combat capable F-35As from Eglin 
AFB, Fla., to Nellis in an e�ort to improve training for 
�fth-generation �ghters. �e 65th, which previously 
�ew F-15s as aggressors, was inactivated in 2014 due to 
budget cuts. �e service also wants to move two more 
F-35s from Edwards AFB, Calif, to the 24th Tactical 
Air Support Squadron at Nellis for additional close air 
support training.

Speci�cally, Congress wants the report from Gen. 
David L. Goldfein to outline:

n “Potential locations for F-35 aggressors, includ-

ing an analysis of installations that have the size 
and availability of airspace necessary to meet flying 
operations requirements; have sufficient capacity 
and availability of range space; are capable of host-
ing advanced-threat training exercises; and meet 
or require minimal addition to the environmental 
requirements associated with the basing action.”

n An analysis of the costs and timelines associated 
with expanding and modernizing existing USAF 
aggressor squadrons, to include “upgrading aircraft 
radar, infrared search-and-track systems, radar 
warning receiver, tactical data link, threat represen-
tation jamming pods, and other upgrades necessary 
to provide a realistic advanced adversary threat.” 

“It is critical that the Air Force has the capability to 
train against an advanced air adversary in order to be 
prepared for con�icts against a modern enemy force, 
and that in order to have this capability, the Air Force 
must have access to an advanced adversary force prior 
to United States adversaries �elding a �fth-generation 
operational capability; and the Air Force’s plan to use 
low-rate initial production F-35As as aggressor aircraft 
re�ects a recognition of the need to �eld a modernized 

“Aggressor 
squadrons 
have been 
honing the 
skills of Air 
Force pilots 
since the 
early 1970s.” 
—USAF Chief of 
Sta� Gen. David 
Goldfein
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An F-35 
Lightning II 
pilot prepares 
to refuel at Eglin 
AFB, Fla. Nine 
non-combat 
capable F-35s 
will move 
from Eglin to 
Nellis AFB, 
Nev., providing 
fifth-generation 
aggressor 
aircraft to 
enhance air-
to-air combat 
training.
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aggressor �eet,” according to the policy conference report 
released on Dec. 9. 

Congressional emphasis on improving organic USAF ag-
gressors comes as the Air Force also looks to bolster the role of 
contracted Red Air under a potential $6.4 billion multi-award 
contract. In October 2019, USAF awarded seven companies an 
inde�nite delivery, inde�nite quantity (IDIQ) contract, allow-
ing them to vie for task orders at up to 22 locations, including 
as many as 12 for adversary air and 10 for contract CAS. 

�e service announced it planned to expand contractor-run 
adversary air from one to three locations in 2020. In addition 
to support from Draken International at Nellis, the �rst task 
orders o�ered could be to set up a permanent presence of 
private adversary air at Klamath Falls Arpt./Kingsley Field, 
Ore., and Holloman AFB, N.M., service o�cials have said. 

Kingsley is home to the 173rd Fighter Wing, the sole formal 
training schoolhouse for the F-15 Eagle, while Holloman’s 54th 
Fighter Group—a detachment of the 56th Fighter Wing at Luke 
AFB, Ariz.—hosts F-16 pilot training. 

Draken, which has been �ying Red Air at Nellis since 2015, 
is on contract to �y about 5,600 hours of adversary air there 
a year, but that could be increased to 7,500 hours. �e �rst of 
24 Draken Mirage F1 supersonic aircraft, purchased from the 
Spanish Air Force, took �ight in November at the company’s 
facility in Lakeland, Fla. �e F1s eventually will complement 
the company’s 11 A-4 Skyhawks and 18 L-159 Honey Badgers 
already �ying Red Air at Nellis. 

For Top Aces, one of the seven companies awarded a con-
tract in October, the IDIQ was a “very important milestone” 
because it allowed them to bring their �eet of F-16s purchased 
from an unidenti�ed country into the United States, Top Aces 
President Russ Quinn told Air Force Magazine. 

“Our aircraft have been in preparation for quite some time in 
anticipation of this, so now the next move for us is really with 
the US government in the formal third party transfer we’re in-
volved in right now,” Quinn said. He acknowledged the transfer 

is a “complex process,” but said he hopes to move through it 
as “expeditiously as we can,” noting that Top Aces has been 
working with the US State Department for two years already. 

“We have invested millions of dollars to make sure that as 
soon as the F-16s arrive in the US they are ready to service the 
contract that we have,” he added. 

Mick Guthals, the senior manager of business development 
at Tactical Air Support, another company included in the 
October award, told Air Force Magazine that eight of its 21 
F-5E/F supersonic aircraft purchased from the Royal Jordanian 
Air Force have gone through FAA certi�cation and �ve have 
undergone required modi�cations and are awaiting military 
�ight clearance. Those five aircraft are likely to service the 
Navy; Guthals said the company is still building jets for Air 
Combat Command. 

Airborne Tactical Advantage Company also has made 
progress with its F1 fleet. Its parent company, Textron 
Airborne Solutions, procured 63 Mirage aircraft from the 
French air force in 2017, and the company plans to allocate 
the majority of those aircraft for Red Air. Since August, 
ATAC has qualified its first F1 pilots for duties, conducted 
its first F1flight for the US Navy, and held a ribbon-cutting  
ceremony for its ATAC ACE facility at Fort Worth Alliance 
Airport, where they will conduct  maintenance and training 
for the F1s, an ATAC spokesman told Air Force Magazine.

Other companies who received the October contract 
award include: Air USA, Blue Air Training, and Coastal 
Defense.

“Aggressor squadrons have been honing the skills of Air 
Force pilots since the early 1970s,” Goldfein said in May 
when the F-35 decision was announced. “They provide a 
dose of realism in air exercises and their training value is 
crucial. These F-35 aggressor aircraft will keep us ahead of 
adversaries for years to come.”  

President Donald Trump signed the 2020 National Defense 
Authorization Act into law in December.                                                   J
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Col. Jason 
Klumb’s 
children pin 
on his new 
insignia at 
a promotion 
ceremony 
in Kansas 
City, Mo., in 
October 2019.
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T he Air Force is moving forward with changes to the 
way o�cers compete for promotions, beginning 
with the next lieutenant colonels board in March 
2020. �at board will see eligible majors compete 
not against the vast pool of o�cers who could be 
promoted, but instead within six new categories.

�e change means o�cers in smaller, specialized communi-
ties, such as cyber, space, or intelligence, will no longer compete 
against combat-experienced pilots and other airmen in the Line 
of the Air Force category, but instead compete against peers 
whose skills, career progression, and experience more closely 
align with their own.

More, smaller categories means promotion opportunities for 
each can be tied to the number of openings in that category, min-
imizing the potential for o�cers to be placed in positions where 
they must oversee work they haven’t ever done themselves.

�e service �rst �oated the idea of a new promotion system in 
May, then put it on hold in order to gather feedback from the �eld 
over the summer. Chief of Sta� Gen. David L. Goldfein endorsed 
the plan in September and Under Secretary Matt Donovan, 
who was acting secretary at the time, approved the plan Oct. 7.

Lt. Gen. Brian Kelly, the Air Force’s deputy chief of sta� for 
manpower, personnel, and services, spent the summer seeking 
feedback on the planned changes.

�e categories and the Air Force specialties they encompass 
are:

  ■ Air operations and special warfare: Includes all conventional 
(11X) and remotely piloted aircraft pilots (18X), along with combat 
systems (12X), air battle manager (13B), special tactics (13C), 
combat rescue (13D), and tactical air control party (13L) o�cers

  ■ Nuclear and missile operations: Includes only nuclear and 
missile operations (13N) o�cers

  ■ Space: Includes both space operations (13S) and astronaut 
(13A) o�cers

  ■ Information warfare: Includes cyber operations (17X), 
intelligence (14N), operations research analyst (61A), weather 
(15W), special investigations (71S), information operations 
(14F), and public a�airs (35X) o�cers

  ■ Combat support: Includes air�eld operations (13M), aircraft 
maintenance (21A), munitions and missile maintenance (21M), 
logistics readiness (21R), security forces (31P), civil engineering 
(32E), force support (38F), contracting (64P), and �nancial 
management (65X)

  ■ Force modernization: Includes chemists (61C), physicist/
nuclear engineers (61D), developmental engineers (62E), and 
acquisition management (63A) o�cers

“�is will be the largest change in the way o�cer personnel 
management is working in our history,” said Shon Manasco, 
assistant secretary of the Air Force for manpower and reserve 
a�airs. “�ere have been a number of people looking at this for 
quite some time.”

Kelly said the makeup of the categories could still change 
over time.

“�e only thing I’m 100 percent sure of is we didn’t get it 100 
percent right,” he said. “But until we �ush this out and actually 
go through it a couple of times, we won’t know exactly.”

Manasco said there will be little apparent impact for the ma-
jors reviewed by the next lieutenant colonel promotion board. 
For future majors, though, “they will have bene�ted from more 

tailored developmental experiences, such that it actually should 
make them more competitive,” he said.

�is, he and Kelly argue, is the key: Under the old system, 
every o�cer specialty had to adapt its career path to look like the 
others, so that o�cers would portray the right kind of leadership 
development to get promoted. But engineers and logisticians 
require di�erent experiences in their career paths than do pilots 
and air battle managers.

O�cials argue that o�cers should instead follow develop-
mental paths that provide unique skills and experiences needed 
for a particular career �eld.

“Changing the promotion system was the key to unlock our 
ability to create these unique development paths,” Manasco 
said. “We are convinced that, with this, over time, an even more 
talented group of o�cers will populate our ranks.”

O�cers in each category will compete with all other o�cers 
in that group, even when there may be signi�cant di�erences 
between their development paths.

�at means public a�airs o�cers will have to compete against 
cyber warriors and intelligence o�cers in the information 
warfare category. �at won’t be easy, acknowledged one career 
public a�airs o�cer: “But it’s still better than having to compete 
against everybody, including pilots.”

Each competitive category will e�ectively need a separate 
board, as is the case with medical specialties, lawyers, and 
a few others today. Boards will include specialists from that 
�eld and others who represent the broader interests of the Air 
Force. All of the checks and balances designed to guard against 
individual biases or other challenges to the board’s fairness will 
remain in place.

To help make the process more transparent for all airmen, 
the Air Force will publish the secretary’s annual guidance to 
promotion boards, called the Memorandum of Instruction. 
�at document de�nes “what we expect of an o�cer in terms 
of competence and character, regardless of AFSC,” Kelly said.

�e secretary will also approve and publish “Career Field 
Briefs,” which will be briefed at the promotion boards. For the 
�rst time, those will provide speci�cs for “the education, training, 
and experiences that we value and need to look for,” Kelly said.

Both types of guidance will be published by December or 
January and will remain in e�ect throughout the year for all 
promotion boards meeting in 2020.

Sharing that information is one shift that grew out of the 
summer brie�ngs, Kelly said.

“We’re still a military hierarchical organization, but this idea 
of being more collaborative and having the �eld involved is really 
powerful and I think it’s served us well,” he said. “We changed 
some processes to make sure we could meet those expectations 
of transparency.”                                                                                                        J

USAF Changes Promotion System
By Tobias Naegele
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JSTARS Heads Home After 18 Years in CENTCOM
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A US Air Force 
E-8 Joint STARS 
aircraft takes on 
fuel from a KC-135.  
JSTARS aircraft 
were pulled out 
of the Middle East 
after almost two 
decades helping 
to direct ground 
forces and track 
moving land 
targets.

By Rachel S. Cohen

Air Combat Command has pulled its E-8C Joint STARS �eet 
out of the Middle East after 18 years, another change for the 
platform that recently saw its long-running replacement e�ort 
canceled and is ramping up in-house maintenance.

“Joint STARS has been continually deployed to the [US Cen-
tral Command] area of responsibility every day since November 
2001,” according to a press release from Robins AFB, Ga., where 
the �eet is based. “Since then, they have �own 10,938 sorties, 
equaling 114,426.6 combat �ying hours in support of nearly 
every CENTCOM operation including Enduring Freedom, Iraqi 
Freedom, Freedom’s Sentinel, and Inherent Resolve.”

Joint STARS collects and sends information that helps direct 
ground forces and can track moving targets on land, a mission 
crucial to Army operations. Joint STARS crews �ew every other 
day in CENTCOM, totaling more than 100 combat missions 
since June.

�e last E-8C jet left Al Udeid AB, Qatar, on Oct. 1 amid a 
broader reshu�ing of troops in the region as combat opera-
tions against the Islamic State group wind down and as the US 
largely leaves Syria.

“�e priorities for the National Defense Strategy have higher 
demand signal for JSTARS support to other [combatant com-
mands], but JSTARS stand ready to provide support if their 
capabilities are needed,” ACC told Air Force Magazine. “We pri-
oritize geographic combatant command requests by weighing 
current demand against National Defense Strategy priorities.”

�e Pentagon declined to discuss where the 16 E-8Cs could 
focus the bulk of their time going forward, but the NDS centers 
on potential con�ict with Russia and China in Europe and the 
Indo-Paci�c. Joint STARS can still deploy to CENTCOM in the 
future if needed, a command spokesman said.

In the meantime, CENTCOM says it still has “a number of 
manned and unmanned [intelligence, surveillance, and recon-
naissance] platforms in theater to provide situational awareness 
to US forces and to deliver valuable battle�eld intelligence” 
in the absence of Joint STARS. While the Air Force had started 
work to add ground moving target indication capability to the 
MQ-9 Reaper, Joint STARS is the only platform dedicated to 
the GMTI mission.

Leaving CENTCOM will allow the platform to �y missions 
in other parts of the world while keeping up with training, 
maintenance, and other readiness needs.

Col. Konata Crumbly, commander of the 116th Air Control 
Wing at Robins, said in an email that all training is the same, so 
pivoting to other theaters won’t change the E-8C’s training and 
maintenance needs. �e 116th is an Air National Guard wing 
that operates Joint STARS alongside the Active Duty 461st ACW.

Ending the CENTCOM deployment isn’t expected to change 
the maintenance workload for the jets, which are based on 
Boeing 707 airframes that had already accumulated up to 
60,000 �ight hours by the time they were repurposed as USAF 
battle management planes.

�e Air Force has begun tackling more heavy maintenance 
at Robins rather than relying on Northrop Grumman, which 
traditionally handles in-depth sustainment but has been crit-
icized for keeping the E-8C in depot for too long.

�e service now expects that Joint STARS can continue �y-
ing into the 2030s, instead of running out of service life early 
that decade. �e platform will support the initial stages of the 
Advanced Battle Management System, which will ultimately 
take over the E-8C mission.

�e Joint STARS recapitalization program was canceled in 
part because the jets would be vulnerable against surface-to-air 
missiles and other threats wielded by more advanced adver-
saries than those in the Middle East. Instead of purchasing a 
newly designed �eet with an upgraded radar, the Air Force is 
exploring how to spread battle management duties to a network 
of other aircraft, satellites, and ground systems. �e idea is 
that if one node of the network is taken out, it wouldn’t a�ect 
the service’s ability to disseminate information on missions 
such as force protection, defensive operations, overwatch, 
and combat search and rescue.

Crumbly said leaving CENTCOM won’t a�ect development 
of ABMS, which is also expected to be run out of Robins.

“Our departure from CENTCOM is not related to future mis-
sions including ABMS,” Crumbly said. “Whatever future mis-
sions, to include ABMS, we are asked to ful�ll, we will approach 
it with the same level of commitment and professionalism we 
have shown with our JSTARS mission in CENTCOM and other 
areas of the world since this program was established.”        J



JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2020          AIRFORCEMAG.COM 27

USAF Housing Contractor Rocked 
By Fraud Allegations
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Isaul Garcia, center, a construction manager with the Air 
Force Civil Engineer Center, points out deficiencies in housing 
units at Tinker AFB, Okla., to Sen. James Inhofe, left, and 
Undersecretary of the Air Force Matthew Donovan.

By Rachel S. Cohen

A Balfour Beatty Communities o�cial promised to refund 
performance bonus money the company received from the Air 
Force if an investigation �nds that the landlord’s employees 
committed fraud.

BBC  �red 17 employees  in 2019 for failing to comply with 
its company code of conduct, as the Air Force housing provider 
investigates reports that it falsi�ed maintenance documents 
to earn extra money for its management of USAF homes, 
Rick Taylor, Balfour Beatty’s president of facility operations, 
renovations, and construction, told the House Armed Services 
readiness subcommittee Dec. 5.

Taylor called the allegations “quite shocking.” It is unclear 
whether the employees, including project site managers, 
were let go as a result of the fraud investigation or for other 
reasons in 2019. 

“We are all accountable,” he said. “If we don’t have sta� 
members that are willing to follow those policies and proce-
dures, that’s an obvious weakness in any organization.”

Following a Reuters and CBS News report in June that 
showed how the contractor earned millions of extra dollars 
after faking home improvement records at Tinker AFB, Okla., 
for years, Taylor said Balfour Beatty is cooperating with a Jus-
tice Department investigation into the same issues. Similar 
problems have popped up at Travis AFB, Calif., and Fairchild 
AFB, Wash., according to Reuters.

Balfour Beatty earns about $4.3 million in performance 
bonuses each year, according to Rep. Kendra Horn (D-Okla.). 
Mold, asbestos, vermin, �re hazards, and other construction 
issues remain at Air Force bases across the country.

“In the event that we are found to have falsi�ed records, 
then we are absolutely committed to refunding any incentive 
fees received back to those projects,” Taylor said.

John Henderson, the Air Force’s assistant secretary for in-
stallations, environment, and energy, called out the company 
in a Sept. 30 letter that requires Balfour Beatty to submit an 
action plan by the end of the year.

“Unless the Air Force sees prompt and substantial improve-
ment in BBC’s performance at all 21 housing privatization 
project sites, and speci�cally Tinker Air Force Base, we intend 

to initiate formal action under the dispute provisions of the 
project documents for certain BBC projects where serious 
performance failures have not been resolved or continue to 
arise,” Henderson wrote.

Taylor said at the hearing that Balfour Beatty has made 
“signi�cant changes” to the way it does business and manages 
technical issues, ensuring that top o�cials have insight into 
what’s happening. He said he is accountable for the changes 
the company needs to make.

Balfour Beatty is improving at forming resident groups at 
each installation so tenants can voice their concerns, and 
town halls run with the military are happening more often, 
he added. �e company also o�ers a toll-free phone number 
to report problems that haven’t been addressed.

“We certainly recognize that we could do better in many 
locations and so we’ve addressed that through a number of 
sta�ng level increases, looking at the policies and procedures 
that we do have in place, and where we saw that they were 
de�cient, we’re addressing those,” he said. “It’s not as simple 
as addressing one area … but we’re taking on a number of 
di�erent areas to improve.”

�e Pentagon is preparing to roll out a tri-service “bill of 
rights” for military housing tenants that o�er them greater 
protections when dealing with their landlords and more 
avenues to raise issues. J

 All-Domain C2 Gets a Workout
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An F-35 (top) and an F-22 fly in formation over O�utt 
AFB, Neb. USAF is testing new methods to allow the fifth- 
generation fighters to communicate more e�iciently. 

By Brian W. Everstine

�e Air Force recently kicked o� its exercise and development 
of joint, all-domain command and control and is expecting the 
initiative to start in earnest with $185 million in funding.

From Dec. 16 to 18, the service for the �rst time trained with 
its new Advanced Battle Management System at Eglin AFB, Fla. 
�e system, which began as the service’s planned replacement 
for the E-8C Joint STARS aircraft and has progressed into an 
operating concept, focuses on cloud-based technology to fuse 
sensors, combat aircraft, ships, and personnel on the ground.

For the �rst exercise, the scenario was a cruise missile threat 
to the homeland. Optionally manned QF-16 targeting drones 
simulated the missile and were detected by space and ground 
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sensors. �is information was relayed to the USS �omas Hudner, 
an Arleigh Burke-class destroyer in the Gulf of Mexico, along 
with two USAF F-35s, two Navy F-35s, two F-22s, an Army High 
Mobility Artillery Rocket System, and special operations forces 
on the ground. In a command cell, senior leaders watched the 
real-time data.

In addition to ABMS, the exercise also tested new methods 
for F-22s and F-35s to communicate via a networking node. 
Currently, the jets can only communicate via radio.

US Northern Command developed the scenario for the �rst 
event to test how ABMS can help protect the homeland.

“Peer competitors are rapidly advancing their capabilities, 
seeking to hold our homeland at risk,” NORTHCOM boss USAF 
Gen. Terrence O’Shaughnessy said in a release. “Working across 
all of the services and with industry toward solutions to complex 
problems ensures we meet defense challenges as well as maintain 
our strategic advantage in an increasingly competitive global 
environment.”

USAF expects the initial $185 million in funding to grow in 
future years and is planning more of the exercises at an expected 
schedule of one every four months.

Preston Dunlap, the service’s architect overseeing ABMS, told 
Air Force Magazine recently that a di�erent combatant command 
will oversee each exercise with a scenario representing di�erent 
threats they face. �e next is scheduled for March, and the hosting 
COCOM has not been announced.

“Our four-month ‘connect-a-thon’ cycle unlocks industry’s 
ability to iterate with testers, acquirer, and war�ghters,” Will 
Roper, the service’s assistant secretary for acquisition, said in 
the release. “For example, the insights from connecting the F-22 
and F-35 for the �rst time will help our industry partners take 
the next leap.” J

USAF Pitch Bowl Planned for March
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A small business owner (left) watches as Capt. Ashley 
Feldman, center, and Will Roper award a grant with the 
swipe of a credit card at US Air Force Space Pitch Day in 
November.

By Rachel S. Cohen

�e Air Force is gearing up to host its inaugural “Pitch Bowl” 
in March 2020, an event that will bring together the best ideas 
from the growing pool of Pitch Days where companies try to 
snag a military contract without the years-long wait of tradi-
tional procurement.

Will Roper, the service’s assistant secretary for acquisition, 
technology, and logistics, �oated the idea of a “big Super Bowl 
of Pitch Days” at the Air Force’s �rst quick-investment event 
in March 2019. �e events work with companies through the 

federal Small Business Innovation Research program, via a 
series of written submissions, minutes-long live presentations, 
and the swipe of a credit card. Contracts are worth up to $1 
million and can last up to two years.

Whereas Pitch Days focus on a particular technology portfo-
lio and o�er early-stage development contracts, the bowl o�ers 
the next step: a path to greater research and development fund-
ing, the commercial market, and the Air Force’s inventory. �e 
Pentagon is increasingly interested in “dual-use” technologies 
that can be sold to both the military and the general public.

�e Air Force has hosted a slew of pitch events since its �rst 
in New York last year, and it expected to hold about a dozen 
overall in 2019. �ose have looked at new ideas for unmanned 
aerial systems; the Kessel Run coding center; space; simula-
tors; the F-35; science and technology, broadly; the �ghter and 
bomber portfolio; rapid sustainment; mobility and training 
aircraft; the intelligence, surveillance, reconnaissance, and 
special forces portfolio; airborne communications; hypersonic 
technologies; and base modernization.

�e Air Force hasn’t �nalized its participants for the Pitch 
Bowl in Washington, D.C., which appeared in announcements 
about the hypersonics Pitch Day but is still under wraps. 

According to the Doolittle Institute, an organization that 
helps bring Air Force Research Laboratory technologies to the 
private sector, the seven companies that received contracts in 
the hypersonics competition were invited to the Pitch Bowl: 
Advanced Silicon Group; Fourth State Communications; Go-
Hypersonics; Powdermet; Spectral Energies; UES; and Ursa 
Major Technologies.

Roper told reporters at a space-focused competition in No-
vember that as the service increasingly focuses on software, it 
should also boost its investment in hardware so the software 
has somewhere to go. He has also suggested the Air Force 
should use the Pitch Day concept in its major acquisitions.

“Why should we let someone build an airplane or satellite, 
unless they bring in their design team and production team?” 
Roper said earlier this year.

Service spokeswoman Capt. Cara Bousie said that while 
Pitch Days have made it easier for small companies to access 
and partner with the Air Force, and that contractors are “paid 
faster than ever,” the service can do more to help companies 
through the process.

“�ere are a lot of avenues to reach out to AF [and for di�er-
ent phases], but sometimes it’s not totally clear which avenue 
is the best/most appropriate for small businesses,” Bousie said. 
“In response, AF is working quickly to streamline and clarify 
access points and share concise guidance to partnering.”    J

Donovan Tapped to be Acting USD 
for Personnel and Readiness
By Amy McCullough

Matthew P. Donovan will assume a new role as acting 
undersecretary of defense for personnel and readiness 
following the resignation of James N. Stewart on Dec. 13, 
Defense Secretary Mark Esper announced. 

Esper said Donovan will bring a “wealth of experience 
and knowledge” to the job. 

Donovan has served as undersecretary of the Air Force 
since August 2017, though he was named Acting Secretary 
of the Air Force from June to October 2019 after Heather 
Wilson stepped down to become president of the University 
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of Texas-El Paso. He served as an enlisted airmen for five 
years, before getting his commission, and was a command 
pilot with more than 2,900 flight hours in the F-15C and 
F-5E. Donovan held various command positions before 
retiring as a colonel in 2008. His last assignment in uniform 
was as commander of Officer Training School at Maxwell 
AFB, Ala., but Donovan also has held a variety of positions 
as an Air Force civilian, including as deputy chief of staff 
for strategic plans and programs. He worked for the Senate 
Armed Services Committee from January 2015 to August 
2017 before coming back to the Air Force as undersecretary. 

Stewart also is an Air Force veteran who served nearly 
four decades, both on Active Duty and in the Air Force 
Reserve, before retiring as a major general in October 
2014. He was sworn in as assistant secretary of defense for 
manpower and reserve affairs on Oct. 22, 2018, but has 
been performing the duties of undersecretary of defense for 
personnel and readiness since then—“a role that is critical 
to the National Defense Strategy, in support of our families 
and readiness,” said Esper in a statement. Stewart also is a 
command pilot, with more than 4,700 flight hours in five 
different air frames.

“I note that Jimmy came out of retirement, after having 
served 37 years in the Air Force, to serve his country again. 
It’s people like Jimmy, the selfless individuals who put 
service before self, who are the backbone of this coun-
try. I thank Jimmy and his family for their service to the 
department and the nation, and wish him the best in his 
retirement,” Esper said.

The announcement was among a series of senior-level 
Defense Department resignations in December. Randall 
Schriver, the Pentagon’s top policy expert on Asia, resigned 
in mid-December, and Defense Advanced Research Projects 
Agency Director Steven Walker announced he is stepping 
down effective Jan. 10 to return to industry.                                  J

Walter J. Boyne, 1929-2020

DOD’s  New Top Enlisted is First 
Airman in That Role

By John A. Tirpak

Walter Boyne, retired Air Force pilot, author of more than 
50 books about aviation, former director of the Smithsonian’s 
National Air & Space Museum, and former chairman of the 
National Aeronautic Association, died Jan. 9, 2020, aged 90.  

Raised in East St. Louis, Mo., Boyne attended Washington 
University in St. Louis for two years, then left to join the Air 
Force’s aviation cadet program, earning his wings and com-
mission in 1952. He �ew B-50 bombers before transitioning 
to the B-47 and then the B-52. He was selected for the 4925th 
Nuclear Test Group and was a “nuclear ace,” dropping �ve 
nuclear weapons in tests. Returning to school, he earned a 
bachelor’s degree from the University of California at Berkeley 
and an MBA from the University of Pittsburgh. As commander 
of the 635th services squadron, Boyne �ew 120 combat hours 
in Vietnam as an instructor in the C-47. He retired from USAF 
as a colonel in 1974, having logged more than 5,000 �ight hours 
during his 22 years in uniform. 

Boyne launched his writing career in 1962, ultimately build-
ing a catalog of 47 non�ction aviation books, seven novels, and 
more than 1,000 magazine articles, including frequent contri-
butions to Air Force Magazine. Some of his books made it onto 
�e New York Times bestseller list. In a 2007 interview, Boyne 
said he was “intoxicated” by having his �rst magazine article 
accepted for publication and strove to write about new aviation 

topics and present freshly-researched histories. Among his 
own books, he counted as his favorites the non�ction “�e 
In�uence of Air Power Upon History” and the �ctional “Dawn 
Over Kitty Hawk: the Novel of the Wright Brothers.” 

After the Air Force, Boyne joined the sta� of the Smithsonian 
National Air & Space Museum as curator of air transport, and 
organized the placement of aircraft in the then-new museum 
in downtown Washington, D.C. He also modernized the 
Smithsonian’s Silver Hill, Md., aircraft restoration facility and 
oversaw the digitization of NASM’s massive photographic 
collection. Boyne was named Acting Director of the museum 
in 1982, and Director in 1983. During his tenure, he founded 
the Smithsonian’s Air & Space magazine, helped secure land 
for the museum’s annex at Dulles Airport, Va.—now home to 
its Steven F. Udvar-Hazy Center—and arranged for the space 
shuttle �ying test article, Enterprise, to be stored and later dis-
played there. He resigned as Director in 1986, to devote more 
time to writing and producing aviation histories for television. 

In later years Boyne chaired the National Aeronautic As-
sociation and created the aviation-themed cable television 
channel Wingspan. His book, “Beyond the Wild Blue: A History 
of the US Air Force” was serialized in a 13-part series. 

Boyne received numerous awards and decorations. Among 
them, the NAA recognized Boyne in 1987 with a lifetime 
achievement award, and in 1998 named him a Distinguished 
Statesman of Aviation. In 1997, the Air Force Association pre-
sented him with its Gill Robb Wilson Award for Achievement in 
Arts and Letters. �e Aerospace Industries Association recog-
nized Boyne with its Lauren Lyman Award for communications 
in 2005, and in 2007 he was inducted into the National Aviation 
Hall of Fame.                                                                                                                J

CMSgt. Ramon Colon-Lopez on Dec. 13, 2019, took over 
as the newest senior enlisted adviser to the Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, the top enlisted position in the military.

Colon-Lopez, who previously served as the top enlisted 
leader in US Africa Command, is the first airman in the job. 
The position of SEAC was created in 2005, and Colon-Lopez 
is the fourth to hold the title.

Colon-Lopez is a pararescueman who served extensively 
in special operations, and he received the Bronze Star with 
Valor and Combat Action Medal for a 2004 mission in Af-
ghanistan. In the mission, his helicopter was damaged by 
small arms-fire, and he moved through enemy fire to over-

Ph
ot

o:
 U

SA
F

Walter Boyne 
was a pilot, 
a historian, a 
museum curator, 
and a writer of 
dozens of books 
about airpower, 
both fiction and 
nonfiction. 
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■ The War on Terrorism
Casualties:

As of Jan. 6, 2020, 85 Americans had died in Operation 
Freedom’s Sentinel in Afghanistan, and 89 Americans had 
died in Operation Inherent Resolve in Iraq, Syria, and other 
locations.

�e total includes 170 troops and four Defense Depart-
ment civilians. Of these deaths, 79 were killed in action with 
the enemy, while 95 died in noncombat incidents.

�ere have been 559 troops wounded in action during 
OFS and 81 troops in OIR.

run enemy positions and suppress additional fire aimed 
at friendly helicopters. His team killed two and captured 
10. Artifacts from that deployment are on display at the 
National Museum of the Air Force.

He previously served as the command chief for Air Forces 
Central Command; command chief for the 18th Wing at 
Kadena AB, Japan; and command chief of the 1st Special 
Operations Wing at Hurlburt Field, Fla.

He takes over for retiring US Army Command Sgt. Maj. 
John Wayne Troxell. Before leaving the position, Troxell 
created a new rank insignia for the position, which was re-
cently unveiled and worn by Colon-Lopez at the ceremony. 
The insignia is similar to that of Chief Master Sergeant of 
the Air Force, though it has four stars instead of two and a 
star instead of the wreath. —Brian W. Everstine                  J

Pararescuemen Awarded Silver 
Stars for Afghanistan Battles

Honorary Promotions for Raider 
Cole, Tuskegee Airman McGee 

Dick Cole, left, and Charles McGee will receive honorary 
promotions under the fiscal 2020 defense policy bill.

Two US Air Force legends will be promoted, one posthumous-
ly, as a result of the 2020 National Defense Authorization Act.

Lt. Col. Dick Cole, the last living Doolittle Raider, died April 
9, 2019, at the age of 103, and was promoted to colonel. Retired 
Col. Charles McGee, a famed Tuskegee Airman who �ew 409 
combat missions through three wars, and celebrated his 100th 
birthday in December is promoted to brigadier general.

On April 18, 1942, Cole co-piloted the lead B-25 Mitchell 
on a raid into Japan in response to the Pearl Harbor attacks. 
While the raid did not in�ict heavy damage, it was a large 
boost to national morale following the surprise attacks in 
Hawaii. Cole and his crew bailed out of their aircraft in China 
after it ran out of fuel. �e airmen evaded Japanese soldiers, 
aided by locals and missionaries, and eventually returned to 
the US. Later in his career, Cole �ew “over the Hump”of the 
Himalayan mountains and was part of the founding cadre of 
Air Commandos.

McGee served in the famous “Red Tails” of Tuskegee Air-
men during World War II. �rough his service in that war, 
along with Korea and Vietnam, his 409 combat missions 
remain a record. He has received many awards including the 
Legion of Merit with oak leaf cluster and the Distinguished 
Flying Cross.                                                                                                                       J
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Two pararescuemen on Dec. 13 received Silver Stars for their 
actions during separate battles in Afghanistan in 2018 and 
2019. TSgt. Gavin Fisher, a PJ with the 350th Special Warfare 
Training Squadron at JBSA-Lackland, Texas,received the medal 
for a two-day �ght in Ghazni Province in 2018. SSgt. Daniel 
Swensen, a PJ with the 58th Rescue Squadron at Nellis AFB, 
Nev., received the award for a two-day �ght in September 2019 
in Farah Province. Combined, the two PJs are credited with 
saving nearly 40 lives and eliminating more than 100 enemy 
�ghters, according to an Air Force release.

Fisher was part of a Combined Joint Special Operations Task 
Force that was on a 10-day crisis response mission to defend 
Ghazni City from more than 500 Taliban. He was the rear 
gunner of a lead vehicle in a convoy that came under attack 
on Aug. 11, 2018, when he was hit by grenade shrapnel. He 
continued to �re back and directed the vehicle out of danger, 
according to the release. While treating two critically injured 
soldiers, he was ambushed again, and 12 more partner soldiers 
were wounded. Fisher called for an evacuation and drove 75 
meters through heavy �re to treat more injured troops. He then 
jumped back into the rear gunner seat to continue clearing the 
city until a rocket-propelled grenade hit the vehicle, severely 
wounding him. He continued to �re and direct the team to 
safety before relenting to medical care, the release states.

“Getting this medal is important because it lets people know 
the war is still going on, and valiant e�orts by men and women 
are still going forth,” Fisher said in the release. “People are 
still out there dying and �ghting for each other, and it needs 
to be recognized.”

On Sept. 13, Swensen was attached to Army Special Forces 
Operational Detachment-Alpha 1215. His team was conduct-
ing a helicopter assault with the goal of reclaiming a district 
center and police headquarters controlled by the Taliban in 
Farah Province, according to the Air Force.

During a ground assault through a compound, the Taliban 
ambushed with heavy machine guns and RPGs. A grenade hit 
a wall near Swensen, injuring him and �ve teammates. �e 
group was trapped and separated, and Swensen �red back 
while directing the rest of the team to safety, the release states. 
He then ran through enemy �re to rescue a fallen soldier who 
was incapacitated, treating wounds that were life threatening. 
Ignoring his own injuries, Swensen loaded a soldier onto his 

By Brian W. Everstine

shoulders and directed the team to a helicopter landing zone 
that was about 800 meters away, according to the Air Force.

He guided the casualties to cover and continued treatment. 
When the helicopter arrived, Swensen led the rest of the team 
back through the city to retrieve four additional casualties 
before allowing his own wounds to be treated, according to 
the Air Force.                                                                                           J
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A group of US Air Force Academy cadets from Squadron 
26 (known as “The Barons”) have become social media 
celebrities and uno�icial Academy ambassadors via the 
short-video platform TikTok.  The “Baron Boot Boys”—C3C 
Vincent LoPiccolo, C3C Jack Giannettino, C3C Matthew 
Walters, C3C Reese Wendfeldt, C3C Dalton King, and 
C3C Joel Weber—amassed over 371,000 followers and 4 
million likes on the platform, which the Pentagon banned 
from members’ use in early January. In a recent group 
interview with Air Force Magazine, Weber said the videos—
which feature choreography pulled from viral dance chal-
lenges and satirical takes on di�erent aspects of military 
culture—are chiefly meant “to make people laugh.” Raising 
awareness about the Academy is “a nice side bonus.” King 
said the videos prove that “we’re not all robots up here.” 
More importantly, Giannettino said the videos have sparked 
questions from youth interested in learning more about the 
school.

Air National Guardsman 
MSgt. Bryan Whittle of 
the 205th Engineering 
and Installation Squadron 
received the Airman’s 
Medal on Dec. 8, 2019, for 
his role in helping to neu-
tralize an active shooter at 
an Oklahoma restaurant 
in May 2018. The medal 
recognizes those “serving 
in any capacity with the 
US Air Force,” who risk 
their lives to help others 
outside of combat. “I was 
surprised there was an 
award that honored your 
actions when you weren’t 
in a wartime environment,” 
he said.

A1C Brandon Ong’s 
mother, Tammy Ha, was 7 
years old when she was 
evacuated from the flight 
line at Tan Son Nhut AB, 
Vietnam, in 1975 on the 
final USAF C-130 to leave 
the country. Now, over 
four decades later, Ong, a 
19th Aircraft Maintenance 
Squadron guidance and 
control apprentice, works 
on Super Hercules aircraft 
at Little Rock AFB, Ark., 
where the A model that 
carried her to safety is 
displayed—a parallel he 
calls “fate.” “This was an 
opportunity for me to give 
back to the United States,” 
he said.

Air Command and Sta� 
College student Maj. Jay B. 
Doerfler received the 2018 
Lt. Col. Anthony C. Shine 
Fighter Pilot Award on Nov. 
18. The annual award is 
given to a USAF fighter pilot 
demonstrating excellence 
and professionalism while 
in the air and commitment 
to service while on the 
ground. While serving as 
his squadron’s assistant 
director of operations, Do-
erfler counseled youth, vol-
unteered to help charities, 
and helped provide food for 
homeless children “all while 
executing 5,700 sorties 
and more than 9,300 flying 
hours,” the service said.
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FACES OF THE FORCE

Know of someone we should recognize? 
Send nominees to afmag@afa.org

James P. Ostler, a 
99-year-old WWII B-17 
navigator who served 
with the 36th Bombard-
ment Squadron, received 
a French Legion of Honor 
Medal on Nov. 21.  A re-
cipient of the DFC (as well 
as its British equivalent), 
Ostler flew 25 combat 
missions in addition to 
counterintelligence mis-
sions, and helped test ra-
dar-jamming technology 
that was used on D-Day. 
“What you did sir, as part 
of America’s greatest 
generation, for us is a debt 
that ... we cannot repay,” 
said the consul general of 
France to the Midwest.
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SSgt. Jahmal Lawson, a 
mobility equipment custo-
dian with the 30th Security 
Forces Squadron at Van-
denberg AFB, Calif., won a 
silver medal in basketball 
at the 2019 Military World 
Games in Wuhan, China. 
This marked his second 
appearance at the games. 
“I had no idea that I would 
be competing again, but 
with the encouragement 
from my leadership and 
the amazing support from 
my team and my flight, 
I was able to do it once 
more and represent this 
base and our country,” he 
said.

Capt. Julian Gluck, a 
29-year-old pilot and 
USAFA graduate from 
Shreveport, La., was 
selected to be part of 
Forbes’ “30 Under 30–Law 
& Policy 2020” list. A USAF 
“pilot who flew air combat 
missions as part of the 
campaign against ISIS, 
... Gluck has also worked 
as a nonprofit leader and 
policy advocate to bridge 
the civilian-military gap,” 
his Forbes citation reads. 
Gluck is the executive 
o�icer for the 2nd Bomb 
Wing’s 2nd Operations 
Group at Barksdale AFB, 
La.

SSgt. Darius Will-
ingham, a member of 
the 20th Comptroller 
Squadron commander’s 
support sta� at Shaw 
AFB, S.C., helped to 
save a life after wit-
nessing a car accident. 
Willingham pulled a 
woman from the wreck, 
contacted authorities, 
attended to her injuries 
until first-responders 
arrived on-scene, and 
kept her calm. “It is 
important to serve the 
community while we 
are here,” Willingham 
said.

633rd Medical Operations 
Squadron physical thera-
pist Capt. Michelle Jilek 
is pulling double-duty to 
help make sure untreated 
pain doesn’t impede the 1st 
Fighter Wing’s mission ef-
fectiveness. “Ninety-six per-
cent of the pilots at Langley 
were flying in pain without 
treatment,” said Jilek, who’s 
been embedded with the 
wing to help. After com-
pleting her regular duties 
from Monday-Thursday, 
she dedicates o�-hours 
and Fridays to treating 1st 
FW pilots whose schedules 
make it di�icult or impos-
sible to get help during 
regular hospital hours.
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“Getting this 
medal is important 

because it lets 
people know the 
war is still going 
on ... People are 

still out there 
dying and fighting 

for each other, 
and it needs to be 

recognized.”
 

TSgt. Gavin Fisher, 
a PJ with the 350th 

Special Warfare 
Training Squadron at 
JBSA-Lackland, Texas, who received the Silver 
Star in December for a two-day fight in Ghazni 

Province, Afghanistan, in 2018. 

 “I would rath-
er not have 

to shove this 
down indus-
try’s throat. I 
would rath-
er this be a 

conversation 
than direction, 

but we’ve 
unfortunately 

seen over 
the years … 
if there’s no 

repercussions 
to not hav-

ing security, 
there’s no 

incentive to 
have it.” 

Maj. Gen. 
Thomas E. 

Murphy, director, 
Protecting Critical 
Technology Task 

Force at the 
Pentagon, stating 
that the ability to 
protect your own 
data could affect 

whether DOD 
does business 

with companies 
or not. 

[Breaking De-
fense, 

Dec. 16, 2019] 

“We must fig-
ure out how to 
get on a cycle 

that allows 
us to design, 

engineer, 
build, rebuild, 

upgrade, mod-
ify, modern-
ize [nuclear 

weapons ] on 
a continuing 
cycle so we 

don’t have to 
train a whole 
new cadre of 

designers and 
engineers and 

production 
people every 

30 years.” 

Peter J. Fanta, 
Deputy Assistant 
Secretary of De-
fense for Nuclear 
Matters, MITRE 
Corp. seminar 

on nuclear 
modernization 
[Dec. 12, 2019]. 

Discipline  

“We will not 
turn into a 

gang of rap-
ing, burning, 
and pillaging 

(soldiers). 
… That is 

not  going to 
happen as a 

result of this.”  

Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of 

Staff, Army Gen. 
Mark A. Milley, 

under questioning 
from Rep. Seth 

Moulton (D-Mass.) 
about President 
Trump’s pardon-
ing of three Navy 
SEALs convicted 

of war crimes.

 
“Some people have 
been trying to kill 
this baby in the 

womb for the last 
three years. I be-
lieve there’s going 
to be some who 
want to see it die 

in the crib over the 
next three years. 

We’re not going to 
let that happen.”  

 Rep. Mike Rogers 
(R-Ala.), on the threats 
still ahead for a nascent 

Space Force.  

“This is like the birth of a new baby. Its 
mother is the Air Force for some time. 
But this child will grow up to be inde-

pendent.”  

Rep. Jim Cooper (D-Tenn.) after the passage of 
the fiscal 2020 National Defense 

Authorization Act.  

Baby Space

VERBATIM
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Excellence 
in All We Do

“I’m going to say the word you’re not 
supposed to say in public—lethal AI 
is real. It’s going to have to be real ... 
We’re going have to figure out how 

to do it, and feel like we’re controlling 
it, and how we’re going to exercise 

control and jurisdiction over it.” 
 

Retired Marine Corps Gen. James “Hoss” 
Cartwright, former Vice Chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff at a MITRE seminar on 
strategic modernization in Tysons, Va., 

[Dec. 12, 2019]. 
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“This was a 
bad guy, we 

took him off the 
playing field. 

And that’s im-
portant because 
this was a fella 
who was the 

glue, who was 
conducting 

active plotting 
against the 

United States of 
America, putting 
American lives 

at risk.”  

Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo to 
ABC News Chief 
Anchor George 
Stephanopoulos 
in regards to the 

death of Irani-
an commander 

Qassem Soleimani. 
[This Week, Jan. 5] 

Call of 
Duty
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An accident can happen anytime, anywhere, and 
all the planning in the world can’t change that. But, 
having a plan can change how a serious accident 
could impact the financial future and well-being of 
your loved ones. 

That’s why AFA offers its eligible members under age 
70 the Group Accidental Death & Dismemberment 
(AD&D) Insurance Plan, with guaranteed acceptance 
regardless of health. This plan pays your beneficiary 
a lump-sum, cash benefit of up to $500,000 if your 
death is due to a covered accident. Whether that 
accident occurred at work or at play, at home or 
while traveling anywhere in the world, 24/7.

These benefits are paid in addition to any other 
coverage you may have and can help supplement a 
life or medical plan, allowing you to lessen the impact 
on your family from a sudden loss. And once enrolled, 
you’ll have 30 DAYS, RISK FREE, to look over the plan 
and decide if you wish to continue coverage. 
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AFA AD&D Insurance Plan offers:
• Guaranteed acceptance. As an eligible member, 

you cannot be turned down, regardless of health 
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• Select the Principal Sum right for you: $50,000 to 
$500,000 (in increments of $50,000). 

• Benefits for military air travel up to $150,000. 

• Additional benefits paid for common carrier, 
common disaster, and use of seat belt and airbag. 

• Additional benefits 
paid to help cover 
expenses such as 
education, rehabilitation, 
elderly care, day care 
and more. 

• Competitive rates.

LIFE DOESN’T FOLLOW A PLAN.
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A surprise deployment sent a 
message to Iran—and DOD: 

B-1s are fast, agile, and readier 
than  you think. 

By Brian W. Everstine

“Our fleet is 
recovering and 
we’re flying 
more, so we’ll 
steadily build 
more aircrew 
readiness.”
—Gen. Timothy Ray, 
commander of Air 
Force Global Strike 
Command

Throughout most of 2019, the B-1B Lancer fleet’s 
troubles were well-known. After 18 years of contin-
uous deployments to the Central Command area of 
operations, B-1s had limped home in need of major 
repairs. For months, maintainers painstakingly tend-
ed to a long list of required fixes. So by October, Ray 
thought the B-1s could deliver a surprise message 
with an unexpected, long-range deployment. 

“They needed to show a little bit of something 
different in CENTCOM because of Iran,” Ray said. 
“The B-1 wasn’t being considered for a lot of obvious 
reasons. But I saw an opportunity. … 

“It was the right, unpredictable message,” Ray 
continued. “The Iranians and everyone else didn’t 
see coming. … It showed we can get bombers any-
where we want to and play in a different way.”

OFF THEY GO 
While Ellsworth and other Global Strike bases 

were getting ready for Global Thunder, the four B-1 
crews launched from South Dakota. They linked up 
with a KC-10 operating out of JB McGuire-Dix-Lake-

W hen four B-1 bombers launched 
into a sunny October sky at Ells-
worth AFB, S.D., last fall, they were 
on a mission to send a message—or 
maybe two. 

Bomber crews had been prepar-
ing for their roles in Exercise Global Thunder, US 
Strategic Command’s largest exercise, when new 
orders arrived. Instead of attacking exercise targets 
in the US and Europe, they headed east to the Persian 
Gulf, the physical embodiment of a message to Iran: 
Don’t mess with the US. The other message was to 
the rest of the Air Force, and perhaps the world: The 
Bone is back.  

US Central Command had seen increased threats 
from Iran all year, including its downing of a US Navy 
RQ-4 Broad Area Maritime Surveillance drone in the 
Strait of Hormuz in June. By October, without any 
bombers in theater, Air Forces Central Command 
wanted to send a message, and Gen. Timothy M. Ray, 
commander of Air Force Global Strike Command, 
wanted to make a point. 

The Bone is Back
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A B-1 from Ellsworth AFB, S.D., 
prepares to take on fuel from a 
KC-135 out of Al Udeid AB, Qatar, 
during its deployment to the area 
in October 2019. The surprise 
arrival demonstrated that the 
Bones still can deploy in rapid 
fashion.
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hurst, N.J., tanked up, and headed out over 
the Atlantic. They took on more fuel from 

two KC-135s from RAF Mildenhall, UK, then 
crossed Europe. Soon, approaching the Middle 

East, they gassed up from two more KC-135s 
operating from a CENTCOM base. 

Just 51 hours after the initial call from AF-
CENT, the four B-1s landed at Prince Sultan 

AB, Saudi Arabia, their arrival prompting 
photographs and news coverage broadcast-
ing just the message AFCENT had hoped for. 

The flight was “completely out of the blue,” Ray 
said. “So, I think what it shows is that we don’t 

need to park bombers in-theater full time. We can 
get there. I know I have the [combined forces air 

component commander’s] confidence that if he needs me, 
I’ll be there in nothing flat.”

WORN TO THE BONE 
Just months earlier it wouldn’t have seemed possible. After 

years of constant combat operations in the Middle East, and 
two high-profile groundings in 2018 and 2019, the B-1 com-
munity was exhausted and licking its wounds.

When B-1s returned home to Dyess AFB, Texas, from Al 
Udeid AB, Qatar, after a deployment in March, they had 
much to be proud of: Over six months, the Lancers flew 
4,471 hours over 390 sorties, launching 920 airstrikes in 
that time. It was just the second time B-1s had returned 
from the region; the last was when the Lancers came home 
in 2016 for upgrades.

Extended combat operations took a heavy toll on the bomb-
ers. With their powerful engines and swept-wing design, B-1s 
were designed to fly at supersonic speeds at low-altitude for 
strategic bombing runs. But in the Middle East, the B-1s flew 
high and slowly, with their wings forward and loaded up with 
heavy bombs, on call for close air support missions in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. 

Air Force Chief of Staff Gen. David L. Goldfein acknowl-
edges the toll this mission took. As the combined forces air 
component commander in the region from 2011 to 2013, he 
called on B-1s flying from Al Udeid to northern Afghanistan, 
where the mission required them to loiter with tanker sup-
port while standing by for strikes. He even flew on one such 
mission himself on Christmas Day. 

“You think it wouldn’t be a demanding environment,” 
Goldfein said. “But it turns out it puts stresses on the 
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airplane you don’t anticipate. … Now we’re having to pay 
the piper.” 

Inspectors at Dyess found 1,400 discrepancies as they 
combed over the aftermath of that last deployment, and 
in June, the House Armed Services Committee divulged 
that the mission capable rate of the B-1 fleet had dropped 
into the single digits.

For those in the know, it was no surprise. In May 2018, a 
B-1 from Dyess experienced an in-flight emergency during 
a training mission. When the crew attempted to eject, the 
first ejection seat failed, forcing the crew to try to land the 
bomber instead. The crew members were ultimately  award-
ed Distinguished Flying Crosses for successfully landing the 
aircraft, and the rest of the B-1 fleet was grounded while 
inspectors checked all of the fleet’s ejector seats.

Less than a year later, the fleet was grounded for four 
weeks when flaws were detected in the drogue chute system. 

FIXING THE FLEET
The return from combat, and downtime at the two B-1 

bases, prompted AFGSC to evaluate its processes and work 
urgently to address shortfalls. This included a new focus 
on fleet management, increasing maintenance resources 
with help from Boeing, methodically working through large 
numbers of time-compliant technical orders, and fixing the 
problems with the egress systems. 

At Tinker AFB, Okla., the Air Force stood up a dedicated 
B-1 Structures Repair Line to address damage identified 
during individual inspections by the B-1 Systems Program 
Office. The first B-1 arrived in October and completed the 
refurbishment in December. 

“We know by tail number which parts of the aircraft have 
excess fatigue or corrosion that could cause mishaps later 
on,” Col. Gregory Lowe, commander of the 76th Aircraft 

Maintenance Group, said in a news release.
The first phase of the repair work focused on completing 

seven urgent tasks for each of 10 aircraft with high flying- 
hour requirements when compared to the rest of the B-1 
fleet. The line allows for a fly-in, fly-out repair process with 
5,000 man-hours invested in each B-1, according to Tinker. 
Two shifts of aircraft technicians use sheet metal on the 
first phase. The second phase on the line begins in April, 
with 14,000 hours of repair planned for each plane. More 
than 100 new hires have started at Tinker.

By September, the number of discrepancies at Dyess was 
down to 200. In November, Ellsworth had its first “normal” 
flying month in about a year; Dyess expected to follow suit 
in December. 

Bones undergo maintenance, repair, and overhaul at 
Oklahoma City Air Logistics Complex. Heavy ops took their 
toll on the bombers, but the fleet is recovering.

Weapons crews load AGM-158B JASSMs on a B-1 
Lancer at Al Udeid AB, Qatar. 
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“Our fleet is recovering and we’re flying more, so we’ll 
steadily build more aircrew readiness,” Ray said. 

In December, this included “deploying” two bombers from 
the 9th Bomb Squadron for a “bomber agile combat employ-
ment” exercise. They took off from Dyess and deployed to NAS 
JRB Fort Worth, Texas, where C-130s from Dyess and Little Rock 
AFB, Ark., met them with support equipment. 

Ray said he expects his B-1 fleet to continue to improve and 
to be able to take on real task force deployments within the 
next year. In the meantime, B-52s will maintain the continuous 
bomber presence at Andersen AFB, Guam; B-1s will return 
as a task force eventually, but no schedule has been set, said 
Brig. Gen. Gentry W. Boswell, commander of the 36th Wing 
at Andersen.

CHANGING MISSIONS?
For the long-term, however, B-1s will likely have to change 

how they operate to stay relevant. Structural damage to some 
jets is so severe it may not be cost-effective to fix them. For 
others, it could mean reducing low-altitude, terrain-following 
capability to avoid additional stress. 

The command is also eyeing changes to increase the B-1’s 
conventional weapons-carrying capacity. Global Strike Com-
mand showcased a modified B-1 at Edwards AFB, Calif., last 
September. The jet featured an extended bomb bay to accom-
modate 5,000-pound munitions or future hypersonic weapons, 
and eight hard points on the wings  to let it carry Joint Air-to-
Surface Standoff Missiles (JASSMs). With those changes, two 

B-1s could carry the weapons load of three, Ray said.
Those aircraft that survive will be used differently than in 

the past, Ray said. He envisions using B-1s as fast-response 
bombers, much like the October rapid deployment to the 
Middle East, and to be “roving linebackers” in the Atlantic or 
Pacific—covering large geographical areas by virtue of their 
supersonic speeds. 

Having asked air component commanders across the 
globe what they needed most, Ray anticipates delivering on 
requirements for all. 

“I think you’ll see us come back with a balanced approach for 
the bomber resource needed by the air components,” Ray said.

Since the beginning of the B-1’s life, from its original can-
cellation in the 1970s to moving to a conventional-only role in 
the 1990s, it has faced challenges and bounced back. Ray said 
this will continue through its current readiness challenge and 
last until its planned retirement in the mid-2030s. 

That is, if the B-1s stay around that long. Air Force leaders 
have hinted that the 2021 budget request could seek an earlier 
retirement date for the B-1s,  though critics of that plan have 
pushed back hard, saying the reason those airplanes are so 
worn out is because of how useful they are—and how much 
in demand. 

Ray acknowledges that, praising the resilience of the B-1 
crews and maintainers. 

“That’s a community,” he said. “Those are people who have 
been voted off the island so many times. There is no quit in 
those people.”                                                                                         J

Bomb bay modifications allow the B-1 to accommodate 5,000-lb munitions and, potentially, hypersonic weapons. Lt. Col. 
Dominic Ross, B-1B program element monitor for Air Force Global Strike Command, explains the modifications to visitors.
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Nearly 20 years after the US invaded the 
Middle East in the aftermath of the Sept. 
11, 2001, terror attacks, discussions about 
the future of air warfare are turning away 
from the persistent counterinsurgency 
missions and regional conflict that have 

defined modern combat.
Military publications and speeches now focus on 

“great power competition” and looming conflict with 
Russia and China. They worry that US technology is 
falling behind, concerned that two decades of focus on 
the Middle East has weakened the Pentagon’s ability to 
do much other than play whack-a-mole with the likes 
of the Islamic State group, al-Qaeda, and al-Shabab.

Yet, not only will insurgency persist in the Middle 
East, Africa, and elsewhere, but it will also evolve as 
insurgents adopt new technologies for their own pur-
poses. Just as ISIS learned to employ small drones for 
surveillance and strike missions and has entered the 
world of cyber warfare, the Air Force should anticipate 
that terror groups will continue to use technology in 
new ways, and change how they wage war as a result.

“Robots, artificial intelligence, cyberwar, 3D print-
ing, bio-enhancements, and a new geopolitical 
competition” are among the many emerging tech-
nologies that will shape 21st Century warfare, writes 

 “Robots, 
artificial 
intelligence, 
cyberwar, 
3D printing, 
bio-en-
hancements, 
and a new 
geopolitical 
competition 
... shape the 
worlds of in-
surgency and 
terrorism.” 
—Peter W. Singer, 
strategist and 
senior fellow at 
New America

By Rachel S. Cohen Peter W. Singer, a strategist and senior fellow at New 
America, a Washington, D.C., think tank. “We should 
also expect them to shape the worlds of insurgency 
and terrorism.”

To prepare, the Air Force must rethink how it wields 
airpower both in US Central Command and US Africa 
Command. With airstrikes winding down in Iraq and 
Syria, the service wants to withdraw its most advanced 
fighter jets from the counterinsurgency fight to focus 
them on potential peer conflicts. It is also pulling 
out B-1 bombers and E-8C Joint STARS aircraft from 
CENTCOM now that ISIS is weakened.

But what kind of aircraft should be in the counter-
insurgency, or COIN, fight? At the center of Air Force 
considerations are unmanned aircraft and light attack 
planes. But defense experts differ over whether the Air 
Force is making the right investments.

Singer, a futurist who has researched what insurgen-
cy could look like in the 2030s, told Air Force Magazine
that the Air Force’s drone portfolio needs to expand 
because remotely piloted aircraft don’t put pilots’ lives 
at risk—and are cheaper to replace when lost. While 
unmanned aircraft may not equal manned aircraft in 
many aspects, the risks are much lower when things 
go wrong, as when an AFRICOM drone went down 
over Libya in November or when Iran felled a Navy 
RQ-4 variant last June.

John F. Lehman, vice president of strategy and cor-

TSgt. Matthew Coutts 
launches a Raven B Digital 
Data Link drone in Southwest 
Asia. The Raven B uses battery 
power to patrol performing 
intelligence, surveillance, and 
reconnaissance for 60 to 90 
minutes at a time.

The Future of 
COIN

USAF and 
Future COIN

How the Air Force is preparing for counterinsurgency in 2030.
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A drone operated 
by the Islamic 
State group and 
captured by Iraqi 
police rests on a 
table at the Joint 
Operation Center 
at Qayyarah 
West Airfield, 
Iraq, in 2017. ISIS 
uses the small 
UAVs to surveil 
US and allied 
forces, and some 
have performed 
airstrikes. 
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porate development at Fincantieri Marine Group and a former 
Senate Armed Services Committee staffer who focused on Air 
Force issues, said inexpensive, long-endurance unmanned 
aerial vehicles are needed for persistent intelligence, surveil-
lance, and reconnaissance and that the Air Force should also 
explore cheap, small drones for tactical ISR and strike missions.

“We do not need large numbers of exquisite platforms, such 
as the MQ-9 and RQ-4, to deliver the ISR and strike needs of 
counterinsurgency,” Lehman said. “Additionally, the devel-
opment and integration of artificial intelligence and machine 
learning will be essential.”

Foreign Policy recently reported the Pentagon is considering 
cutting the majority of the Air Force’s RQ-4 Global Hawk fleet 
as it postures against countries with advanced air defenses, 
fearing the remotely piloted aircraft is too easy a target for 
surface-to-air missiles.

The MQ-9 Reaper rose to prominence  in the post-9/11 era, 
but now its future is under debate. Todd Harrison, director of 
the Aerospace Security Project at the Center for Strategic and 
International Studies, said the Air Force could add air-to-air 
missiles or longer-range air-to-ground weapons to the Reaper 
to make it more useful in future fights.

Reapers are also spreading across Africa, including a growing 
presence in Niger, which military officials see as a hub from 
which to gather intelligence on and attack terror groups like 
al-Shabab.

But it’s how others use drones that could shape the Air 
Force’s tactics and decisions. Tasking one operator to control 
multiple aircraft at once may not be an option in a contested 
environment; instead, USAF could allow aircraft to execute 
certain tasks on their own.

Singer envisions counterinsurgency involving more peo-
ple operating a growing number of commercially available 
autonomous aircraft in new roles. A September 2019 report 
titled “The Drone Databook” by Bard College’s Center for the 
Study of the Drone found that of the 101 nations it analyzed, 
95 have an active inventory of unmanned systems. That’s up 
58 percent since 2010.

“We will continue to see commercially available RPAs mod-
ified for military missions,” Harrison added. “As more civilians 
own and operate these aircraft, it may become increasingly 

difficult to differentiate hostile RPAs from civilian RPAs—es-
pecially in densely populated areas—which will make force 
protection a major challenge.”

Swarms of UAVs may also play a part in COIN, as commercial 
or homemade drones are already spurring a growing market 
for defensive systems designed to take out encroaching small 
aircraft. The US will also need to watch out for adversaries that 
reap the benefits of drone automation.

In his “Insurgency in 2030” report, Singer notes that ISIS 
has a “self-made air force of drones” that surveil US and allied 
forces and have conducted “several hundred airstrikes.”

“It may be ad hoc, but it still achieved their goals at a mini-
mal cost,” he wrote. For ISIS, drones indicate “a change in the 
overall story of airpower and insurgency,” according to Singer. 
“Now, as exemplified everywhere from Yemen to Ukraine, the 
insurgents can fly and fight back.”

Yemen’s Houthi rebels claimed responsibility for sending 10 
drones to strike two oil facilities in Saudi Arabia that process 
the majority of the country’s crude oil output.

Singer believes the Air Force will ultimately be tasked with 
defending against UAV swarms from above.

The close air support replacement to the A-10 Thunderbolt 
could be unmanned, as well. The Air Force has long struggled 
with its view of the A-10 and has repeatedly sought to retire 
the airplane from the fleet. 

Michael E. O’Hanlon, senior fellow and director of foreign 
policy research at the Brookings Institution, argues that the Air 
Force’s past opposition to the A-10 is a sign that it’s not mak-
ing the right investments for the future of counterinsurgency. 
(The service kept the Warthog in the inventory after Congress 
pushed back on its retirement.)

“Something like it makes sense—or we can perhaps just 
keep re-engining and rewinging that very plane for a while to 
come,” O’Hanlon said.

That gets at the heart of the Air Force’s main ongoing, 
COIN-focused procurement debate: What kind of light attack 
aircraft should it develop? The propeller-driven light attack 
aircraft it’s looked at so far would not be a direct replacement 
for the A-10. They lack its armor and its heavy cannon. Rath-
er, they would be light attack aircraft that Air Force Special 
Operations Command could use to train foreign militaries to 



JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2020          AIRFORCEMAG.COM40

go after insurgents. 
It’s a polarizing issue.
“In a world where … insurgents possess not just unmanned 

systems but surface-to-air missiles, it is not just dangerous, but 
fallacy to put pilots in planes that even World War II anti-aircraft 
defense would feast on,” Singer said. “That money could be 
far better spent elsewhere.”

Lehman disagrees. He says a low-cost, light attack plane 
would bolster the COIN fight and free up higher-end jets for 
other missions. The cost of the airframes, training, and upkeep 
would pale in comparison to cost of maintaining F-22s and 
F-35s, which are pure overkill in COIN missions, he argues.

“A fleet of light attack aircraft would be able to prosecute 
the same targets with the same weapons at a fraction of the 
operations cost,” Lehman said. Another benefit: “A light attack 
aircraft would create many more opportunities to engage with 
allies and potential allies that do not and will not operate jet 
fighter/attack aircraft.”

Light attack could be a crucial part of any air component 
kept in the Middle East in the wake of ISIS’s collapse.

According to a 2017 Center for Strategic and Budgetary 
Assessments report, US air and special forces will still need to 
continue training and equipping partner forces in the Middle 
East while providing the occasional “reprisal raids and strikes.” 

As part of a “persistent counterterrorism campaign” against 
the group’s lingering nodes, a limited US military presence 
would likely require “more air combat missions enabled by 
special operations forces with joint terminal attack controllers, 
as well as looser rules of engagement for both airstrikes and 
to enable US troops advising Iraqi forces to accompany them 
into combat,” the report noted.

“The United States will need to maintain and manage the 
international coalition that it has put together to fight ISIS” 
CSBA experts Eric Edelman and Whitney McNamara wrote. 
That means supporting both “nations participating in airstrikes, 
as well as training and equipping local security forces and 
special forces operations in both Iraq and Syria.” In January, 
the US-led coalition fighting ISIS paused its operations as 
tensions peaked between the US, Iran, and Iraq.

CYBER AND ELECTRONIC WARFARE
The most challenging aspect of counterinsurgency will not 

be so plain to see, however. The ability of insurgents to attack 
digitally and to confuse the populace with disinformation is 

a greater threat. Such “gray zone” conflict is a murky mix of 
political and digital influence campaigns, backed by cyber, 
electronic warfare, and other nonkinetic means. It does not 
quite rise to outright armed combat, but it can be even more 
disruptive.

Cyber operations fall under US Cyber Command, but the Air 
Force contributes forces to that fight. The new 16th Air Force, 
which stood up in the fall, includes an information operations 
organization designed to walk that blurry line between offense 
and defense in the digital world.

As Harrison notes, the cost of entry to the world of cyber 
ops is low. Nonstate actors can acquire hacking services on 
the Dark Web, as when in 2015 hackers claiming ties to the 
ISIS co-opted CENTCOM social media accounts and posted 
threatening messages and propaganda.

“Cyber capabilities will become easier and easier to acquire 
and utilize,” Lehman said. “For groups like ISIS that seek to 
cause destruction and chaos in the societies of their foes, 
their target sets will grow exponentially. Willingness to pre-
empt known threats and timely attribution of attacks will be 
increasingly important to successful US counters.”

Terror groups use social media to recruit new members 
but can also use it to sow dissent and confusion. Fake news 
and false narratives can be planted about situations on the 
ground, fueled by apps, livestreams, hashtags, and the rise of 
deepfake technology.

Despite the ability to conduct outreach and disinformation 
campaigns, ISIS’s “cyber caliphate” has not waged effective 
cyber warfare with consequential hacks. But time and in-
creased connectedness could change the nature of US and 
allied attack surfaces. The growing Internet of Things could 
be an easier target and could put physical consequences on 
the line as more systems, from highways to drones, are added 
to advanced networks. The Air Force will have to take those 
threats as seriously as it does other cyber targets, Singer said.

“The cybersecurity of every system we weave into the IoT has 
to be reconsidered,” he said. “We are baking in vulnerabilities 
now that we will regret years from now.”

The Air Force’s EC-130H Compass Call electronic attack 
platform and other electronic warfare assets must also be 
factored into the COIN fight. A CENTCOM document that 
acknowledged the potential crossover between EW and cyber 
operations was uncovered in a 2017 report by the news site 
The War Zone. It reported a CENTCOM strategy that could 

Ph
ot

o:
 S

Sg
t. 

K
ris

tin
 H

ig
h

An airman 
performs 
maintenance 
on an EC-130H 
Compass Call at 
Bagram Airfield, 
Afghanistan, in 
2018. Compass 
Call aircraft will 
continue to play 
an important 
role in COIN as 
USAF adjusts to 
increasing cyber 
and electronic 
warfare 
challenges.
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use cyber tools to “force an adversary from wired to wireless 
networks,” which the US could then exploit.

As terror groups increasingly rely on digital means, “EW may 
be used to set favorable conditions for cyberspace operations 
by stimulating networked sensors, denying wireless networks, 
or other related actions,” the document states. “In the defensive 
environment, EW systems may detect and defeat attacks across 
wireless access points.”

That could, in turn, push insurgents to either upgrade their 
technology or retreat to new low-tech ideas similar to those 
that have kept the US on its toes for years.

SPACE
The space revolution and advent of an independent Space 

Force will also have ripple effects on COIN. For one, the growth 
of satellites and sensors for missions such as communications 
and navigation will continue to provide the backbone of global 
operations, including COIN. Satellites guide GPS-enabled 
weapons to their targets and pass location and intelligence 
data from user to user.

“The barriers to entry for having organic space capa-
bilities remain high, but terrorist and insurgent groups 
can still access commercial space capabilities for ISR and 
communications,” Harrison said. “As these commercial 
capabilities increase, especially the proliferation of nearly 
continuous commercial space-based imagery, US forces 
will have to adapt to this new reality.”

In September, Lt. Gen. Joseph T. Guastella Jr., commander 
of US Air Forces Central Command, told Air Force Magazine
that nonstate actors like ISIS and al-Qaeda are unable to cause 
problems for American space assets because they lack the 
funding, research strength, and organizational structure of a 
national government.

“They’re just not in that game yet,” he said.
But Harrison said insurgents can already access count-

er-space capabilities, and their use of jammers, spoofers, and 
more will increasingly disrupt and degrade US space functions. 

“The No. 1 job of the Space Force will be to improve the de-
fense of our existing space assets to make them more resistant 
to these threats,” he said.

That means more jam-proof satellite communications 
systems and full deployment of multi-Global Navigation 
Satellite System GPS receivers, which boost navigation signal 
availability and accuracy.

While insurgent groups may lack the wherewithal to inter-
fere with space assets, nation-states could assist, either with 
funding or access to their own platforms. 

“Iran is definitely funding proxies to try to do us and the 
coalition harm in any way they can,” Guastella said. “Space 
will be affected. … We’re staying ahead of them.”

ORGANIZE, TRAIN, AND EQUIP
As the wars in Iraq, Syria, and Afghanistan enter another, 

less overt era of conflict, and as counterinsurgency operations 
ramp up in Africa, should the Air Force organize and train its 
people differently?

Harrison says COIN requires different skills than high-end 
combat operations, but suggests training for COIN might not be 
worth the service’s time, given the emphasis the 2018 National 
Defense Strategy puts on competing with Russia and China.

O’Hanlon agreed, noting that while targeting insurgents is 
still important, it doesn’t need to be at the center of training 
and doctrine.

Lehman takes a different view. Great power competition 

is prompting a need for service members to specialize, he 
said, so perhaps the Air Force needs to develop its own 
COIN specialists. 

“A cadre of light attack, dedicated intel, SOF, and other sup-
port personnel could be Air Force’s COIN Center of Excellence 
that maintains the COIN expertise, as in the way the Warthog 
community maintains the service’s close air support expertise,” 
he said. 

Lehman pointed to a recent experiment where the Air Force 
practiced temporarily running the Combined Air Operations 
Center for the Middle East out of Shaw AFB, S.C., instead of Al 
Udeid AB, Qatar. The exercise demonstrated that airmen could 
manage aircraft just as well from the other side of the world should 
the CAOC ever be threatened, and they said that practicing for 
such contingencies would become part of regular operations.

“We will command and control airpower from distributed 
locations for a portion of every 24-hour air tasking order period,” 
609th Air Operations Center Commander Col. Trey Coleman 
said in an Oct. 1, 2019, release.

This is an idea that transcends the COIN/great power debate 
and is part of a broader strategy to be less reliant on established 
bases that could be vulnerable to attack, and instead create 
flexible, pop-up sites as needed. The approach is most often 
discussed as a strategy for moving resources around the vast 
Indo-Pacific theater, but Lehman said the concept applies 
anywhere.

“The general concepts of being more flexible, agile, and 
unpredictable are essential whenever and wherever you are 
operating,” he said. “In the event of any conflict in the Mideast, 
having the ability to disperse agilely gives our commanders more 
options and greatly complicates the enemy’s plan of action.”

THE NEW PROXY WARS
Just as happened in Korea, Vietnam, and Afghanistan, great 

power rivalry will continue to bleed into other regions through 
proxy wars and economic competition. In the 1970s, the Soviet 
Union and US competed for attention in Africa and Southeast 
Asia; today, China is the US’ principal foreign investment rival, 
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A United Launch Alliance rocket lifts o� carrying a GPS III 
payload from Space Launch Complex 37 in August 2019. 
Satellites and sensors are the backbone of global COIN 
operations.
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while Russia seeks strategic partnerships wherever they can 
disrupt US advantages. 

That is especially true in the fuzzy space between truth and 
fiction. 

“The Russians have really learned a lot from this, and they 
are working all the time now in the gray zone, so the idea that 
we’re going to get to choose our next war, I think, is a fallacy,” 
said Barbara Leaf, a former US ambassador to the United Arab 
Emirates from 2014 to 2018 and deputy assistant secretary of 
state for Iraq, at an April 2019 Foundation for Defense of De-
mocracies event titled “Lessons Learned from the Iraq War.”

Russia is exerting its influence in myriad ways in Syria, where 
its ties with Syrian President Bashar al-Assad are allowing it to 
fill the security vacuum left by the US withdrawal by establishing 
new bases and taking over Washington’s joint border patrols 
with Turkish troops. The US, promising to continue air patrols 
against ISIS as needed, must continue deconflicting operations 
with Russians in Syrian airspace.

In Afghanistan, too, Russia is acting as a broker between the 
US, regional warlords, and the Kabul government, negotiations 
that could finally bring an end to the nearly 20-year war there.

Great power competition is also in play in CENTCOM as the 
US sends fighters, bombers, and other aircraft to the Middle 
East as a warning to Iran.

 “[DOD] needs to think about how proxy warfare and great 
state rivalry mean that COIN won’t go away,” Singer said. “Think 
of how much of the Cold War was about the two sides jousting 
back and forth via insurgencies they either fomented or fought.”

As the US stresses the importance of building joint air and 
space ventures with its allies, Russia is selling weapon systems 
to countries like NATO ally Turkey, while Chinese-made drones 
and fifth-generation wireless technology promise to spread 
across the globe. 

“The United States could one day find itself fighting a guerrilla 
force that brings better technology to the fight,” Singer said.

O’Hanlon said the next National Defense Strategy should 

Airmen preflight 
an MQ-9 Reaper 
at an undisclosed 
location in 
Southwest Asia 
in February 
2019. USAF is 
considering 
adding air-to-air 
or longer-range 
air-to-ground 
missiles to the 
heavily tasked 
UAV to increase 
its utility in future 
COIN operations.
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seek a more realistic balance between peer, near-peer, and 
asymmetric warfare than the 2018 version, which marked 
a dramatic departure from the Pentagon’s prior focus on 
counterinsurgency that had endured since 9/11.

“Overall the strategy has the right priorities, but it’s also 
important to remember that it is not a binary decision,” 
Harrison said. “DOD can focus more on preparing for great 
power competition and also maintain forces capable of COIN 
operations, albeit at a smaller scale.”

That means the military has to juggle growing long-range 
missile procurements with maintaining its urban warfare 
training, deterrence with close air support, and nuclear 
weapons advancements with the proliferation of weaponized 
commercial products.

At the Reagan National Defense Forum in Simi Valley, 
Calif., in December 2018, then-Air Force Secretary Heather 
A. Wilson argued the service needed to invest fewer high-
end resources in the Middle East in order to succeed in the 
Indo-Pacific.

“We cannot continue this high level of effort and get pre-
pared for a high-level fight,” she said. “So the question is, are 
they going to reduce their level of demand?”

Now it appears demand is falling. But to avoid a resurgence 
of the groups the Air Force helped beat back, the service says 
it must be able to share its burdens with partners and to in-
vest in a more demanding set of requirements in the future. 

The only clear requirement is that the Air Force must 
ensure the ability and capacity to provide persistent ISR, 
resilient command and control, and the ability to fight both 
high-end and low-end threats in every domain. 

“The blending and intertwining of insurgents and the 
local populace and the resulting need for extensive ISR and 
precision weapons will continue to endure,” Lehman said. 
“As information technology continues to become more and 
more ubiquitous, the information war and cyber threats will 
play a larger and larger role.”         J
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Space Force is Here 
Now comes the hard part.

T he idea of a new military space or-
ganization had barely entered public 
consciousness when Comedy Central’s 
“�e Daily Show with Trevor Noah” 
arrived in South Carolina to ask about 
the Space Force. President Donald J. 
Trump was touting the prospect of a 

sixth service, and a “Daily Show” correspondent at-
tended a Trump rally to see how attendees felt about 
the proposal.

One man thought it had to do with cloud computing. 
A woman said she expected a new venture into space 
exploration. Someone else acknowledged the need 
for space regulations. “I think ISIS could get to space,” 
another woman suggested.

�e Islamic State group isn’t advanced enough to 
launch anything into orbit, and the segment was styled 
for comedic e�ect. But it illustrates a larger issue ahead 
for America’s new Space Force: Getting everyday people 
to grasp exactly what a military space service can and 
will do. For most, space policy is still more science �c-
tion than reality—the stu� of a galaxy far, far away. �ey 

imagine laser-toting gunships and interplanetary bases, 
not airmen at consoles adjusting satellites in orbit.

�ose perceptions have persisted through about 18 
months of pressure from the White House to make the 
Space Force a reality. Cheered by years-long proponents 
in Congress, legislators approved the new service as part 
of the Air Force in the �scal 2020 defense policy and 
spending bills. �e US Space Force was o�cially launched 
Dec. 20, 2019.

As Gen. John W. Raymond and others from Air Force 
Space Command—the nearly four-decade-old organi-
zation that oversaw space personnel and programs and 
now forms the basis of the Space Force—begin to de�ne 
and build the �edgling service, the Pentagon will have to 
dispel misconceptions and get to the real work of bringing 
in members.

At its core, the Space Force aspires to pull together the 
Defense Department’s space experts—the majority of 
whom work for the Air Force—under one umbrella to look 
after military interests in the cosmos. Although the initial 
population will come from the Air Force, “the long-term 
vision of the DOD is still to consolidate the preponderance 
of space missions across the services into the Space Force,” 
o�cials said. �at spans everything from the Global Posi-

“Personnel 
issues are 
the most 
troublesome 
ones, and 
those will 
take years to 
work out.”
—Space Force 
supporter Rep. 
Jim Cooper 
(D-Tenn.)

By Rachel S. Cohen
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TSgt. Michael 
Vandenbosch at 
Schriever AFB, 
Colo., monitors 
satellite signal 
interference on 
Dec. 16, 2019. 
Protecting 
satellites and 
communications 
in space will be 
job No. 1 for the 
Space Force.  

tioning System satellite constellation to weather satellites, nuclear 
missile detection systems, military rockets, and communications 
networks. 

Air Force, DOD, and White House o�cials say the Space Force 
will also support NASA’s push to return to the Moon and go beyond, 
leveraging commercial industry’s space boom driven by companies 
such as SpaceX and Blue Origin, and partner with other federal agen-
cies such as the Commerce Department that will act as the tra�c 
cop of the heavens. It can track the growing amount of space debris 
and fend o� potential missile attacks and signal jamming—leading 
the way toward possible o�ensive capabilities of its own.

WHAT’S NEXT 
Much of the Air Force’s initial blueprint for establishing the early 

Space Force over the next 18 months requires o�cials to �gure out 
details as they go. Stand-up is slated to last until 2024.

As part of the Fiscal 2020 National Defense Authorization Act, 
lawmakers asked for a slew of information in the �rst organizational 
blueprint, which should cover �scal 2021-2025, and other reports. 
Members of Congress want to see the Space Force’s requirements 
for its procurement, development, personnel, construction, and 
operations accounts in the Feb. 1 report.

 �ey also asked for the Defense Secretary to suggest amendments 
within two months of the law’s enactment to help “fully integrate 

the Space Force as an Armed Force, and the regular and reserve 
military and the civilian personnel of the Space Force, into current 
law.” A separate report, due within 180 days of enactment, would 
help ensure the Space Force brings in quality employees, sets up 
pay and promotion processes, details training, and more. 

�e �rst step will be to bring in uniformed service members. Over 
the next year and a half, the Space Force will begin to consolidate 
Air Force-run space programs under the control of the new Chief 
of Space Operations. AFSPC boss Raymond will play that role for 
now, while at the same time leading the Joint Force combatant 
command US Space Command. In his role as CSO, he will answer 
to the USAF Secretary, who will double as the civilian head of the 
Space Force, just as the Secretary of the Navy oversees both the 
Navy and Marine Corps.

O�cials are still developing plans for recruiting and for setting 
a path for bringing airmen into the Space Force and, ultimately, to 
train and promote them. Plans are also underway for  establishing 
a Space Force organizational structure and how its wings and 
squadrons will be organized.

“Personnel issues are the most troublesome ones, and those will 
take years to work out,” said Rep. Jim Cooper (D-Tenn.), an early 
advocate of a space branch, in December. 

For the new service to fully tackle its mission, it must �gure out 
who exactly should come over from the Air Force and the other ser-
vices. Operators will make the switch, but will intelligence analysts 
and engineers? Will the Space Force later need its own security forces 
and lawyers, or could it rely on those within the Air Force? And when 
should it pull in Army and Navy space personnel?

�e ultimate size and cost of the Space Force remains an open 
question. About 16,000 AFSPC Active Duty members and civilians 
are initially assigned to the new service, but the formal process of 
transferring them from the Air Force to the Space Force will take 
months to develop. �e Trump administration previously estimated 
a sixth service would number 15,000 to 20,000 members and cost $2 
billion over �ve years. But the Congressional Budget O�ce o�ered a 
higher estimate: $1.1 billion to $3 billion in one-time expenses, plus 
between $820 million and $1.3 billion a year to pay for 4,100 to 6,800 
new management and administrative positions.

By law, the Space Force is not yet allowed to add any new military 
billets; all of the jobs must come from existing billets within the 
Defense Department. Todd Harrison, an aerospace security expert 
at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, and a strong 
advocate for creating the Space Force, said the most important �rst 
step will be developing a comprehensive plan for transferring talent 
from across the Defense Department into the Space Force over the 
next few years. “�is should be a clean-cut transfer,” he said.

�en there is the question of skilled space experts who are not 
currently assigned to Air Force Space Command, said Kaitlyn 
Johnson, associate director of the CSIS Aerospace Security Proj-
ect. “Service members rotate all the time, so there are some space 
professionals who may be on a non-space rotation at the moment,” 
she said. “�e Air Force needs to do a full review of its dedicated 
space professionals instead of just transferring every person within 
[AFSPC] at this moment.”

Space airmen may get a new set of ranks and uniforms and could 
be called something other than airmen. �ese issues will be key to 
developing an organization and culture distinct from the Air Force, 
just as the Air Force, in its initial years, set up its organization and 
culture to be distinct from its Army roots. 

�e easiest path forward would be to adopt Air Force ranks, said 
Brian Weeden, a space policy expert at the Secure World Foundation. 
But others have called for using naval ranks, as used in “Star Trek” 
and other science-�ction thrillers. 

Brent Ziarnick, an assistant national security studies professor 
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at the Air Command and Sta� College at Maxwell AFB, Ala., has 
written multiple articles arguing for the adoption of naval ranks for 
the Space Force and on what to call airmen in the new service (he 
prefers “sentinel.”)  Ziarnick says naval ranks would help “develop 
a separate and unique service culture, independent of the US Air 
Force and suited best for the reality of military space missions.”

For now, though, they’re all still airmen.
�e Space Force could draw members from all of the services 

and from multiple agencies and entities, including DOD space, 
intelligence, cyber, the US Air Force Academy, and the public at 
large. It will also need experts in engineering, human resources, 
law, public a�airs, and more.

�ere won’t be a Space Force Academy, a senior Air Force of-
�cial said in December, but young adults from the other military 
schools could commission into the space service. It’s unclear how 
the Reserve O�cers’ Training Corps would adapt to the change.

“We already have a process set up today through Air Force Re-
cruiting Service and through our commissioning sources to bring 
people into the space professions and those places,” the USAF o�cial 
said. “Going forward, we see that continuing.”

Excitement about being part of something new and exciting is 
running high, said Rep. Mike Rogers (R-Ala.), one lawmaker who 
�rst pushed for a Space Corps.

“I get so many young people that are so excited when I’m out 
talking. �ey want to know where they can apply,” Rogers said. 
“�ere are people in the other services who are looking forward 
to transferring over. [Recruitment will] be the least problem in this 
service of all the services. �is is going to be the cool service that the 
young, bright people want to be in.”

But Maj. Gen. John E. Shaw, head of Space Operations Com-
mand within the Space Force, has other concerns. Last year, he 
said the Space Force could face the same recruiting and retention 
challenges as the Air Force, where competition for talent is severe, 
especially for pilots and cyber specialists who can often earn more 
in private industry. Space Force must consider creative ways of 
letting space personnel move between government and industry 
along with sharing them between organizations, said Shaw, then 
AFSPC deputy commander. 

He started crunching the details of how Space Force recruitment 
might work, including ways to piggyback on the brick-and-mortar 
recruiting o�ces operated by the other services nationwide, or the 
potential to do all its recruiting online.

“We could probably follow the models from our sister space 
agencies (at the National Reconnaissance O�ce and National 
Geospatial-Intelligence Agency) that are represented here, as well 
as NASA, in that regard,” Shaw said.

Harrison said it would be smart to transfer space-minded recruit-
ers from the Air Force to the Space Force to help launch that pipeline.

National Guard and Reserve components, which weren’t includ-
ed in the approving legislation, can also play an important role in 
sta�ng the Space Force. �e service plans to bring along Reservists 
and Guardsmen with space-related missions, which could help draw 
on the private sector’s experience, according to Air Force Secretary 
Barbara M. Barrett. 

Margaux Hoar, a Space Force expert at the Center for Naval Anal-
yses, said modern demands are changing for space. “You can’t just 
have space generalists anymore, you need specialists, you need that 
breadth and depth of experience,” she said in December. “You want 
to be able to maintain currency in the newest in space science and 
technology and engineering.” 

�at allows the Space Force to experiment and be “a little bit 
heretical” when it comes to keeping people in the service or replac-
ing those who leave, she said. Hoar recommends doing away with 
“up-or-out” promotions that boot people out of the military once 

they are twice passed over for a promotion, and instead looking 
at ideas like letting people ping-pong between Active Duty, the 
Reserve, and industry.

“You can o�-ramp and on-ramp and get into industry and get 
exposed to some of that thinking ... and then come back and bring 
that with you to use that energy and some of that new thinking back 
into the Space Force,” Hoar said.

Another radical idea: CSIS’ Johnson said there’s no reason to 
impose strict physical requirements on Space Force members. �at 
could help the Space Force achieve a more diverse workforce. �e 
service could attract experts in robotics, arti�cial intelligence, and 
data science who might not even qualify for military service in other 
services because of the physical demands. �ose aren’t really the 
same for a Space Force. 

On the industry side, leaders are optimistic about the new frontier 
but say the space sector’s growth presents myriad challenges. �e 
National Defense Industrial Association is the dominant defense in-
dustry group representing �rms providing military space equipment. 
Its president, retired Air Force Gen. Herbert J. “Hawk” Carlisle, said 
the growth in commercial space demands could strain resources 
across the defense industrial base. Space excites the imagination 
and could invigorate the tech sector, he said, but will prompt a huge 
demand for people and systems.

Within the policy community, Carlisle said, the government 
needs to provide much more clarity about what space war�ghting 
will look like and how the various operations and acquisition pieces 
will �t together. Without the right funding and support, he worries 
the idea will fail.

Traditional defense suppliers and the commercial sector alike 
will need graduates with experience in science, technology, engi-
neering, and math, skilled tradesmen, cybersecurity experts, and 
others to develop and control the next generation of communica-
tions, propulsion, sensors, weapons, and more. Industry has tried 
to incentivize growth in those areas for years but says the demand 
still outpaces supply.

�e Air Force has struggled in recent years to keep from losing 
pilots, software coders, cyber specialists, and highly trained and 
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Gen. John Raymond (left) and Maj. Gen. John Shaw at 
Vandenberg AFB, Calif., in November 2019. Raymond is the 
new Chief of Space Operations, and Shaw is the head of the 
Space Force’s Space Operations Command.



JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2020          AIRFORCEMAG.COM 47

skilled technical specialists to the private sector. As space changes 
from being a government-run enterprise to a commercially domi-
nated one, it could face the same talent crunch.

Mike French, vice president for space systems at the Aerospace 
Industries Association, said the competition will be �erce across the 
industry and military sectors. “We will need even more technical 
talent than before,” he said. “�at means funding and encouraging 
STEM education throughout students’ lives, from kindergarten 
through college. �e US should also capitalize on the Space Force 
stand up to educate our youth—from all backgrounds and experi-
ences—on the importance and bene�ts of a space industry career.”

As the Space Force gets up and running, the Defense Department 
has more work to do to educate the American public about one of 
the most signi�cant changes to Pentagon bureaucracy since the Air 
Force was created in 1947.

SURVEY SAYS … 
Public opinion about whether the US needs a space service still 

appears split, even among service members:
  ■A Military Times poll of Active-Duty personnel in fall 2018 found 

that about 40 percent of troops surveyed supported the idea of a 
sixth military branch for space operations, while about 37 percent 
opposed it.

  ■A CNN/SSRS poll in 2018 found only 37 percent of all Americans 
supported forming a Space Force, while 55 percent of Americans 
did not. 

  ■A November 2018 Anderson Robbins Research and Shaw & 
Company Research poll conducted for the Ronald Reagan Pres-
idential Foundation and Institute found Americans were split on 
the idea of a Space Force, with Republicans favoring it twice as 
much as Democrats.

  ■And a poll conducted in August 2018 by �e Hill and the HarrisX 
polling company found a majority favored creating a new organi-
zation, with 57 percent approving of “creating a sixth branch of the 
military, the Space Force, which would be designed to protect US 
interests and assets in space.” By contrast, 42 percent disapproved 
of the same statement.

Do Americans outside the military policy bubble need to grasp 
the speci�cs of what their sixth service will be doing? Weeden says 
no—if only because many only understand the broad strokes of 
how the other branches work anyway.

But government o�cials acknowledge they have a crucial window 
of opportunity to shape the narrative before others, like late-night 
talk show hosts, continue to do it for them.

IN SECRET OR OPEN? 
Space operations are often classi�ed, highly technical, and rarely 

explained in a way meant for the average American. In the nearly 
four years since Rogers �rst �oated his Space Corps proposal, the Air 
Force has started to recognize the need to describe space operations 
in a way that clicks with people inside and outside the Beltway.

“�ere’s a lot that needs to be classi�ed, but there’s a lot, most of 
the stu� that we’ve seen in the [Sensitive Compartmented Infor-
mation Facility] doesn’t need to be in a SCIF,” Rogers said. “In fact, 
if it had been declassi�ed, this would have been a much easier lift 
two years ago, because it would upset you to know what China and 
Russia have been doing and what we haven’t been doing and the 
threat, what it could do to us if they were to shut our satellites o� 
or destroy them.” 

�e Air Force Secretary wants to declassify as much space infor-
mation as possible, both about what the US is planning and what 
China and Russia are up to. If America’s adversaries hear what the 
US is capable of, Rogers said, that could discourage an attack.

CSIS’ Johnson believes communicating the Space Force’s role 

is one of the biggest challenges to standing it up. She added: “�e 
organization needs strong technical experts and communicating 
these new opportunities will be key to public understanding that 
the Space Force is not Marines in space with laser guns. ... �e loss 
of GPS, for example, does not only shut down your Google Maps 
app, but also Uber, ATMs, the New York Stock Exchange, online 
shopping, and so much of our current way of life.”

THE FUNDING FLOW 
Su�cient funding for space programs also depends on how 

well the Pentagon explains those needs and threats to Congress, 
Johnson added.

Harrison criticized the Air Force for initially resisting the push 
for an independent Space Force and said USAF missed its chance 
to educate the public about what the military already does in space 
and its importance. �e Air Force didn’t recognize the discourse was 
changing, he said. Now it is up to Raymond and civilian leadership 
to tell the public this force is not about aliens.

 In January 2019, Comedian Steve Carell emerged as an unex-
pected spokesman for Space Force.

 In a secretive trailer, Net�ix announced that Carell, known for his 
work on the TV hit “�e O�ce,” would create and star in a sitcom 
about the men and women who have to �gure out how to launch 
a Space Force.

 �e show, slated for release this year, aims to join a storied history 
of military sitcoms that includes “Gomer Pyle, USMC,” “Hogan’s 
Heroes,” “McHale’s Navy,” and “M.A.S.H.,” the �nale of which was the 
most-watched television episode in history. As the Pentagon works 
to spread its own message, the comedy heavyweights involved with 
“Space Force” will be more visible in the public eye than Raymond.

 Robert �ompson, a pop culture expert at Syracuse University, 
said it’s too early to tell whether the TV version will help or hinder 
broad understanding of military space missions. But its existence 
will pose an interesting conundrum for the �edgling service: the 
other services were well established when TV built programs around 
their military cultures. Not so for “Space Force,” which will roll out 
alongside its namesake.

 “Since this Net�ix thing is getting up and running before Space 
Force is getting up and running, the real Space Force ... is going to 
have to emerge into an environment where there’s already a parallel 
Space Force running in a comedy, and probably a pretty snarky 
comedy at that,” �ompson said.

 In fact, the show appears set to launch with one of the false narra-
tives of space war�ghting: that the Pentagon wants to put “boots on 
the Moon.” Such actions are banned by the 1967 Outer Space Treaty.

 Harrison says it will be incumbent on the government to spread 
the word about what’s �ction and what’s not.

 But Weeden suggested that all public relations could be good PR, 
as long as it keeps the issue in the public sphere. And �ompson 
said the show could have some educational and recruiting power.

 Just as “Star Trek” and “Star Wars” drove viewers to join the space 
sciences starting in the 1960s and 1970s, seeing a Space Force in 
popular culture could pique people’s curiosity.

 “�ere is a number of ways in which this could go,” �ompson 
said. “�ere are people who might have watched [“Veep”] and seen 
through the parody … and still been inspired to the excitement of 
government at that level, and that could very well be what happens 
with the Space Force.”

 In the meantime, the actual Space Force will start to unfold under 
new leadership in this era of renewed federal commitment to what 
lies beyond Earth’s atmosphere.

 “We will be watching it like a hawk,” Cooper said. “Pretty soon 
the stars in the sky will pale in signi�cance to what’s commercially 
overhead. �is is amazing, and we need to get ready for this era.”J
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I n his last speech to NATO before stepping down 
as US Defense Secretary in 2011, Robert M. 
Gates o� ered an exasperated and dark warning 
to his fellow defense ministers: Spend more on 
your own security, or the American taxpayer 
may lose patience with paying for European 

defense. At the time, the US accounted for 75 percent 
of all NATO defense spending, up from 50 percent only 
a few years earlier. 

Flash forward eight years. Celebrating the 70th 
anniversary of NATO in London in December, alli-
ance leaders proudly touted the fact that, today, eight 
countries are meeting NATO’s stated goal to invest 2 
percent of Gross Domestic Pro� t in defense, up from 
only three nations when Gates issued his warning. 
Indeed, virtually every one of NATO’s 28 members 
has boosted defense spending. � e alliance is back 
on track. Or is it? 

French President Emmanuel Macron wondered 
on the eve of the summit if NATO had lost its way. 

Who’s Paying Their Share in NATO?

After years of declining investment, NATO 
members’ spending on defense is rebounding. 
But frictions persist.

By John A. Tirpak “What we are currently experiencing is the brain 
death of NATO,” he declared in an interview with 
� e Economist. Europe, he added, must “wake up” 
to the notion that it is on “the edge of a precipice,” 
and European nations must view themselves strate-
gically not as members of an alliance dominated by 
the United States, but rather as part of Europe and 
a geostrategic entity unto themselves. Otherwise, 
he said, Europeans will “no longer be in control of 
our destiny.”

Asked whether he believed in NATO’s Article 5—
which states that every NATO member will come 
to the aid of any member should it be attacked, he 
answered, “I don’t know.” 

Meanwhile, Turkey appears to be warming to Rus-
sia, NATO’s traditional adversary, and pulling back 
from its traditional close ties to the United States. 
Having not been allowed to join the European Union, 
Turkey has been � irting with Russia and China for 
more than a decade. In 2019, it took delivery of the 
Russian S-400 air defense system, prompting the 
United States and its partners in the F-35 � ghter 

“What we 
are current-
ly experi-
encing is 
the brain 
death of 
NATO.”
—French Presi-
dent Emmanuel 
Macron



JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2020          AIRFORCEMAG.COM 49

Who’s Paying Their Share in NATO?

program to drop Turkey as a partner.   
President Donald J. Trump has also roiled NATO. Campaign-

ing for president in 2016, Trump openly questioned the value 
of the alliance, wondering if it was “obsolete.” NATO, he said, 
was “costing us a fortune.” 

By then, Europe and Canada had already begun to increase 
spending, driven by Russia’s annexation of Crimea and parts of 
eastern Ukraine in 2014 and its ongoing “hybrid war” against 
the rest of that country. � ough Ukraine is not a NATO member, 
nations that lived for decades under Russian domination in 
the former Soviet bloc, including the Baltic states of Estonia, 
Latvia and Lithuania, feared they might be next. 

After Trump became president, his � rst Defense Secretary, 
retired Marine Gen. James Mattis, sought to reassure the world 
that NATO membership was the bedrock of American inter-
national power and in� uence, even as Trump continued to 
insist that other NATO members pick up more of the alliance’s 
� nancial burdens.

� e tactic appears to have worked. NATO statistics released 
in November 2019, just ahead of the London Summit, shows 
Europeans and Canada increased their collective spending by 
a combined by 5.6 percent in the last � ve years. � at includes 

a 1.7 percent in 2015, 3.0 percent in 2016, 5.7 percent in 2017, 
and about 4.5 percent each in 2018 and 2019. 

From 2015 to 2019, non-US NATO countries increased de-
fense outlays more than 20 percent to $302 billion, while US 
defense spending increased from $660 billion to $685 billion. 
In all, NATO members’ total defense investment could top $1 
trillion in 2020. Today, while nine NATO-member countries 
meet or exceed the 2 percent target (including the US) seven 
are within 0.5 percent of the target, and all 28 have increased 
defense spending since 2014.

When it comes to investing in new equipment, the trends 
appear to be even better. NATO members have all agreed to in-
vest 20 percent of their defense spending on new gear, and now, 
16 NATO members are hitting the mark. Indeed, only Albania, 
the UK, and France have reduced their level of investment 
in weaponry since 2014. � is separate accounting is useful 
because member states spend di� erently on pay, amenities 
and support for their troops, while the cost of equipment is 
largely equalized across the alliance.

At a lunch Trump hosted at the London meeting for the “2 
percenters,” he lauded the progress in investment and took 
credit for spurring allies to spend more on defense. “Some-
day,” he said, “we’ll raise it to 3 percent and 4 percent, maybe.”  

NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg celebrated the 
achievement, saying the growing number of 2 percenters 
“demonstrates we are making real progress.” More is to come: 
Most other NATO members “have plans in place to meet the 2 
percent guideline by 2024,” he said. � e European allies and 
Canada have added $130 billion to their defense budgets since 
2016, he said, “and this number will be $400 billion by 2024.  
… So this is making NATO stronger.”

Of course, some allies are not following suit. Germany will 
still be under 2 percent of GDP in 2024, for example. 

Whether all that new investment is because of the presi-
dent is hard to determine. But in an interview with National 
Public Radio last summer, Garrett Martin, a NATO scholar at 
the American University School of International Service, said 
Trump may deserve credit. “Maybe there’s a bit more urgency 
now because he’s blunter than his predecessors in criticizing 
his European partners,” Martin said. 

� e US has also put its money where its mouth is. At the 
NATO ministerial meeting in Brussels last year, Stoltenberg 
noted that the US had increased spending on the European 
Deterrence Initiative by 40 percent since 2016. “Actions speak 
louder than words,” he said. � e US Congress has strongly 
supported the alliance with numerous resolutions supporting 

The first of five NATO-owned RQ-4D RPAs 
at MOB Sigonella, Italy, in November 
2019. In all, NATO members total defense 
investment could top $1 trillion in the 
coming year.
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Latvian JTACs conduct close air support training with USAF A-10 
aircraft and crews in October 2019. Despite cracks in the NATO 
alliance, the most important deterrent tool, Article 5, remains intact. 
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NATO, and after the London Summit, Sen. Tim Kaine (D-Va.) 
introduced legislation that would bar the president from 
withdrawing from the alliance without Congress’ approval 
(See sidebar.) 

MACRON’S CHARGE 
Amid the self-congratulation in London about NATO’s 

improved military spending, there was also friction, some of 
which was spurred by French President Macron’s remarks in 
�e Economist. 

“�e unarticulated assumption is that the enemy is still 
Russia,” Macron said. While Russia remains “a threat,” he said, 
he suggested it is “no longer an enemy.” Rather, the common 
enemy of NATO, Macron argued, is terrorism, a challenge 
Russia shares, and on which it could be “a partner.” 

Not surprisingly, that remark stirred concern among NATO’s 
Eastern European members, which view Russia’s e�orts to 
undermine Georgia and Ukraine—like them former members 
of the Warsaw Pact—as a threat to their own independence.

In London, Macron declined to apologize for his remarks, 
saying instead he hoped that they stimulate new discussions 
of the alliance’s future. A debate is needed, he said, on how 
to “build sustainable peace in Europe.” 

�e alliance, he said, should be worried about “things other 
than �nances and budgets.” 

NATO leaders have all but begged Turkey to drop plans to 
buy the Russian S-400 air defense system, which they say is 
incompatible with the F-35. It could reveal secrets about the 
low-observable �ghter and assist Russian technicians helping 
Turkey set up and operate the S-400 to enhance Russia’s de-
fenses against those jets. Turkey has remained resolute about 
buying the system, however, and at at the Moscow Air Show 
last fall, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan inspected 
Russian Su-35s. Turkish defense o�cials have said they could 
buy up to 24 of the �ghters since they can’t acquire F-35s.

After the US, Turkey has NATO’s largest military with 
435,500 troops, according to NATO statistics. �ird is France, 
with 207,800 people in uniform, followed by Germany with 
182,000 and Italy, at 178,000. Collectively, including the US, 
NATO members have 3.26 million people in military uniform.

Trump had a sidebar meeting with Erdoğan in London, 
saying afterward the two discussed the situation in Syria, Tur-
key’s o�ensive against the Kurds, and the cease-�re that froze 
hostilities in the region. �e White House later said Trump 
urged Erdoğan to honor Turkey’s “alliance commitments.” 
Trump said he was “looking at” sanctioning Turkey over the 
S-400 dispute.

As recently as last summer, Trump toyed with economic 
punishment of Turkey under the Countering America’s Ad-
versaries �rough Sanctions Act, or CAATSA, but in recent 
months the discussion between the two countries has been 
about increasing trade, not limiting it. Turkey remains a ma-
jor industrial partner on other defense programs, including 
Lockheed Martin’s F-16 (Turkey has 270 of the jets in several 
variants). 

During the acrimony over the F-35/S-400 dispute, Turkish 
Defense Minister Mevlüt Çavoşoğlu suggested the US may 
be asked to leave Incirlik AB, Turkey, from which the US Air 
Force operates KC-135 tankers and other aircraft. �e US has 
short-range nuclear weapons on Turkish soil, also, but neither 
side has said much about them.

Turkey also raised eyebrows at the summit when Erdoğan 
threatened to withhold support from a plan to increase the 
military capability of the Baltic States fronting Russia and 

Poland, a sign of his growing alliance with Moscow. But he 
did not follow through. Even though Turkey endured criticism 
for its incursion into Syria and its S-400 deal, NATO made no 
mention of either in its �nal declarations in London. Rather, it 
called out Russia for its “aggressive actions” and said improved 
relations and a “constructive relationship with Russia” would 
only happen “when Russia’s actions make that possible.”

“We, as an alliance, are facing distinct threats and challenges 
emanating from all strategic directions,” the NATO partners 
said in their �nal communiqué. Russia’s “aggressive actions 
constitute a threat to Euro-Atlantic Security.” 

�e partners said they would “address in a measured and 
responsible way Russia’s deployment of new intermedi-
ate-range missiles, which brought about the demise of the 
Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty and which pose 
signi�cant risks to Euro-Atlantic security.” NATO, they said, 
would also remain “a nuclear alliance,” but would continue 
to honor the nuclear nonproliferation treaty. 

Russian spokesman Dmitri Peskov, reacting to the NATO 
communiqué, said NATO’s increased spending “reinforces” 
Russia’s concerns about the alliance, and makes the Russian 
frontier less secure, but he also said Russia will not get into 
“an arms race or spending race.” He said Russian President 
Vladimir Putin is “operating in a di�erent way.”

Bill Would Give Senate Final 
Say on NATO Withdrawal 

A bill passed by the Senate Foreign Relations Commit-
tee would prohibit a US president from unilaterally with-
drawing from NATO without the approval of Congress. 

“Recent actions have raised serious questions among 
our allies about America’s commitment to NATO,” said 
Sen. Tim Kaine (D-Va.), the bill’s sponsor. “This sends a 
strong message that, after 70 years, Congress sees the 
continuing vitality of the alliance.” 

If passed, the measure would require the president 
to alert the Senate and House Foreign Relations Com-
mittees within 48 hours of any action to withdraw from 
the alliance and to seek the advice and consent of the 
Senate before he could exit NATO. The bill also allows 
the Senate Legal Counsel and House General Counsel 
to challenge the administration in court if the president 
tried to unilaterally quit NATO.

Surveys suggest the public supports that position. An 
April 2019 survey of more than 2 ,400 registered voters 
conducted by the Program for Public Consultation at the 
University of Maryland found:

n 83 percent of respondents favored the US staying 
in NATO, including 90 percent of Democrats, 77 percent 
of Republicans, and 76 percent of those who said they 
voted for President Trump.

  n 50 percent agreed that the US should “remain part 
of NATO but reduce US military investments in Europe 
to bring them more in line with the level that Europeans 
make.” 

  n 35 percent endorsed pressing NATO allies to do 
more, but without threatening to leave the alliance. 

  n 12 percent said the US should press NATO allies 
“to spend more on their military and say that if they do 
not, the US will disengage from Europe militarily and 
possibly withdraw from NATO.” 
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Allies Ante Up

Albania
Belgium
Bulgaria
Canada
Croatia
Czech Republic
Denmark
Estonia
France
Germany
Greece
Hungary
Italy
Latvia*
Lithuania*
Luxembourg
Montenegro
Netherlands
Norway
Poland*
Portugal
Romania*
Slovak Republic
Slovenia
Spain
Turkey
United Kingdom
United States

150
4,383

638
15,553

892
1,686
3,399

432
43,914
39,304

4,353
1,027

20,777
245
358
210
59

8,646
5,864
8,521
2,561
2,309

832
411

10,599
11,784
61,227

660,062

166
4,494
1,872

21,860
934

2,512
4,333

569
47,771
49,712
4,723
1,739

23,281
622
957
348

78
11,414
7,422
11,311
3,307
4,374
1,754
525

12,336
18,000
65,944

685,099

10.73
2.53

193.39
40.55

4.77
48.94
27.48
31.55
8.78

26.48
8.50

69.35
12.05

153.86
167.27
65.68
32.92
32.02
26.57
32.74
29.12

89.44
110.74
27.99
16.39
52.74

7.70
3.79

1.35
0.98
1.32
1.01
1.84
0.95
1.15

1.93
1.82
1.18

2.21
0.86
1.14

0.94
0.88
0.38
1.50
1.15

1.55
1.85
1.31
1.35
0.99
0.97
0.92
1.45
2.16
3.73

1.26
0.93
3.25
1.31

1.68
1.19
1.32
2.14
1.84
1.38

2.28
1.21
1.22
2.01
2.03
0.56
1.66
1.36
1.80

2.00
1.52

2.04
1.74
1.04
0.92
1.89
2.14
3.42

Million US dollars (2015 prices and exchange rates)
2014

Decrease in GDP percentage 
 More than 2% of GDP

2019 Real change 
2014-2019 (%)

Share of GDP 
2014 (%)

Share of GDP 
2019 (%)

Notes: Figures for 2019 are estimates.
*  These allies have national laws and political agreements which call for 2% of GDP to be spent on defense annually, consequently estimates are expected 

to change accordingly. For the past years, allies’ defense spending was based on the then-available GDP data and allies may, therefore, have met the 2% 
guideline when using those figures. (In 2018, Lithuania met 2% using November 2018 OECD figures.)

Other threats called out by the alliance included “terrorism 
in all its forms and manifestations,” as well as challenges to 
“the rules-based international order” from both state and 
nonstate actors.” Instability beyond NATO’s borders is creating 
large-scale movements of refugees, NATO noted, along with 
the persistent threat from “cyber and hybrid threats.”  

While China doesn’t border NATO, the members said they 
“recognize that China’s growing in�uence and international 
policies present both opportunities and challenges” the alli-
ance needs to address. �ey pledged to “maintain our tech-

nological edge,” in all domains, including cyber and space, 
and improve the resilience of member nations to attacks of 
all kinds.”  

As for Macron’s worries about Article 5, nothing happened. 
Despite the frictions, NATO members left intact the glue that 
holds the alliance together and gives it its strategic deterrent 
e�ect, rea�rming their “solemn commitment” to Article 5. 
Stoltenberg, wrapping up the meeting, said members “stand 
together, all for one and one for all,” and that commitment to 
Article 5 is “ironclad.”     J

Every NATO member increased its total investment in defense from 2014-2019. But only eight 
NATO members have achieved the goal of investing 2 percent of its national gross domestic 
product. Five nations experienced modest declines in defense as a share of GDP.
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By Lt. Col. Johnny Duray 

There is still 
more work 
to be done to 
fully realize 
the power of 
RPA technol-
ogy.

Remotely Piloted Aircraft: 

Implications for 
Future Warfare

W hen an MQ-1 Predator �red an AGM-114 
Hell�re missile in the opening stage of 
Operation Enduring Freedom over Af-
ghanistan, the world discovered a new 
form of power projection: kinetic force 

delivered from unmanned, remotely piloted aircraft 
(RPA). �at proof of concept drove exponential growth 
in RPA usage, with combat air patrols (CAPs) swelling 
from just four in 2004 to 65 simultaneous, worldwide 
CAPs every day in 2014.  

Yet there is still more work to be done to fully realize 
the power of RPA technology. As the new `National 
Defense Strategy focuses on an era of great power 
competition, RPAs will provide valuable capabilities 
and capacity to address the persistent threat posed by 
violent extremist organizations. In doing so, RPAs will 
also allow other portions of America’s air arsenal to 
focus on near-peer competitor challenges.  

Achieving this goal requires a new vector for the 
use of RPAs, as illustrated in the vignettes that follow. 
�ough details have been obscured for operational 
sensitivity, the narratives and lessons remain largely 
intact.  
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Airmen from the 432nd Wing pose with an MQ-9 Reaper at Creech AFB, Nev., on Nov. 19, 2019. The Reaper has proven 
valuable in both reconnaissance and attack roles, including close air support.

THE CAMP STRIKE  
In one recent RPA mission, intelligence sources 

helped the US military discover a remote jihadi train-
ing facility. Plans called for eliminating the radicals 
with airpower.  

Leaders initially sought bomber aircraft for the 
strike, which required scheduling and positioning 
refueling aircraft, obtaining over�ight clearances, and 
coordinating for personnel recovery—all time- and 
resource-intensive factors that didn’t apply to the 
RPAs already providing persistent intelligence, sur-
veillance, and reconnaissance overhead, as explained 
in RAND publication Armed and Dangerous? UAVs 
and US Security. 

When bombers proved unavailable, a four-ship 
formation of �ghter aircraft was requested. �is option 
necessitated an even more robust support structure, as 
the �ghters needed to forward deploy closer in theater. 
�is also required a massive undertaking involving 
the movement of support personnel and equipment, 
despite the fact that multiple armed MQ-9 aircraft were 
already conducting daily surveillance and intelligence 
missions in the vicinity of the camp.  

Two environmental factors introduced further 
complexity into this mission. First, the camp was 
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terrorists without ever having even seen it, since Reaper Two 
had tracked the group and provided � nal weapons guidance 
for Reaper � ree’s missile. Reaper One and Reaper Four were 
left to conduct reattacks as solo aircraft, since they lacked the 
prerequisites for the seamless integration enjoyed by Reapers 
Two and � ree. As such, they were only able to employ three of 
their available eight Hell� res in the � rst 16 minutes following 
the initial strike.  

� e � nal attack was conducted two hours later when Reaper 
� ree found a group of eight enemy combatants hiding in a 
small ravine. Out of munitions, Reaper � ree talked the crew 
of Reaper Four on to the group. � e terrain only allowed a 
window of approximately 20 seconds for an MQ-9 to provide 
� nal guidance onto the target before becoming masked by 
rocks. Reaper Four shot a Hell� re into the ravine, target un-
seen, while Reaper � ree came in from the opposite direction, 
crested the terrain, and timed the aircraft’s positioning so that 
� nal guidance was placed on the enemy group in the last 10 
seconds of the missile’s � ight. By the conclusion of the mission, 
some 85 percent of the combatants were killed with the other 
15 percent wounded. 

CAMP STRIKE LESSONS LEARNED 
Some of the lessons from this operation:  
1. � e MQ-9 Reaper delivers unique capabilities in combat.

� e Reaper’s slow airspeed permits more time to strike 
targets in steep or inaccessible terrain, while supersonic 
� ghters and bombers permit only brief execution windows 
before sensors and targeting capabilities are masked. Nev-
ertheless, the training required to take advantage of this 
capability is akin to the demands for manned aircraft crews. 
� e range and e� ectiveness of present-day RPA strikes 
is possible because of the robust training, US Air Force 
Weapons School caliber planning, and RPA technological 
advances made since 2001. 

2. Remotely piloted aircraft provide synergistic e� ects 
when employed together as a � ight. � e idea of operating 

embedded deep inside a canyon with a valley � oor only 15 feet 
wide. Any air-launched weapons would need to be precisely 
aimed to strike the narrow space between the canyon walls. 
Second, the jihadis were broken up into two distinct groups, 
two to three miles apart. A � rst-run attack would require de-
livery of simultaneous e� ects. Reattacks on survivors would 
need to be conducted expeditiously. 

Once the bomber and � ghter options proved unavailable, 
leaders � nally selected four MQ-9 Reapers to execute the 
mission. Reaper One, Reaper Two, and Reaper � ree were 
� own by squadrons in the same location, while Reaper Four 
was � own by a squadron at a separate location. � e � rst three 
Reaper crews planned, briefed, and executed as a formation, 
or � ight, bringing the geographically separated Reaper Four 
into the planning as much as possible before execution.  

� e four Reapers were equipped with two 500-pound GBU-
12 laser-guided bombs and 16 air-to-ground Hell� re missiles. 
Reaper One teamed with Reaper Four to make a run on the � rst 
target group, dropping the 500-pound bombs. Once established 
inbound, Reaper One passed an estimated “bombs-on-target” 
time to Reaper Two and Reaper � ree, which targeted the sec-
ond group of terrorists-in-training with four Hell� re missiles 
in order to achieve simultaneous e� ects.  

� e synchronicity was near perfect. Weapons impacts from 
the bombs on the � rst group and the Hell� res on the second 
group were within a second of each other. � e four MQ-9s hit 
two separate target sets with six munitions on four di� erent 
aimpoints with a time on target calculation formulated as the 
mission progressed, based on outside clearance authority.  

Reaper Two and Reaper � ree teamed up to immediately 
reattack the survivors. Prior planning, internal communication, 
and near-real-time data sharing enabled an unprecedented 
display of e�  ciency. RPA pilots physically located together can 
speak into each other’s headsets without delay on an intercom 
channel, for example. Reaper � ree ri� ed o�  all four of its 
Hell� res on three separate reattacks in under seven minutes. 
In one instance, Reaper � ree � red a Hell� re on a group of 

The Camp Strike

Reapers One, Two, and Three were flown 
by squadrons in the same location. Reaper 
Four was controlled by a squadron in 
another location. Together they were armed 
with two 500-pound GBU-12 laser-guided 
bombs and 16 Hellfire missiles.

Reapers One and Four attacked 
Camp A with 500-pound bombs.

Reaper 
Two

Reaper 
Four

Reaper
Three

Reaper 
One

Reaper One passed bombs-on-target 
information to Reapers Two and Three, 
which were targeting Camp B with four 
Hellfire missiles. During the initial strike, 
all six munitions struck within a second 
of each other.

Prior planning, internal communi-
cation, near real-time-data sharing, 
and follow-on-attacks enabled 
the four Reapers to eliminate 85 
percent of the enemy group and 
wound the other 15 percent.

Four MQ-9 Reapers were selected to strike a remote jihadi training facility located in a deep canyon with a valley floor just 15 feet wide. The jihad-
is were in two camps, A and B, two to three miles apart. To ensure surprise, both camps had to be struck simultaneously.

1

3 4

2

G
ra

ph
ic

: M
ik

e 
Ts

uk
am

ot
o 

an
d 

D
as

h 
Pa

rh
am

/s
ta

� 

Camp B

Camp A



JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2020          AIRFORCEMAG.COM54

RPAs in a � ight is still new. Operational planners typically 
task the closest RPA available just prior to the execution of a 
complex strike, requiring extensive coordination among the 
participants. But an RPA � ight generates synergistic e� ects, 
just like manned aircraft, through a mutual understanding of 
responsibilities and a shared awareness of the battlespace. � is 
is best cultivated through extensive prestrike planning and brief-
ing, along with real-time information sharing during execution. 
Bringing together single aircraft from separate squadrons just 
before a mission ignores the lessons of airpower history in the 
name of convenience.  

3. Decentralized execution is fundamental to successful RPA 
application. RPAs present an unprecedented opportunity for 
“reach-in.” With unparalleled observation and communication 
capabilities, commanders at all levels have violated the long-
held tenet of decentralized airpower execution and exerted 
direct control.  

4. Focus on platforms rather than e� ects sti� es RPA oper-
ations. � e � uid, dynamic nature of kinetic engagements de-
mands mission-command orders that rely on tactical expertise 
and the situational awareness of those employing the aircraft. 
Yet e� ects are what matter in operations, not platforms. As long 
as commanders tie speci� c aircraft to speci� c missions, rather 
than desired e� ects, RPAs will continue to be underutilized. 
RPA aircrews routinely participate in operational planning 
sessions where the ability to position � ghters overhead to 
provide close air support (CAS) is deemed a “go/no-go” factor 
by ground and air planners alike. When queried to elaborate 
on desired e� ects, ground force representatives routinely reply 
that they want airpower to assist in “breaking contact with the 
enemy” to facilitate a return to safety. Although a � ight of MQ-
9s armed with a dozen Hell� re missiles and a few 500-pound 
bombs could achieve this e� ect, planners continue to revert 
to their default understanding that only aircraft with an A-, F-, 
or B-designation can provide e� ective CAS.  

VIGNETTE: THE 15-SECOND WINDOW  
As part of global counterterrorism operations, US and 

coalition forces tracked a senior terrorist leader several years 
ago. After extensive study, a concept of operations (CONOPS) 
developed to facilitate a strike on this individual within an 
incredibly tight window—the time it took for him to ride his 
motorcycle to his home, after departing from a main road 
but before entering a courtyard near his residence. � is strike 
window lasted only about 15 seconds.  

� is broke down into two problems: First, successfully po-
sitioning a shooting aircraft within a 15-second engagement 
window within seven seconds of the target departing the main 
road, and second, planning around a fork in the main road that 
a� orded the target two options. Route A was simple—there 
were no further intersections before the target left the main 
road and entered the engagement window. Route B was more 
nuanced, with one additional intersection before the target 
left the main road. � e shooting aircraft would need to ma-
neuver to get into position before the target hit the additional 
intersection. If the target was held up for even a few seconds, 
it could throw o�  timing and negate all previous planning. 

� ree MQ-9s were allocated for the strike. Reaper One 
took the lead and began timing calculations to maneuver 
into position. Reaper Two followed the target motorcycle as 
it traveled toward the engagement site. Data-sharing allowed 
Reaper One to position itself within the 15-second window 
at precisely the time the motorcycle turned o�  the main road 
and came into the � eld of view (FOV). Reaper � ree stared at 
the additional intersection along Route B. Reaper One was 
able to view Reaper � ree’s feed to determine the possibility 
of the target getting held up at that intersection should he 
travel along Route B. 

As events unfolded, the target chose to continue down 
Route B. Updates on the target’s distance and speed from 

G
ra

ph
ic

: M
ik

e 
Ts

uk
am

ot
o 

an
d 

D
as

h 
Pa

rh
am

/s
ta

� 

The 15-Second Window
A well-protected terrorist leader presented a very limited window for aerial attack. A successful strike had to take place within a narrow 15-second 
window, when the target departed a highway on his motorcycle but before he entered the courtyard of his home. Adding to the complexity, the 
target had a choice between two routes during that 15 seconds.

Reaper One is the lead 
aircraft and begins timing 
calculations to maneuver 
into position.

Reaper One views Reaper 
Three’s video feed to 
determine if the target 
will be delayed at the 
intersection.

Motorcyclist takes Route B. Reaper Two sends target’s distance 
and speed while Reaper Three updates intersection tra� ic. Reaper 
One maneuvers into the 15-second window and eliminates the 
target with no collateral damage.

Reaper Three watches 
the intersection on 
Route B.

Reaper Two follows the target 
motorcyclist as he travels to 
the engagement site.Route A has 

no intersection 
before target 
leaves the 
road.

Route B has an intersection before 
the target leaves the main road. 
If the target is delayed, it could 
throw o�  timing.

Route A

Route B

1

3

2
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Reaper Two and the intersection tra�c from Reaper �ree 
enabled Reaper One to successfully maneuver the aircraft into 
the 15-second window, �re, and eliminate the target with no 
collateral damage.  

15-SECOND LESSONS LEARNED  
�e success of this strike was made possible by a �ight-fo-

cused operations approach, paired with an intensive training 
program, and truly decentralized execution. It also introduced 
three new areas to re�ect on. 
1. Data-sharing brings asymmetrical advantages to bear 

in modern warfare. �e strike on the senior terrorist was 
heavily reliant on real-time data sharing between aircrews, 
which allowed the �ight to get inside the adversary’s deci-
sion loop and reorient quicker than the adversary.  

2. Risk acceptance enables rapid advancement. �e rapid 
acceleration of software (and some hardware) enhance-
ments have enabled RPA airmen to execute kinetic en-
gagements that would not have been proposed just �ve 
or six years ago. �ese capabilities were largely possible 
because the RPA community’s close working relationship 
with industry allowed it to accept imperfect solutions in 
the name of accelerated capability.  

3. Tactical oversight o�ers enhanced RPA capabilities. �e 
ability of an MQ-9 squadron to place additional personnel 
in a ground control station (GCS) to support a traditional 
two-person crew transforms what that aircraft can bring 
to bear in combat. �is tactical oversight boosts the ca-
pability of the crew, elevating success rates for complex 
engagements. �is is especially important, since in modern 
operations, the MQ-9 pilot has neither a �ight lead nor an 
experienced aircraft commander to rely on for decision- 
making, in most cases as a result of years of surging RPA 
demand. 

VIGNETTE: THE ATTEMPTED RESCUE 
On one calm, moonless night a few years ago, a small group 

of US special operations forces parachuted from a transport 
aircraft on a hostage rescue mission. Overhead, three MQ-9s 
and a U-28 manned ISR aircraft provided support to the SOF 
team from insertion, through the rescue operation, and the 
ex�ltration. �e three MQ-9s were co-located and operated 
out of the same RPA operations center, where a small sta� 
stood up to support the three �ying crews.  

As the SOF team worked its way toward the hostage’s re-
ported location, it became apparent to the RPA operations 
center director that key real-time intelligence was taking too 
long to get to the ground forces via the joint operations center 
(JOC)—the main mission hub. �e MQ-9 elements overhead 
had direct radio contact with ground forces and, more im-
portantly, instant access to the intelligence as well. After a 
quick discussion about transferring responsibility from JOC 
leadership to the MQ-9 pilots, the time frame for essential 
intelligence processing to ground forces went from a minute 
to under �ve seconds. A U-28 aircrew member was preposi-
tioned inside the ROC to provide subject-matter expertise on 
the ISR aircraft, as well as techniques, tactics, and procedures 
to the MQ-9 crews and ROC sta�.  

Unfortunately, as the team arrived at the location, it dis-
covered that the hostage had been moved from the village 
just prior to the raid. However, the event o�ered a real-world 
opportunity to explore several underutilized capabilities that 
RPAs and the operations center could apply to future missions.  

ATTEMPTED RESCUE LESSONS LEARNED 
1. RPAs’ ability to port talent into any cockpit at any time 

is unprecedented in the history of airpower. Because 
of the physical setup of the ground stations that operate 
RPAs, any individual can “enter” the airplane while 
airborne. In this example, a U-28 expert was brought in 
to assist with airborne integration. Airborne integration 
could also be extended to �ghters, bombers, and any 
number of other assets. Ground forces could send dele-
gates to a ROC to educate and enable integration between 
RPAs and supported surface elements.  

2. RPA operations centers are uniquely positioned to 
fuse and disseminate information. �ese centers allow 
operational directors to seamlessly communicate face-
to-face with the aircrews that provide a majority of the 
center’s data. It is the equivalent of a combined forces 
air component commander (CFACC)—while in charge 
of an AOC—being able to jump into the cockpit of any 
manned aircraft under his authority. Additionally, the 
land-based setup of the GCS enables an RPA cockpit to 
connect to modern combat untethered by bandwidth 
and connectivity limitations that plague most airborne 
manned aircraft.  

THE WAY FORWARD FOR AIR FORCE RPAS
�ese three vignettes provide substantial food for thought 

about how RPAs expand the �exibility and capability of air 
component commanders. �is leads to four critical implica-
tions that policy makers, DOD leaders, and Air Force o�cials 
should consider: 
1. Reconsider airpower force posture in the �ght against 

violent extremist organizations. In light of changing 
national priorities and �nite resources, it is imperative 
to �nd ways to sustain the counter-extremist mission in a 
more cost-e�ective manner. �e cost of employing �ghter 
or bomber aircraft is so much greater than MQ-9s that it 
should be self-evident. MQ-9 RPAs provide cost-e�ective 
capability that can assume many of the mission sets now 
prosecuted by high-end aircraft in today’s counter-terror 
missions. Redeploying the majority of American high-end 
�ghter and bomber aircraft back to their home bases 
prolongs their service life and generates valuable aircrew 
training hours to recapture depleted high-end skills.  

2. Investment in information-sharing will bring trans-
formational advantages. As a whole, the US military 
must tear down parochial walls and allow information 
between disparate elements of hard power—tanks, ships, 
aircraft, infantry, and other forces—to �ow more freely. 
�e successful execution of the time-sensitive targeted 
strike on a terrorist leader described above was made 
possible by the rapid exchange of information between 
platforms. Unfortunately, this type of interconnectivity 
is sporadic between air assets even within the same US 
military service, and even worse among multi-domain 
assets from other services. Investment in RPA infrastruc-
ture is necessary to better share data and information with 
other systems, services, and the rest of DOD’s network.  

3. Airmen must understand and articulate appropriate 
command and control (C2) relationships for RPAs.
To fully realize the potential of present and future RPAs 
in combat, airmen must oppose any e�ort to centralize 
execution and challenge command structures that fail to 
place airmen in positions where their “air-mindedness” 
could maximize the Air Force’s contribution to joint 
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The MQ-9 was given direct radio 
contact with the ground forces, with 
instant access to the intelligence. It was 
decided to transfer responsibility to the Reap-
er pilots, where the time frame for receiving 
essential information went from a minute to 
under five seconds G
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operations. In other words, airmen should in� uence 
airpower decisions at all levels of warfare. RPAs o� er 
unprecedented opportunities for outside “reach-in” during 
tactical execution—and while senior commanders have 
indeed attempted to control all sorts of tactical elements, 
from aircraft positioning, to weapons placement, to camera 
� eld-of-view, this type of centralized execution sti� es RPA 
aircrews from successfully exploiting � uid operational 
situations.  

4. Expand RPAs mission sets to include close air support. 
MQ-9 capabilities and tactics have reached a stage where 
planners need to rethink allocation for key missions, es-
pecially close air support. RPAs have transformed both the 
amount of � repower they bring to bear on the battle� eld 
and the speed at which this ordnance can be delivered. 
Despite this, the MQ-9 is still predominantly regarded 
across the Air Force as an ISR asset, and rarely incorporated 
into CAS scenarios. According to one Air and Space Power 
Journal article, a mission ISR plan “is completed on a dif-
ferent timeline by di� erent people in a di� erent division 
in the [Air and Space Operations Center] and published in 
a di� erent document. If CAS and ISR integrate, they do so 
by luck.” While not all CAS scenarios are appropriate for 
MQ-9s, military planners should embrace an e� ects-based 
perspective and try to minimize platform-centric bias. 

5. RPAs and their associated operations centers present an 
ideal platform for entry-level multi-domain exploitation 
and rapid acquisition trials. Compared with traditional 
aircraft, RPA cockpits o� er a prodigious amount of space 
and connectivity. Limited only by bandwidth and imagi-
nation, RPA o� er unique opportunities to take advantage 
of multi-domain exploitation and use rapid acquisition 
capabilities to further the state-of-the-art. 

In current combat operations, the Air Force’s MQ-9 is as 
di� erent from its Operation Enduring Freedom-era 2001 
MQ-1 forebearer as an F-16 is from a P-51. However, this 

transformation has collided with cultural di� erences rooted 
in traditional notions of force employment—both in the air 
and on the ground. � is has led to suboptimal utilization and 
investment considerations.  

Today, � ghters and bombers are no longer the only option 
for mass strike, and RPAs are no longer just airborne sniper 
ri� es. RPAs can e� ectively conduct CAS, particularly with 
small ground team elements like SOF units. � ese two con-
siderations alone should cause US military leaders to rethink 
American force posture for the � ght against violent extremist 
organizations.  

Remotely piloted aircraft operations are ripe for exploitation 
with centralized execution, yet “mission-type tactics”—where 
operational outcomes are emphasized more than any speci� c 
means of achieving them—are a central tenet to maximizing 
RPA potential. Continued investment in the RPA community is 
crucial to building on the momentum these assets are gathering 
in operations around the world. � is will require harnessing 
information-sharing through open system architectures. 

� e United States’ continued prosecution of low-intensity 
con� icts around the world, and the need to prepare for po-
tential near-peer military confrontations, both bene� t from 
an agile, decentralized, and well-connected RPA force whose 
lethality is intelligently incorporated into joint force operational 
planning. Military leaders with a commanding grasp on RPA 
capabilities and a willingness to think beyond traditional air-
craft mission sets will be best positioned to take full advantage 
of every capability RPAs can bring to bear in future combat.  ✪

Air Force Lt. Col. Johnny Duray is a senior pilot with more than 
3,200 flight hours in the MQ-9 and U-28 and  extensive experience 
in combat and combat support missions. He has supported 
Operations Iraqi Freedom, Enduring Freedom, Inherent Resolve, 
and Freedom’s Sentinel, and deployed to four different areas of 
responsibility. The opinions and assessments expressed in this article 
are the author’s alone and do not reflect those of the Department 
of Defense or the US Air Force.  

The Attempted Rescue
On a moonless night, a small group of US special operations forces attempted a hostage rescue mission. Three MQ-9 Reapers and a manned 
U-28 ISR aircraft provided support to the SOF team from insertion throughout the rescue operation. 

Unfortunately, as the 
SOF team arrived at the 

location, it was discovered 
the hostage had been moved 
just prior to the raid. However 
this event provided real-world 
lessons on RPA operations that 
can be used in the future.

Key real-time intel-
ligence to the SOF 
team was taking 
too long —going 
from the aircraft to 
a Joint Operations 
Center mission hub 
before reaching the 
rescue team.

U-28 manned 
ISR aircraft

Special 
Operations 
Forces 
team

Three MQ-9s 
were operated 
from the same 
RPA Operations 
Center.
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A Soviet SS-
20 missile 
launches from 
its transporter- 
erector-launcher 
in the mid-1980s. 
The introduction 
of the SS-20 was 
a provocation at 
a time when the 
Soviet Union's 
missile forces 
had largely 
caught up with 
those of the US. 
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acted in response to European concerns, had gained 
ownership of the problem. As a consequence of the 
NATO deployments, the Soviets walked out of the 
arms talks.

Negotiations did not resume until 1985. Finally in 
1988, the Intermediate Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty 
eliminated all ground-launched missiles on both sides 
with ranges between 500 and 5,500 kilometers.

�e INF Treaty endured for 30 years before it was 
undercut by blatant violations by the Russians. �e 
United States pulled out of the treaty in 2019, and shortly 
thereafter, so did Russia.

STIRRING THE BALANCE
�ere was no compelling reason for the Soviets to 

introduce the SS-20. It was a provocative step when 
things were already going their way. Soviet missile 
forces, once clearly inferior to those of the West, had 
moved to a position of equality.

In the mid 1960s, the United States abandoned the 
goal of strategic superiority, canceled weapon systems, 
imposed a ceiling on missile and bomber forces, and 
sought parity with the Soviet Union. In 1969, the objec-
tive of détente—the relaxation of tension—was adopted, 
with the planning principle of “strategic su�ciency.”

By 1974, the Soviets were substantially ahead of the 
United States in ICBM launchers and reentry vehicles. 
�e US and NATO were outnumbered in conventional 
forces as well.

�e decision to deploy the SS-20 was made by So-
viet General Secretary Leonid Brezhnev on the advice 
of Defense Minister Dmitry Ustinov. Marshal Sergei 
Akhromeyev, a future chief of the general sta�, coun-
seled against it.

In the opinion of Brezhnev’s eventual successor, 
Mikhail Gorbachev, the deployment was “an unforgiv-
able adventure” that “re�ected the style of the Soviet 
leadership at the time” and “decision-making fraught 
with grave consequences for the country.”

�ere was some belief that the SS-20 was simply 
modernization of the aging Soviet medium-range force, 
but that does not seem to have been the primary reason.

“Every Soviet leader since Khrushchev saw the lesson 
that Khrushchev had been deposed in 1964 because he 
had lost the Cuban Missile Crisis against Kennedy in 
October 1962,” said NATO Deputy Assistant Secretary 

The Euromissile 
Showdown

By John T. Correll

Deployment of the Soviet SS-20 sent tremors 
through western Europe.

“Every Soviet 
leader since 
Khrushchev 
saw the 
lesson that 
Khrushchev 
had been 
deposed in 
1964 because 
he had lost 
the Cuban 
Missile Crisis 
against Ken-
nedy in Octo-
ber 1962.” 
—NATO Deputy 
Assistant Secre-
tary General for 
Emerging Securi-
ty Challenges 
Jamie Shea

In March 1976, the Soviet Union began deploying 
a new missile, the SS-20, that upset the balance 
of power in Europe. It was one of the pivotal 
events of the Cold War, igniting a confrontation 
between NATO and the USSR over medium-range 
“Euromissiles.” 

�e multiple-warhead SS-20 di�ered signi�cantly 
from its outmoded predecessors, the SS-4 and SS-5. It 
had a range of 5,000 kilometers—just short of the 5,500 
that would have made it subject to SALT treaty arms 
control—and could hit any point in Western Europe 
from launch sites in the Soviet Union. It was more ac-
curate than the older missiles. It was also mobile and 
easily concealed. 

NATO had nothing comparable. Its forward-de-
ployed nuclear forces in Europe were relatively short 
range, intended for operations along or just behind a 
European battle�eld. �ey could not easily reach targets 
in the Soviet Union.

For strategic deterrence—holding the Soviet home-
land at risk—NATO relied on the promise of extended 
protection by US intercontinental weapons, but the 
Europeans were not certain the US would use them in 
response to a limited attack.

�e Soviets hoped that even without an actual 
military con�ict, the SS-20s would intimidate the Eu-
ropeans, erode NATO cohesion, and perhaps lead to 
“decoupling” Europe from the US deterrent.

�e Europeans were alarmed, especially the West 
Germans, who wanted the United States to take action 
to restore NATO’s “�exible response” strategy in which 
weapons based on European soil were supposed to be 
a credible deterrent against a limited attack.

�e United States was initially reluctant to make any 
big changes, but to reassure the Europeans and head o� 
Soviet intentions, agreed to support the “Dual Track” 
policy that NATO adopted in 1979. 

One track sought to resolve the issue through negoti-
ation. �e second track was to deploy US intermediate- 
range weapons—ground-launched cruise missiles and 
Pershing II ballistic missiles—if arms control failed.

�e Soviets would not give up the SS-20s, so NATO 
began deployment of the US missiles in 1983. �ere was 
great furor on the European left, accusing the United 
States of fomenting an arms race. �e US, which had 
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General for Emerging Security Challenges Jamie Shea. “Every-
body feared failure above everything else.”

Brezhnev had been part of the coalition that ousted Khrush-
chev.  Looking back, Brezhnev made two big miscalculations. He 
underestimated the NATO reaction to the SS-20, and he did not 
believe the Alliance would deploy its own missiles to counter it.

DUAL TRACK
�e SS-20 was brought to public notice by West German 

chancellor Helmut Schmidt in a speech in October 1977. His 
references were general and indirect—he cited “disparities 
between East and West in nuclear tactical and conventional 
weapons”—but the US State Department and informed observ-
ers took notice and got the message.

 �e Europeans looked to the United States to take a central 
role. One choice was to deploy new missiles to counter the SS-
20. President Jimmy E. Carter hoped to avoid that, having come 
to o�ce earlier that year with nuclear arms reduction as one of 
his principal themes.

�e Soviets were unrelenting, however, and two possibili-
ties were advanced. �e US Army’s Pershing missile could be 
upgraded to Pershing II status with better range and accuracy, 
and the Air Force could adapt the Navy’s sea-launched Toma-
hawk as a mobile ground-launched cruise missile (GLCM) with 
even longer reach.

�e perception of the Carter White House was that “the Soviets 
would not risk launching SS-20s against Western Europe, but 
they would play upon European fears of vulnerability in order to 
obtain valuable political concessions from the West Europeans,” 
said William Leonard in an analysis for the Center for Strategic 
and International Studies.

Carter went ahead with Pershing II and GLCM to reassure the 
Europeans of the US commitment, to restore the credibility of 
NATO’s �exible response, and as bargaining leverage as arms 
control e�orts continued. 

Brezhnev reacted with threats and bluster. He o�ered to freeze 
SS-20 deployments at a total of 120 but only if NATO turned 
down the US missiles.

Despite hesitation by several member nations, notably the 
Netherlands and Belgium, the NATO ministers unanimously 
approved the Dual Track strategy Dec. 12, 1979. �e Soviet 
Union was put on four-year notice. Unless the Soviets agreed 
to a negotiated solution, NATO would begin the deployment in 
December 1983 of 108 Pershing II launchers and 464 GLCMs. 
To preclude an escalation in numbers, the US would more than 
compensate by a reduction of 1,000 in tactical nuclear warheads 
already in place.

THE MISSILES
The missile known to NATO as the SS-20 Saber was offi-

cially called the RSD-10 Pioneer by the Soviet rocket forces. 
It was a big improvement on the SS-4 and SS-5, which were 
described by The New York Times as “decrepit.”

The older missiles were not very accurate, liquid fueled, 
and slow to launch. The solid fuel SS-20 was highly accurate. 
Its range was 5,000 kilometers, a substantial gain on 2,000 
for the SS-4 and 4,000 for the SS-5. It was shuttled around 
on a multi-wheeled transport vehicle and accompanied by 
extra missiles so it could be reloaded. 

Most of the SS-20s were based in the Western Soviet Union 
opposite NATO. From sites in the Urals, they could reach 
London with range to spare.

As decision time on the Dual Track policy approached in 
1983, the Soviets were deploying SS-20s at the rate of one 

a week. More than 300 of them had been fielded, with 900 
warheads. 

The SS-4 and SS-5—like Pershing II and GLCM—had 
one warhead each. The SS-20 carried three independently 
targeted warheads.

The US Pershing II was a ballistic missile with fast launch 
and good accuracy. It could strike points in the Soviet Union 
in six to eight minutes. Its operational range was 1,770 kilo-
meters, not enough to hit the USSR from England or Italy, 
so it had to be forward-based in Germany.

The Air Force’s BGM-109G GLCM flew a course like that 
of an airplane. With an operational range of 2,500 kilome-
ters, it could reach the Soviet Union from bases in Britain.

GLCM was transported by a huge tractor-trailer. It was blasted 
out of the launch tube by a rocket booster. Seconds later, the 
stubby wings and control �ns snapped into place and a turbo-
fan engine took over to �y the GLCM on a planned path to its 
target. Sensors in the guidance system constantly matched the 
contour of the ground below with a digital map in the missile’s 
computer. It entered hostile territory at an altitude of about 50 
feet. �e GLCM’s capability to �y under the radar was a problem 
for the Soviets.

NEGOTIATIONS FAIL
�e Soviets refused for almost two years to engage in INF arms 

discussions unless NATO revoked its deployment decision, but 
then relented. Between 1981 and 1983, US and Soviet negotiators 
met repeatedly without any results.

In November 1981, President Ronald W. Reagan proposed 
the “Zero Option”: �e United States would eliminate all of its 
Pershing IIs and GLCMs if the Soviet Union would dismantle all 
of its SS-20s, SS-4s, and SS-5s. �e Soviets declined.

Brezhnev’s idea of a deal, which he put forth in 1982, would 
have included the British and French weapons—mostly subma-

A ground-launched cruise missile emerges from the 
transporter-erector launcher during a test firing at the Utah 
Test and Training Range in 1982. GLCMs were deployed to 
Belgium, Britain, Germany, Italy, and the Netherlands.
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Anti-nuclear 
protesters, part 
of a long-lasting 
contingent 
of protesters 
dubbed the 
"Women's Peace 
Camp," at RAF 
Greenham 
Common, Britain, 
during the arrival 
of GLCMs in 
1983. The site 
was designated 
historic in 2000. 

rine-based missiles not under NATO control—in the count. �e 
Soviets would keep the 300 SS-20s already deployed, but none 
of the US missiles would be permitted.

Another Soviet o�er would have included removing from 
Europe US tactical aircraft that could carry nuclear weapons. 
�e Soviets wanted to count several hundred F-4, A-6, and A-7 
American �ghter-bombers, but not 2,700 of their own Su-17s, 
Su-24s, and MiG-27s.

Brezhnev died in November 1983 and was succeeded by Yuri 
Andropov. If anything, the Soviet position became more bellig-
erent. Seeking to frighten the Europeans, the Soviets threatened 
to shift to a hair-trigger, launch-on-warning strategy if NATO 
deployed the Pershing II and GLCM.

Soviet threats had some e�ect in Europe, leading to large pro-
tests and demonstrations. “�e leaders of the peace movement 
tend to ignore the fact that by deploying these new missiles, the 
West is responding to an existing Soviet challenge,” said Bernard 
Kalb of NBC TV. Critics in the West predicted that the Soviets 
would never agree to zero-zero and urged NATO to take the 
best deal it could get.

Helmut Schmidt was isolated within his own Social Demo-
cratic Party and swept from o�ce. However, Helmut Kohl and the 
Christian Democrats, solidly aligned with the US deployment, 
won the 1982 German elections. In Britain, Prime Minister 
Margaret �atcher, also a strong supporter, led the Tories to a 
decisive victory in 1983.

In March 1983, NATO defense ministers endorsed Reagan’s 
Zero Option as the primary objective in arms talks, and in 
June, NATO foreign ministers gave formal approval to deploy 
US missiles. Only the Socialist government of Greece refused 
to agree.

In November, with the �rst Pershing IIs and GLCMs arriving 
in Europe, the Soviets walked out of the negotiations.

THE MISSILES ARRIVE
�e British anti-nuclear protesters got to the �rst GLCM base, 

RAF Greenham Common in Berkshire, before the missiles did. 
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A clutter of tents, house trailers, and rough facilities known as 
the “Women’s Peace Camp” had been set up outside the main 
gate since 1981.

 �e �rst GLCMs arrived Nov. 14, 1983, aboard an Air Force 
C-141. �e �rst Pershing IIs were delivered by truck to the Army 
base at Mutlangen, West Germany, on Nov. 26. Protesters did 
not manage to interfere with either deployment. 

NATO decided to withdraw another 1,400 nuclear warheads. 
�is was in addition to the 1,000 removals that had been part of 
the original Dual Track package, a net reduction of 2,400 war-
heads since 1979. �is would bring NATO’s nuclear stockpile to 
the lowest level in many years.

All of the Pershing IIs went to West Germany, but the GLCM 
was based in Italy, Belgium, Germany, and the Netherlands in 
addition to two locations in Britain. Deployments of both the US 
missiles and the SS-20s continued, as did anti-nuclear activity. 

�e women at Greenham Common came from all over the 
world. At one point, their numbers were su�cient to completely 
surround the base. In another instance, thousands of protesters 
formed a human chain that stretched 14 miles across the En-
glish countryside between Greenham Common and a nuclear 
weapons factory at Burgh�eld.

�e demonstrators were often disruptive, but they did not 
have a serious e�ect on operations or readiness of Pershing II 
or GLCM.

In February 1984, the Oxford Union staged a debate spun 
o� the Euromissile issue. �e proposition, as stated, was that 
“there is no moral di�erence between the US and USSR.” A 
noted Marxist argued for the resolution but to the surprise of 
the leftists, the debate was won—by a 271-232 vote of those 
attending—by US Secretary of Defense Caspar W. Weinberger, 
who spoke against it.

THE INF TREATY
�e INF talks, suspended with the Soviet walkout in 1983, 

were resumed in 1985, concurrent with sweeping changes in 
the leadership of the Soviet Union. �e new general secretary 
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was reformer Mikhail Gorbachev, following the brief regimes 
of Andropov (1982-1984) and Konstantin Chernenko (1984-
1985).

Success of the negotiations was not immediate. �e Soviets 
tried their old line one more time, proposing that the number 
of SS-20 warheads allowed be equal to that of the GLCM and 
the British and French forces combined. NATO did not agree.

In December 1987, Reagan and Gorbachev signed the INF 
Treaty and it went into e�ect in June 1988. It provided for all 
US and Soviet ground-launched missiles with ranges between 
500 and 5,500 kilometers to be eliminated. 

In e�ect, it was Reagan’s Zero Option. A total of 2,692 US 
and Soviet missiles were taken out: Pershing I, Pershing II, 
and the GLCM for the United States, and for the USSR, the 
SS-20, SS-4, SS-5, SS-12, and SS-23.

�e last of the cruise missiles left Greenham Common in 
1991, but the Women’s Peace Camp was not disbanded. It was 
maintained as a general protest against nuclear weapons until 
2000, when it became a commemorative and historic site.

�e INF Treaty had a long run but it did not last. �e Rus-
sians, again dissatis�ed with the balance of power, began 
covert development in 2008 of a short-range cruise missile, 
the 9M729.  Road mobile and ground launched, it was tested 
in 2014 and entered service in 2017.

�e new missile, called the SSC-8 in the West, was a vio-
lation of the INF Treaty. �e Obama administration in the 
United States protested repeatedly to Russia but was not 
willing to take the major step of withdrawing from an arms 
control treaty. 

�e Russians claimed the 9M729 had a range of only 490 
kilometers—conveniently short of INF constraint by the whis-
ker margin of 10 kilometers—but US intelligence reported 
�ights longer than that from the Russian base at Kasputin Yar.

WITHDRAWAL
In October 2018, President Donald Trump's adminis-

tration announced that the United States would leave the 
treaty and formally suspended compliance Feb. 2, 2019. 
US withdrawal would follow in six months unless Russia 

John T. Correll was editor in chief of Air Force Magazine for 
18 years and is a frequent contributor. His most recent article, 
“�e Ups and Downs of Close Air Support," appeared in the 
December issue.

returned to compliance by eliminating the 9M729. The 
next day, Russian President Vladimir Putin also declared 
suspension.

On Aug. 2, 2019, the State Department said Russia was still 
in “material breach” of the treaty and announced that the 
United States had formally withdrawn. �e Russian Foreign 
Ministry said that “the US has embarked on destroying all 
international agreements that do not suit them.”

�ere was considerable speculation that the end of the INF 
Treaty would bring on a new arms race. If so, the Russians 
began early. �ey already have four battalions of 9M729s, 
nuclear-capable but probably conventionally armed so far.

Concerned about the Russian INF violations, the US Con-
gress in 2017 and since has given approval and funding for 
development of conventional ballistic and cruise missiles to 
counter the 9M729. �e ground-launched cruise missile, a 
modi�ed Tomahawk, was test �red in August 2019 and again 
in December 2019.

Even so, the Russian missile is not equal to the SS-20 by a 
long shot, and both sides have substantial numbers of air- and 
sea-launched cruise missiles operating at intermediate ranges. 
�e immediate threat of destabilization is not nearly as great 
as it was during the Euromissile crisis in the 1970s and 1980s.

A key question is whether withdrawal from the INF Treaty is 
a preview of things to come. �e New Strategic Arms Reduction 
Treaty—New START—expires in February 2021 unless the US 
and Russia agree to extend it. 

New START limits the numbers of long-range missiles and 
bombers and the warheads they carry, but the demise of the 
INF Treaty has done major damage to the spirit of arms control.

“Without New START, there would be no legally binding 
limits on the world’s two largest nuclear arsenals for the �rst 
time since 1972,” the Arms Control Association said in a recent 
issue brief.                                        J

President 
Ronald Reagan 
(right) and 
Soviet General 
Secretary Mikhail 
Gorbachev 
sign the INF 
Treaty in 1987. 
The agreement 
provided for all 
US and Soviet 
ground-launched 
missiles with 
ranges between 
500 and 5,500 
kilometers to be 
eliminated.
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AIRMAN FOR LIFE

Marking the Spot Where Eight Airmen Were Lost

During a Cold War aerial refueling mission on 
Oct. 15, 1959, a B-52F and a KC-135A collided. Eight 
of the 12 crew members, all assigned to the 4228th 
Strategic Wing at Columbus AFB, Miss., were killed. 
The incident occurred above Hardinsburg, Ky. 

The  Air Force Association’s General Russell 
E. Dougherty Chapter 407 raised  $3,000 in just 
over four months to sponsor an approved Com-
monwealth of Kentucky Historical Marker near the 
Hardinsburg crash site. The marker was dedicated 
on Oct. 15, 2019, the 60th anniversary of the inci-
dent, with 30 relatives of the airmen who flew the 
mission in attendance.         

A B-52F (#57-036) assigned to the 492nd Bom-
bardment Squadron and commanded by Capt. 
William G. Gutshall would be one of 12 airborne 
B-52s flying a predesignated 15-hour “Operation 
Steel Trap” mission that day.  A “Steel Trap” mission 
of that duration would require at least two aerial 
refuelings from KC-135A Stratotankers. Flying a 
“racetrack” pattern in the skies above western 
Kentucky, a KC-135A (#57-1513) under the command 
of Maj. Robert H. Imho� awaited the first scheduled 
refueling for #57-036 about four-and-a-half hours 
into the mission.

At 6:40 p.m., the two aircraft began to refuel, 31,500 
feet above Hardinsburg, Ky. Six minutes into the 
operation, the two aircraft came into contact with 
each other, igniting an intense fireball that could be 
seen up to 150 miles away in Cincinnati. The KC-135 
immediately disintegrated and all four crew members 
were lost. The B-52F maintained integrity long enough for four of 
the six crew members to successfully eject. 

According to the accident investigation report, the bulk of the KC-
135A fell to Earth near Ruby Jones and Briscoll Thurman’s farmhouse, 
cutting a trench 75 feet long and 35 feet wide. The main portion of 
the B-52F hit the ground about two miles away, near the Whitier farm; 

By Col. Je�rey W. Decker, USAF (Ret.) 

Updates on AFA’s activities, outreach, awards, and advocacy.

with other significant wreckage on the Reason Se-
bastian farm in the vicinity of the Blacklick Baptist 
Church. The section of the fuselage carrying the 
weapons dug a crater 35 feet long, 10 feet wide, 
and 4 feet deep. A separate accident report filed by 
the Nuclear Safety Research Directorate confirmed 
the two weapons maintained their integrity and 
the radiation survey conducted during recovery 
operations did not detect any related radioactivity.

The four surviving crew members landed near the 
village of Glen Dean, Ky. Maj. Milton E. Chatham and 
Captain Gutshall were assisted by Ray Ashey and 
Raymond Sosh, who brought them to Critchelow’s 
Store. The remaining two survivors, Capt. James 
Strother and 1st Lt. Gino Fugazzi, were transported 
to the hastily arranged “command post.”

Luckily there were no casualties on the ground.  
An engine o� the B-52F landed 50 feet from one 
bystander, and the KC-135A wreckage missed a 
farmhouse by only about 100 yards.  

Crowds gathered to see the spectacle. Accord-
ing to news accounts, more than 1,000 cars were 
parked along the two-lane road as the sun rose, 
as local residents came to see what happened. My 
father-in-law recalled observing the fireball from 
some 80 miles away while attending a pep rally 
at his high school in Louisville, Ky.—assuming his 
crosstown rivals were enjoying a heck of a bonfire. 
AFA Chapter 407 Treasurer, retired CMSgt.  Bobbie 
Smith, remembers that “many people after hearing 
the explosion thought an oil well had exploded.”

Recovery operations began the next day and 
lasted three weeks. The citizens of Breckinridge 

and Grayson Counties went back to their lives, and SAC continued 
the airborne alert missions until the late 1960s.  

Today, the kids who wore bobby socks and were driving into the 
night to catch a glimpse of that incident are now in their late 70s, 
while the B-52 and KC-135 aircraft continue to serve the US Air Force, 
playing a pivotal role in our current conflicts.   J

This new 
roadside 
marker (left) 
honors eight 
crew members 
who lost their 
lives on Oct. 
15, 1959, in a  
midair collision.  
Right: 
Members of the 
KC-135 crew. 
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4228th Strategic Wing
Those who lost their lives that day 
included:

■ Maj. Robert H. Imho�,
KC-135A commander

■ Capt. Lyle P. Burgess, 
B-52 instructor navigator

■ First Lt. Donald Arger, 
B-52 co-pilot

■ First Lt. William E. Epling, 
KC-135A co-pilot

■ First Lt. John W. Mosby, 
B-52 navigator

■ First Lt. Harold E. Hemlick, 
KC-135A navigator

■ TSgt. Howard L. Nelms, B-52 
tail gunner 

■ SSgt. Paul E. Thomasson, KC-
135A boom operator

Those who survived the crash 
included:

■ Maj. Milton E. Chatham, 
B-52 instructor pilot

■ Capt. William G. Gutshall, 
B-52 commander

■ Capt. James W. Strother, 
B-52 radar navigator

■ First Lt. Gino Fugazzi, 
B-52 electronic warfare o�icer
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ROY CARRINGTON KIRTLAND 

Born: May 14, 1874, Fort 
Benton, Mont.
Died: May 2, 1941, Mo� ett 
Field, Calif.
College: Army War College
Occupation: US military 
o� icer
Services: US Army—Infantry 
(1898-1911); Signal Corps (1911-
18); Air Service (1918-26); Air 
Corps (1926-38 and 1941).
Main Era: Pioneer
Years of Service: 1898-1938 
and 1941
War Zones: Philippine Insur-
rection, World War I
Final Grade: Colonel
Famous Friend: Gen. Henry H. 
“Hap” Arnold
Resting place: Fort Rosen-
crans National Cemetery, Calif.

KIRTLAND AIR FORCE BASE

State: New Mexico
Nearest City: Albuquerque
Area: Approx. 80.6 sq mi / 
51,558 acres
Status: Open, operational
Opened as Albuquerque 
Army Air Base: March 8, 1941
Renamed Kirtland Army Air 
Field: Feb. 24, 1942
Renamed Kirtland Air Force 
Base: Jan. 13, 1948
Current owner: Air Force 
Global Strike Command
Former owners: AAF Training 
Command, AAF Air Materiel 
Command,  Air Force Systems 
Command, Military Airlift 
Command, Air Force Materiel 
Command
Home of: 58th Special 
Operations Wing, 150th SOW, 
Nuclear Weapons Center, Air 
Force Operational Test and 
Evaluation Center
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KIRTLAND
Ring Leader

1/ Col. Roy Kirtland. 2/ CV-22 Ospreys 
take o�  from Kirtland AFB, N.M.  3/ Roy 
Carrington Kirtland, undated.

1

3

Mere months after his death in 1941, Col. Roy C. Kirtland 
was accorded a high honor: Albuquerque Army Air Base, 
N.M., was renamed Kirtland Army Air Field.

It was an unusually speedy step, directed by none 
other than Gen. Henry H. Arnold, Chief of Sta�  of US 
Army Air Forces.

Kirtland was the man who in 1911 recommended Arnold 
for military flight training. More importantly, Kirtland was 
a genuine aviation pioneer who, in the early days of Army 
flight, helped plant the seeds of the modern Air Force.

Roy Carrington Kirtland enlisted in the infantry in 1898 
and was commissioned in 1901. In 1911 
he transferred to the Army Signal Corps 
and helped set up its Aviation School at 
College Park, Md.

He learned to fly, becoming one of the 
first Army pilots. In 1911-12, he took part 
in experimental work involving airborne 
radio transmission, photography, night 
flying, and aerial bombing.

Yet Kirtland’s greatest contributions came in working 
to free Army aviation from the Signal Corps’ bureaucracy 
and pettiness.

Kirtland led a 1913 pilots’ revolt at Texas City, Tex. The 
Aviation School moved there to support a division in 
anticipation of war with Mexico, but this unit su� ered 
from inept leadership by non-pilots. Its junior pilots 
threatened to abandon aviation altogether unless the 
Army fired several senior o� icers.

The Army met these demands, but Kirtland was forever 
tagged as “the ring leader” of a “an incipient mutiny,” 
according to a foe.

In another infamous incident, Kirtland acted as a key 

witness in the 1915 Goodier court-martial. He revealed 
unsafe flying practices, improper command actions, 
bribery, and fraud. Kirtland was again fingered as 
insubordinate.

These incidents helped to generate concerns that 
eventually led to a clean break with the Signal Corps 
and establishment of a new Air Service in 1918. Kirtland’s 
career entered onto a di� erent path.

Kirtland left the field of aviation and returned for a 
while to the infantry. After the US entered World War 
I, he was recalled to aviation but did not take up a 

flying position. He was given orders to 
organize and command an Air Service 
Mechanics Regiment in France, which 
he accomplished.

 After the war, Kirtland became a 
flight instructor, but he mostly com-
manded aviation supply depots and 
training units. In the 1920s, he spent 

years in Army schools and on the General Sta� .
In 1930-31, he served as acting commandant of the 

Air Corps Tactical School at Langley Field, Va. Then, he 
was assigned as Air O� icer of 2nd Corps Area in New 
York and of 9th Corps Area in San Francisco. His last 
duty was on the inspector general’s sta� .

Kirtland retired as a colonel in 1938 after 40 years in 
uniform. In 1941, he was reactivated but died of a heart 
attack at Mo� ett Field on May 2, 1941, a few days shy of 
age 67. He was the Army’s third oldest pilot.

On Jan. 13, 1948, USAF renamed the field “Kirtland 
Air Force Base.” It is home to 58th Special Operations 
Wing, 150th SOW, and USAF’s Nuclear Weapons Center, 
among other units.                             ✪
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