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The Air Force Association, founded in 1946, exists to promote 
Air Force airpower. 

The AFA mission is to promote a dominant United States Air 
Force and a strong national defense and to honor Airmen 
and our Air Force Heritage. To accomplish this, we: 

EDUCATE the public about the critical need for unmatched 
aerospace power and a technically superior workforce to 
ensure US national security;

ADVOCATE for aerospace power and STEM education; and

SUPPORT the Total Air Force family and promote aero-
space education.

AFA is a 501(c)(3) independent, nonpartisan, nonprofit edu-
cational organization, to which all donations are tax deduct-
ible. With your help we will be able to expand our programs 
and their impact. We need your support and ongoing finan-
cial commitment to realize our goals.

AFA disseminates information through Air Force Magazine, 
airforce-magazine.com, the General Billy Mitchell Institute 
for Airpower Studies, national conferences and symposia, 
and other forms of public outreach. Learn more about AFA by 
visiting us on the Web at www.afa.org.

About the Air Force Association
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intRoDUction

Americans expect that the nation’s armed forces will always 
deter or, if necessary, defeat adversaries across all domains—
air, space, cyber, sea, and land. For decades, Air Force weap-
onry, expertise, and valor have provided a significant share of 
the actual power underwriting this security guarantee.

Air Force airpower dominance has been a bargain for the na-
tion. But today, the nation finds itself in a $16 trillion deficit. As 
Washington struggles to cope with this historic US debt, the 
nation has reached a strategic turning point that will shape our 
defense posture and military options for decades.

The Administration has outlined a new national defense strate-
gy, shaped by rising threats abroad and economic challenges 
at home. With the new approach, the United States military 
no longer will be sized, shaped, and trained to conduct long, 
large-scale, ground-oriented stability operations. We have al-
ready withdrawn forces from Iraq and are withdrawing large 
numbers from Afghanistan. This tracks with the Administra-
tion’s avowed strategy, which calls for creating smaller, more 
agile forces better suited to intervention operations in the 
Asia-Pacific region. But even with a smaller American military, 
the US will still need to counter terrorism and irregular military 
threats, and it must also be able to deter and defeat large-
scale, cross-border aggression; maintain a safe, secure, and 
effective nuclear deterrent; and defend the homeland. 

Air Force airpower will shoulder a large share of this new strat-
egy. The Air Force, which comprises the Total Force—Active 
Duty, Guard, and Reserve components and civilians—stands 
forth with its speed, unique range, and flexibility to project 
rapid decisive power. Airpower, with in-flight refueling, can 
quickly cover long distances—a perfect fit with a strategy 

emphasizing the Pacific Region and tough challenges in the 
greater Middle East. However, our nation’s economic health 
endangers our ability to modernize and sustain these capabili-
ties. Hasty or ill-advised decisions made in a time of austerity 
could dangerously limit the options of future Commanders in 
Chief.

Air Force people are the other key component to the Ser-
vice’s success. They have earned and deserve the high-
est level of care and support this nation can provide. Even 
more than equipment, they are absolutely indispensable 
to maintaining the nation’s airpower. This document de-
fines the role of the United States Air Force and airpower 
in terms of this country’s national defense and highlights 
present concerns for USAF’s fate.

Savings are needed, but it is possible to cut our forces too 
deeply. The Air Force’s air and ballistic missile fleets are older 
and smaller than they have ever been. Every T-38 trainer, KC-
135 tanker, and B-52 long-range strike aircraft is old enough 
to join AARP, and the Air Force aircraft inventory is the small-
est it has been in its entire history. The men and women who 
volunteer to defend this country, in times of war and peace, 
to engage in conflict and humanitarian efforts, deserve suf-
ficient and reliable equipment to execute the nation’s national 
security strategy. 

AFA believes the Air Force’s equipment, as a matter of na-
tional priority, must be modernized—or we will risk failure.

a national asset
Without USAF’s air dominance, our land and maritime surface 
forces will be more vulnerable to attack and our enemies will 
enjoy a sanctuary from such attack.



2

aiR foRce aSSociation

Without the Air Force’s space communications and airborne 
intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR), other US 
forces will have great difficulty finding the enemy, much less 
mounting an effective attack.

Without Air Force transport and refueling aircraft, US forces 
cannot get to the battle quickly or sustain action for long pe-
riods. 

The Air Force is a national asset. Its actions serve not only its 
own operational needs and requirements but those of other 
armed services and allied forces and civilian communities in 
times of humanitarian crisis. Our Guard and Reserve compo-
nents continue to be superb investments, providing critical Air 
Force capabilities during challenging times. 

the Role of the air force
Since its founding by law as a separate and independent ser-
vice in 1947, the Air Force has had a clear and singular mili-
tary role—to be “organized, trained, and equipped for prompt 
and sustained offensive and defensive air operations.” The 
role of Air Force airpower is not solely to serve as support to 
ground and sea forces; it can be even more valuable to the 
nation when its capabilities are employed to deter and defend 
attacks against the United States, maintain regional stability, 
ensure the success of indigenous forces (such as in Bosnia 
or Libya), and achieve desired outcomes independently of 
other force elements (such as in Kosovo). In short, the Air 
Force provides alternatives to achieve national security ob-
jectives with less risk to American life and treasure—the Air 
Force projects power without the same level of vulnerability 
as surface forces. Fortunately, as global threats have prolifer-
ated, so have the capabilities of the Air Force. Today’s Total 
Force provides: 

n Global Vigilance—worldwide military awareness.

n Global Reach—worldwide scope to project military capabili-
ties.

n Global Power—worldwide effects, from rapid mobility to 
rapid strike.

In military strategy, global awareness, range, and power as 
appropriate to mission needs are vital. Air, space, and cyber 
power are fundamental assets for projecting and sustaining 
US military power abroad in any form.

Four core capabilities that define the Air Force: 

n Control of air, space, and cyberspace. Before the US 
military can do anything on the Earth’s surface the Air Force 
must control these domains to assure access and freedom 
of operation. Air, space, and cyberspace will be increasingly 
contested as states and non-state actors acquire advanced 
kinetic and non-kinetic technologies. Jamming, anti-satellite, 

electromagnetic pulse, cyber attack, and anti-access/area-
denial (A2/AD) capabilities are growing. This means we must 
continue to strengthen our own capabilities in cybersecurity, 
missile warning, positional navigation and timing, satellite 
communications, space situational awareness, and space 
launch. 

Without such control, our ability to conduct military operations 
will be severely limited, our joint teammates will be subjected 
to unacceptable risk, and our strategic choices will be in-
creasingly constrained. 

n Provide responsive, persistent, accurate, and predictive 
ISR. The Air Force’s unique air, space, and cyber ISR capabili-
ties provide America an unparalleled decision-making advan-
tage. The Air Force, national leaders, and joint and combined 
partners depend on Air Force ISR to plan and execute opera-
tions.

n Rapidly move people and materiel/cargo. Military opera-
tions rely on USAF airlifters and tankers to haul people, fuel, 
and equipment quickly and precisely around the world. Rap-
id global mobility underpins US crisis response, long-range 
strike, joint combat support, humanitarian relief, and global 
logistics.

n Hold any target at risk. The Air Force possesses unique 
abilities to achieve precise lethal and non-lethal effects that 
shape the strategic behavior of others, often at long range 
and in heavily defended environments. This requires specially 
trained people, modern systems, and meticulous planning.

Taken together, the nation’s air, space, and cyber power—
embodied predominantly in the Air Force—are indispensable 
components of America’s military prowess. The Air Force can 
shape the global environment, deter adversaries, rapidly mo-
bilize and deploy in a changing battlespace, deliver precise 
combat effects on a global basis, and underwrite the joint 
force in its many and varied operations.

AFA believes that if America is to continue to benefit from 
these capabilities, there is a dire need to invest in Air Force 
airpower, making wise decisions on allocating capital and 
training personnel for these tasks. 

an endangered force
The Air Force’s Airmen and equipment have rarely been un-
der greater stress and strain than today, thanks to more than 
two decades of sustained combat operations combined with 
wholly inadequate investment in modern equipment.

In recent years, the Air Force has been engaged in either 
concurrent or continuously sequential combat operations —in 
Iraq, Serbia, Kosovo, Afghanistan, Somalia, and Libya, as well 
as in the decade-plus enforcement of the UN-mandated no-
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fly-zone over Iraq. Furthermore, numerous difficult and long-
running humanitarian operations have added to that stress.

Yet the Air Force continues to shrink. It has fewer personnel 
than at any time since it became an independent service in 
1947. Force structure and inventories of aircraft and space-
craft have fallen to record low levels. Last year’s request for 
new aircraft was the lowest since 1915. Underinvestment has 
resulted in fleets of aircraft, ballistic missiles, and satellites in 
operation well beyond original design expectations.

The Air Force is running out of bandages to cover these cuts. 
Over the past decade, the service has eliminated multiple 
layers from its command structures, combined staff offices, 
retired older aircraft, and reduced training hours, all while con-
tinuing to carry out its assigned missions around the world. 
This comes at a cost:

n The nation’s Airmen have been run ragged, and essential 
career fields, such as pararescue, combat control, and explo-
sive ordnance disposal, are officially categorized as under-
manned and stressed.

n Old aircraft take more and more time—and money—to keep 
ready. 

n Readiness indicators of Air Force hardware have fallen 
throughout the last decade. 

n The Air Force fields the oldest aircraft inventory in its his-
tory. B-52 long-range strike aircraft and KC-135 tankers are 
now over 50 years old. 

n The Service is buying few replacements. In fact, the Air 
Force replacement cycle now stands at 100 years, and if 
remotely piloted aircraft (RPAs) are removed from the equa-
tion, the replacement rate soars to 160 years. Both the Navy 
and Army have been authorized to acquire more aircraft in 
the upcoming fiscal year than the Air Force. In fact, the Navy 
aircraft procurement budget for Fiscal Year 2013 is 53 per-
cent higher than the Air Force’s.

At this low rate of modernization, the Air Force the nation has 
come to rely upon is not sustainable.

The shrinkage has not ended. If Congress permits, the Air 
Force plans to retire more than 500 aircraft in the coming years 
and to refurbish F-16s, F-15s, and A-10s until the F-35 comes 
on line to replace them. Even relatively new Air Force aircraft, 
like the stealthy B-2 bomber and the C-17 airlifter, have been 
in service for over 20 years, making them old by any objective 
standard.

An Air Force cannot be built overnight. It takes years of sus-
tained investment to acquire and train the force to a well-honed 
cutting edge. The Administration’s new defense strategy 

makes the nation more dependent on the Air Force than ever 
before. Yet it is contradicted by budget actions that impose 
disproportionate cuts on the Service. The Air Force’s share of 
the Department of Defense (DOD) budget fell by nearly 10 
percent over the past decade to a record low of 21 percent. 
While the Army top-line budget grew by almost a billion dol-
lars, DOD took a $5.2 billion cut from FY12 to FY13 with the 
Air Force absorbing $4.8 billion of the cut. The new strategic 
guidance needs to be empowered with a balanced and mean-
ingful reallocation in resources.

The Air Force Association believes that Congress and 
the Administration should be strengthening the nation’s 
air, space, and cyber forces in the face of newly emergent 
needs and challenges, not whittling them down even fur-
ther as in years past. Under current plans, there is a dis-
connect between the new defense strategy and the Air 
Force required to execute it. Congress and the Administra-
tion must take the necessary steps today to ensure lead-
ers have dominant capabilities when they are needed in 
the future.

five major Steps
The Secretary of the Air Force and the Chief of Staff have laid 
out their top five priorities to meet this need.

I. Strengthen the Nuclear Enterprise
The US Air Force has a national requirement to maintain a 
modern, reliable, and highly capable strategic nuclear force 
that discourages adversaries, promotes stability, and provides 
extended deterrence. Today’s inventory of US nuclear weap-
ons is smaller than at any time since the 1950s, when the Cold 
War with the Soviet Union stimulated significant development 
and fielding of Air Force aircraft, nuclear weapons, and bal-
listic and cruise missiles.

Today’s threats are more global and less clear in the volatile 
geopolitical landscape in which we now find ourselves. While 
the New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) with Rus-
sia reduces strategic stockpiles even further, China, Pakistan, 
North Korea, and India—some of whom are unstable or hostile 
nations—are building and increasing their own nuclear stock-
piles. Preserving our own deterrent capabilities will require a 
thorough assessment of any proposed nuclear force reduc-
tions beyond those taken under New START. 

Cuts to very low levels could make the US arsenal a tempt-
ing target for surprise attacks by enemies seeking to deliver a 
knockout punch. With today’s US arsenal, that kind of attack 
is inconceivable.

We cannot assume potential enemies and aggressors will 
share our values, restraints, and strategic calculations. Our 
allies, who have long enjoyed security provided by the Ameri-
can nuclear umbrella, are concerned and watching closely. If 
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we cut our nuclear forces in such a way that our allies doubt 
our ability to provide protection, nuclear proliferation could ac-
celerate. 

The nation needs a secure and reliable ICBM force, an ad-
equate number of nuclear-capable long-range strike aircraft 
able to penetrate modern defenses, and a strong and secure 
nuclear infrastructure. Nuclear test equipment, vehicles, and 
other mission-critical hardware and infrastructure, often ne-
glected over the years, are fundamental to the nuclear mission 
and must be recapitalized. 

The Administration has reaffirmed its commitment to both the 
long-range strike aircraft and ICBM portions of the triad, but 
while the Air Force is slated to acquire a new long-range strike 
aircraft to supplement and ultimately replace the B-52 and 
B-2, AFA cannot help but note the long history of program de-
ferrals, curtailments, and cancellations. 

AFA applauds the Air Force’s commitment to extend the 
service life of its ICBMs and bombers and to produce a 
future long-range standoff nuclear-capable cruise missile. 
AFA urges Congress to provide funding and authorization 
for life extension programs that ensure safe, reliable, sur-
vivable, and secure nuclear weapons and support equip-
ment and infrastructure.

II. Work With Partners in Today’s Fights
The Air Force is building the capabilities and capacities of the 
Iraqi and Afghan air forces so they can employ airpower on 
their own, thereby reducing their need for US support and for 
a large US contingency response in the future. 

Strong, foundational aviation capabilities in our partner nations 
enable successful, sustainable security within their borders 
and contribute to regional stability. Successful partnerships 
ensure interoperability, integration, and interdependence be-
tween air forces, enabling effective coalition operations.

The Air Force currently has military cooperation agreements 
with over 30 countries around the world. American Airmen 
work with foreign air forces in over 145 countries. That coop-
eration will only increase as the Air Force itself gets smaller. 
Closer ties with allied air forces will let the Air Force main-
tain—and in some cases expand—its global presence without 
dedicating people or materiel. In return, partner nations can 
take advantage of training and equipment via Foreign Military 
Sales.

The Department of Defense needs to seek broader access to 
global bases. This is in line with the Air Force push to cultivate 
new partnerships with friendly nations. This is especially im-
portant as we shift our focus from the Middle East to Asia and 
the Pacific.

AFA supports partnering with other nations and key allies 
to extend much needed presence in the Asia-Pacific Re-
gion and worldwide and to sustain their essential contri-
butions to Joint and Coalition forces.

III. Develop and Care for Airmen, Their Families, and Vet-
erans
Airmen and their families are what make the Air Force the best 
in the world. AFA believes they deserve world-class support 
from Congress and the American people.

Air Force effectiveness depends first and foremost on the 
readiness and dedication of our Airmen. Disproportionate cuts 
to the Air Force budget in FY13 have forced a proposed end 
strength reduction of 9,900 Airmen to protect essential capa-
bilities while avoiding a hollow force. Still, the Air Force re-
mains committed to providing quality programs while funding 
sustainable, cost-effective services to maintain the community 
and resiliency of Airmen and their families.

This nation has an obligation to those who have served 
and sacrificed on our behalf. As budget discussions inten-
sify, AFA believes it is imperative to recognize military and 
veteran benefits are earned through years of service, sac-
rifice, and in many cases, personal injury and disability. 
AFA believes our national leaders must protect benefits  
for Airmen, their families, and veterans from erosion.

With respect to specific programs:

Health Care: TRICARE is an earned benefit that meets the 
unique demands of military service. AFA recognizes that TRI-
CARE fees and co-pays cannot remain fixed at current rates in 
perpetuity and supports mechanisms to increase them based 
on cost-of-living increases. AFA believes this is a reasonable 
approach.

AFA remains firmly opposed to raising TRICARE fees at medi-
cal inflation rates, which exceed the annual cost of living ad-
justments to retired pay. 

The Administration’s latest budget planned to shift about $13 
billion in health care costs to military retirees over the next five 
years. The proposed fee increases attempt to move health-
care costs to beneficiaries under the guise of making military 
and private sector benefits comparable. However, the private 
sector’s conditions of employment do not compare to the mili-
tary’s long, frequent, and often short-notice deployments into 
danger, frequent and involuntary moves, family separations, 
long duty hours, and high-stress work.

AFA opposes any effort to diminish TRICARE benefits for 
current or retired Airmen. 
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Medical Bureaucracy: Some in Congress have suggested the 
military health care system be reorganized into a Unified Medi-
cal Command that would function independent of the Ser-
vices. While most agree that the current structures of DOD’s 
Health Affairs and the TRICARE Management Activity are 
large, overly expensive, and maddeningly inefficient, a joint 
structure is not the answer. A Unified Medical Command will 
add yet another layer of bureaucracy to an already bloated 
management structure and further remove health manage-
ment from the people it is intended to serve.

AFA supports the Joint Chiefs of Staff view that a Unified 
Medical Command is unnecessary and unwise.

Veteran Health and Well-being: American veterans face many 
serious problems beyond poor health and disability. These in-
clude a huge backlog of claims, widespread homelessness, 
and high levels of unemployment.

The Department of Veterans Affairs is losing the battle to shrink 
the claims backlog. In March 2010, the VA reported 500,000 
claims pending adjudication with 200,000 of those pending 
for over 125 days. By March 2012, pending claims had almost 
doubled, to 900,000, with 600,000 pending for more than 125 
days. This is unacceptable. Our veterans deserve timely, com-
plete, and accurate handling of their claims.

We must find a way to take care of the veterans and retirees of 
our armed forces who have dedicated years and decades of 
their lives to protecting this country.

Homelessness among veterans is a national disgrace. On any 
given night, as many as 300,000 veterans are on the streets or 
living in shelters. The VA has launched an aggressive plan to 
eradicate homelessness among veterans by 2015, for which 
they have requested and received additional funds.

Veterans, especially those with post-traumatic stress prob-
lems and traumatic brain injury, need more and better training 
in job and living skills to help them reintegrate into civilian life. 
In the past few years, the Department of Defense and Depart-
ment of Veterans Affairs have made important strides. 

AFA applauds the progress made so far in these areas. 
These efforts must continue to be adequately funded.

Electronic Medical Records: AFA believes strongly in the im-
plementation of a common DOD-VA electronic medical record 
(EMR). A common EMR will improve efficiency and accuracy 
and reduce costs. Also, the EMR will ease the warrior’s transi-
tion from the DOD to the VA system. However, movement has 
been slow in executing such a system, despite the verbal sup-
port of many. 

AFA believes continued pressure must be applied to as-
sure movement on the EMR project and to find more ef-

ficient processing systems to ensure no veteran is over-
looked or “lost in the system.”

Veteran Unemployment: The unemployment rate for separated 
Iraq and Afghanistan veterans rose to 12.1 percent in 2011, 
up from 11.5 percent in 2010. Often, these servicemen and 
servicewomen have the skills to qualify for civilian professions, 
but federal hiring authorities are rarely present during Service 
transition workshops meant to prepare separating service 
members for civilian employment. 

AFA encourages more involvement in these workshops 
and pushes for employers to hire returning veterans and 
take advantage of the skills they possess. 

Military Retirement: The Administration’s FY13 defense bud-
get also includes an initiative to establish a BRAC-style com-
mission to make recommendations on “modernizing” the mili-
tary retirement system to reduce costs. The military retirement 
program is an earned compensation for extended service and 
sacrifice for our nation.

It is the military’s most powerful force management tool. A 
credible and robust retirement system is key to recruitment, 
retention, and readiness. There needs to be very careful study 
before going down this road.

AFA encourages and urges the Administration to estab-
lish the retirement commission with thoughtful and knowl-
edgeable representatives from the military communities 
and government first, and then the private sector. Any de-
cision to change the retirement system must grandfather 
current and retired military members.

IV. Modernize Air, Space, and Cyber Assets
Air dominance is not an American birthright. Emerging pow-
ers and potential future adversaries increasingly threaten our 
capabilities as they develop significant air threats. They are 
inserting inexpensive yet advanced radars, sensors, jammers, 
and weapons into existing airframes and are pursuing their 
own fifth generation combat aircraft.

China boasts three new stealth fighter prototypes. Russia has 
an advanced aircraft in the works and is developing and sell-
ing highly advanced surface-to-air missile systems around the 
world. Today’s USAF fourth generation aircraft cannot hope to 
survive in these environments. Though direct conflict with Rus-
sia may not be likely, it is only a matter of time before American 
forces encounter Russian-developed weaponry fielded by 
other hostile nations or groups. Meanwhile, our weapon sys-
tems have been worn out by two decades of sustained com-
bat operations. They are now aged and expensive to repair.

To reverse its force structure decline, the Air Force plans to be-
gin large-scale recapitalization in the 2020s, when it expects 
to acquire large numbers of the stealthy F-35 multirole fighter 
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and the KC-46 tanker, plus a T-38 trainer replacement, and a 
new long-range strike aircraft. Thirty years’ worth of deferred 
buys are now scheduled for a single decade—a process that 
will prove challenging even under the best conditions.

Recent budget decisions are not helping. In a quest to hus-
band near-term dollars, leaders are once again delaying pro-
grams. Such “savings” are greatly outweighed by the ineffi-
ciencies they create. Program upheaval injects new costs as 
companies adjust staffing, tooling, and facility requirements. 

In addition, funding instabilities can lead to program cancella-
tions, waste taxpayer dollars, and stifle innovation, research, 
and development. This forces the Air Force to spend vast sums 
to extend the lives of and to maintain its existing systems. 

Long-Range ISR/Strike Systems: AFA believes the US must 
be able to hold at risk any significant target on the Earth’s sur-
face with conventional ordnance—and to do so with real-time 
information. In practical terms, this means we must develop 
and acquire a new long-range ISR/strike aircraft that can pen-
etrate, survive, and locate adversary systems and engage 
them as soon as they are located. 

Today’s Air Force B-1s, B-2s, and B-52s are becoming rela-
tively less capable every day, and all three aircraft are dated. 
The future challenges of long-distance operations and the 
danger of ever more sophisticated air defenses is a reality and 
must be addressed with new capabilities.

AFA applauds the Administration’s decision to produce in 
significant quantities a new long-range, penetrating, nu-
clear-capable ISR/strike aircraft capable of both manned 
and unmanned operations. We urge full Congressional 
support to ensure the new aircraft will be ready well be-
fore the current B-52 and B-1 aircraft inventories go out 
of service.

Fighter/Attack Aircraft: The stealthy F-35A multidimensional 
ISR/strike fighter is the centerpiece of USAF’s plans for future 
precision ISR/attack operations and a major portion of its air 
superiority operations. The F-35—along with the F-22—intro-
duces a completely new set of distributed, networked infor-
mation and strike capabilities that can “checkmate” any ad-
versary. Our ability to overcome sophisticated A2/AD threats 
will become increasingly important. Thus far, we only have two 
aircraft, the F-22 and B-2 (in limited numbers) that can pene-
trate such heavily defended airspaces. This Association urges 
Congress to recognize the critical nature of the capability in 
the F-35 program and provide strong support for a very long 
production run.

Today’s planned F-35 procurement rate is insufficient to re-
place aging F-15s and F-16s as they retire, making a fighter 
shortfall inevitable. This low procurement rate increases the 
cost per aircraft and thus the total procurement cost. While 

modifying older F-16s is necessary to mitigate the fighter 
shortfall, it is inadequate and will produce an unacceptable 
level of risk to our national security. 

AFA urges an Administration and Congressional commit-
ment to a higher production rate to purchase F-35s more 
efficiently and to prevent the fighter deficit from widening.

Airborne ISR Systems: All Services depend on the global in-
tegrated ISR capabilities provided by the Air Force. These ca-
pabilities capture essential intelligence by collecting, process-
ing, analyzing, and disseminating critical information across 
military operations. Because these systems require constant 
modernization due to the evolving environments they operate 
in, Air Force plans to expand airborne ISR must be supported. 
With this comes the need for sufficient trained manpower to 
process in a timely manner the flood of data these systems 
produce.

Tanker Modernization: The Air Force simply must succeed with 
a timely acquisition of new KC-46A refueling aircraft to replace 
its Eisenhower-era KC-135s. The Air Force’s tanker inventory 
is the foundation of US power projection and is vital to over-
coming the tyranny of distance that defines the vast Pacific 
region. It allows USAF to move supplies, strike over great dis-
tances, and keep combat aircraft operating in their assigned 
battlespace. The KC-46 tanker will usher in a new era of in-
creased capability, efficiency, and affordability. It can refuel all 
fixed wing receiver aircraft and carry more passengers, cargo, 
and patients. And the KC-46’s robust defensive systems and 
cockpit armor protection will provide enhanced survivability. 

AFA believes the KC-46A will revolutionize our nation’s 
ability to employ tankers and will ensure the Air Force’s fu-
ture ability to provide Global Vigilance, Reach, and Power. 
Congress must recognize the vital nature of this acquisi-
tion and give it unqualified support. AFA believes the KC-
46 must be fielded promptly and with a stable procurement 
schedule.

Training aircraft: The Air Force is currently flying a T-38 trainer 
that will be over 60 years old by 2020 and still does not have an 
executable replacement program in the budget cycle. There 
are acknowledged training gaps in training today’s combat 
pilots and the T-X would provide affordable, effective training 
for future pilots. Today, the T-38 is already an old aircraft with 
exponential increases in operating and sustainment costs. If 
we do not act now, the next available window for acquisition is 
2033 and the T-38 fleet will be over 75 years old.

AFA worries that the Air Force is one mishap away from 
not having an advanced trainer platform to prepare our 
Airmen for conflicts and combat. We must invest in provid-
ing the necessary training equipment to adequately train 
our Airmen.
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Special Operations Forces (SOF): A forward presence of spe-
cialized airpower enables timely responses to combatant com-
mander requirements. Over the next several years, Air Force 
Special Operations Command (AFSOC) will strategically po-
sition additional forces forward to strengthen the SOF global 
alliance. In addition, the 2012 defense strategic guidance lists 
a number of missions which SOF are uniquely positioned to 
address, including counterterrorism, irregular warfare, and 
countering weapons of mass destruction (WMDs).

AFA believes that AFSOC’s distinctive capabilities provide 
Joint force commanders with options not inherent in tradi-
tional airpower capabilities. AFSOC warriors must remain 
ready and capable of defeating America’s current and fu-
ture adversaries. We must ensure they receive first-class 
equipment and training to preserve core competencies in 
mobility, strike, battlefield Airmen, and ISR while seeking 
and investing in innovative solutions to sustain and bol-
ster operational readiness. 

Special Mission Helicopters: Air Force Global Strike Command 
uses its Vietnam War-era UH-1N Huey helicopters to protect 
the nation’s ICBM fields. It is currently being forced to consider 
extending the service life of these aircraft by 30 years, until 
some are 70 years old. Trying to maintain the helicopters that 
long is fraught with risk.

AFA encourages efforts to recapitalize the Air Force’s 
helicopter inventory, which is critical to nuclear weapon 
security response and a variety of other missions. These 
include continuity of government, aeromedical evacuation, 
humanitarian relief, Special Forces support, and combat 
search and rescue missions. Rotary wing aircraft will re-
main vital elements of the force structure. It is essential to 
maintain a modern and capable inventory of them. 

Space Satellites and Launch: US power projection hinges on 
a robust, reliable, and responsive space enterprise. These 
systems provide US forces with communication, navigation, 
imagery, missile warning, and weather data. 

Space systems provide the foundation for precision warfare. 
Precision strike is one of the most innovative and effective ar-
eas of warfare to have evolved since the 1970s. It gives us the 
ability to locate high-value targets, strike with confidence, and 
reduce collateral damage. Sensor development has been key 
to the evolution of practical precision weapons, driven by the 
Air Force’s investment and advances in technology.

The Air Force provides the foundation for the vast majority 
of these systems, personnel, ground stations, and other in-
frastructure. In turn, such assets provide the nation’s leaders 
with global awareness. The Global Positioning System is 100 
percent Air Force owned and operated, yet it is used by all 
service components and other users, including ordinary citi-
zens, worldwide without cost. 

Our activities, processes, and systems in space must evolve, 
particularly in light of the advancing space powers of our po-
tential adversaries. USAF needs to stabilize production of criti-
cal satellites, devise a replenishment strategy, and continue 
to modernize its Joint Space Operations Center to preserve 
America’s advantage. 

AFA urges Congress and the Administration to fully fund 
these projects as they are the key to maintaining space 
superiority and global awareness.

Cyber security: Air Force and DOD networks face continu-
ous attacks. Our adversaries are advancing their military and 
economic capabilities by hacking into our public and private 
networks. Cyber attacks and intrusions—whether by nation-
states, non-state actors, or criminals—can undermine Ameri-
ca’s military strength and damage national security. 

AFA believes the Air Force must play a leadership role in 
ensuring US military superiority within the cyberspace do-
main.

The 24th Air Force, under Air Force Space Command, is de-
veloping a cyber strategy that includes the development of 
a Single Integrated Network Environment that will provide a 
seamless information flow among air, space, and terrestrial 
network environments and most importantly to the warfighter. 
The Air Force is also recruiting and training a total force of 
45,000 cyber experts to face the challenges that lie ahead.

AFA applauds the Air Force for developing Joint standard-
ization and acquisition strategies to quickly deliver cy-
ber capabilities to address advanced and evolving cyber 
threats.

V. Restore Acquisition Excellence
An effective acquisition process is essential to successful 
force modernization. The Air Force continues its steadfast 
commitment to regain its past acquisition excellence.

Congress, for its part, should free the services to take inno-
vative steps—including multiyear contracts—to economically 
procure new systems. A long-range procurement plan that pro-
vides a predictable pace for major weapon systems replace-
ment will reduce start-up costs, preserve jobs, prevent the at-
trition of critical job skills, and offer better return on investment. 
Experience indicates that, with proper management authority 
and accountability, it is possible to deliver relevant military ca-
pabilities for current operations in weeks and months and to 
deliver longer-term military capability in five to seven years. 

AFA supports the use of multiyear contracts to ensure 
predictable and cost-effective procurement programs, 
highlighting aircraft and satellite systems. The acquisition 
process must be refined to bring systems on line faster 
and within budget.
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One key to this effort is a healthy and thriving aerospace in-
dustry. The US decided long ago to eschew the system of 
government-owned production. Instead, it wisely chose to buy 
its major items from commercial industry. This system has pro-
vided the Air Force with the best weapons in the world.

The aerospace industrial base is a strategic national asset. It 
produces the weapons that support a superpower’s military 
prowess and creates an annual trade surplus of some $53 bil-
lion. It also creates hundreds of thousands of jobs.

Even so, the defense industry is no longer the great “Arsenal 
of Democracy” that churned out vast quantities of weapons 
in the past. As a result of America’s massive post-Cold War 
military drawdown, the defense industry has contracted and 
consolidated. Today, the US has fewer than 10 major aero-
space companies (down from more than 50) that are capable 
of competing for large programs.

Uncertainty surrounding the possibility of additional Pentagon 
budget cuts could trigger defense-industry contraction as 
second- and third-tier subcontractors buckle under destruc-
tive financial pressure. The US cannot afford a defense cut 
that forces our expertise in producing defense hardware to 
go elsewhere. The damage to our industrial base would be 
irreversible.

Congress and DOD must make the investments necessary 
to ensure the industrial base maintains the skills, capacities, 
and technologies to reliably and affordably meet the defense 
needs of our nation in the decades ahead. 

AFA strongly urges DOD and Congress to work together 
with industry to establish a strategic plan to identify the el-
ements of a robust defense industrial base and the steps, 
including funding, needed to maintain that robustness.

education, the foundation
The United States remains the world’s largest economy through 
a capitalist marketplace, free enterprise, and unmatched tech-
nical innovation. Our citizens enjoy a standard of living few 
nations can rival. Both of these comparative advantages will 
persist only so long as an educated and trained workforce is 
in place to face the challenges and intense competition of the 
21st century global economic environment.

America is increasing its dependence on cyber systems—
computers and the networks that support them—that perme-
ate every aspect of our economy, government, and lives. Ev-
erything relies on cyber systems to remain competitive. And 
our national defense is supremely dependent on cyber sys-
tems to protect the interests of the United States.

AFA is deeply concerned that American students fare poorly 

in the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 
(STEM) academic disciplines needed to build America’s 21st 
century workforce. According to the National Math and Sci-
ence Initiative, 60 percent of new jobs that will open in the 
21st century will require skills only 20 percent of the current 
workforce possesses. Moreover, the initiative reports that our 
nation may be short as many as three million high-skills work-
ers by 2018. 

AFA continues to advocate a comprehensive national strategy 
for strengthening STEM education in the United States. AFA’s 
National High School Cyber Defense Competition—CyberPa-
triot—is the nation’s largest. Over 1,000 teams in all 50 states 
registered for the 2011-2012 competition. We encourage 
other public/private partnerships to field and sustain similar 
programs to educate, excite, and motivate students to pursue 
studies and careers in cyber and in other STEM disciplines. 

In addition, AFA holds that a critical element in strengthening 
our nation is promoting good citizenship and community de-
velopment through strong support of Air Force Reserve Officer 
Training Corps (AFROTC), Junior ROTC, and Civil Air Patrol. 
These institutions foster citizenship development and service 
to our nation and also provide valuable aerospace education 
and training to young American men and women. Such orga-
nizations must receive continual support and funding.

Education remains a pivotal element of AFA’s mission. We 
urge government, industry, and AFA’s peer organizations 
to pay continued attention to the future need for STEM pro-
fessionals.

conclusion
The American public expects its Air Force to be the best in the 
world. We must support the needs of Airmen and their families 
and provide the best equipment possible—in sufficient quality 
and numbers and at the time needed—to protect our nation.

The nation must have alternatives to achieve national security 
objectives which leverage the advantages of our technology, 
limit the need to project vulnerable surface forces, and avoid at-
trition warfare. Therefore, it must maintain a modern Air Force—
and that means sufficient and consistent modernization. Fur-
ther, if we expect the industrial base to continue to produce the 
innovative systems that have proved essential to deterring and 
winning conflicts, we must stabilize the industrial base. 

The Air Force Association will continue to promote a domi-
nant United States Air Force and a strong national defense, to 
honor Airmen and our Air Force heritage, and to meet the pre-
eminent tenet in the preamble to our Constitution—“to provide 
for the common defense.” We will educate the public on the 
need for unmatched air, space, and cyber power. That is our 
pledge to America.





The Air Force Association is especially proud of Air Force men and women—Active, Guard, Reserve, retired, and 
civilian—for their sacrifices on behalf of our nation. 

PreParing and suPPorting airmen; Caring for veterans and retirees

 < Recognize military and veteran benefits are earned through years of service, sacrifice, and in many cases, 
personal injury and disability.

 < Emphasize that TRICARE is an earned benefit that meets the unique demands of military service.

 < Oppose the raising TRICARE fees at medical inflation rates, which exceed the annual cost of living 
adjustments to retired pay.

reCaPitaLiZing tHe aging fLeet

 < Recognize the vital nature of the KC-46A program and give it unqualified support. It must be fielded 
promptly and in effective quantity.  

 < Acquire a new long-range ISR/strike aircraft that can penetrate, survive, and locate adversary systems and 
engage them as soon as they are located. 

 < Recognize we need an advanced trainer platform to prepare our Airmen for conflicts and combat. We 
must invest in providing the necessary training equipment to adequately train our troops.

 < Commit to a higher production rate of F-35s to prevent a fighter deficit.

seCuring sPaCe and CybersPaCe

 < Recognize that US power projection hinges on a robust, reliable, and responsive space enterprise. The Air 
Force must play a leadership role in ensuring US military security and freedom of action within the cyber 
domain.

 < Stabilize production of critical satellites, devise a replenishment strategy, and continue to modernize its 
Joint Space Operations Center to preserve America’s advantage.

 < Advocate for fully funding and supporting space situational awareness, space protection programs, and 
assured access to space. 

 < Invest steadily and strategically on space capabilities and recognize the US must retain clear superiority in 
this critical mission area.

strengtHening tHe nuCLear mission

 < Provide life extension programs that ensure safe, reliable, and secure nuclear weapons and the responsive 
production infrastructure to deter, assure, and provide stability.  

 < Sustain delivery systems and warheads for the foreseeable future, but just as importantly, the nuclear 
support equipment and infrastructure.

investing in airPower

 < Promote the early learning in foundational studies, including science, technology, engineering, and math, 
to stimulate the development of the next generation of engineers, scientists, and technicians.

 < Establish a strategic plan to identify the elements of a robust defense industrial base and the steps needed 
to maintain that robustness.

 < Encourage strong, foundational aviation capabilities in our partner nations to enable successful, 
sustainable security within their borders and to contribute to regional stability.
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