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Common Sense at the 
Crossroads for Our Air Force
Col Russell J. Smith, USAF, Retired

According to Joel Rubin,

As the dust settles on the debt ceiling deal, it’s become clear that major 

cuts to defense spending have not only been approved in a bipartisan 

manner by Congress, but that even more are on the way. This means that 

the days of unlimited defense spending increases, where all systems can 

be purchased, are over.

So now is the time for tough choices to be made between defense pro-

grams that serve our warriors and those that we have maintained for too 

long due to bureaucratic, parochial or ideological reasons. It’s time to stop 

spending dollars that we don’t have on programs that we don’t need and 

that don’t make us more secure.1

An old proverb states that every cloud has a silver lining. Perhaps the 
recent debt-ceiling crisis and subsequent failure of the congressional 
supercommittee, together with continuing financial instability within 
the United States and global markets, have opened a small window of 
opportunity for reevaluating current Air Force budget priorities. In 
fact, the absolute necessity to get maximum bang for the buck could 
now serve as a catalyst in acquiring a credible and affordable counter-
insurgency (COIN) capability for both the United States and its partner 
nations. In light of the tough budget decisions ahead, will the Air Force 
shed its affinity for technological wizardry and finally get serious 
about equipping its forces to fight effectively and efficiently in the 
battles they will most likely face in the near term?
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Background
Global and regional ideological and political struggles have contin-

ued to increase the complexity of the security environment; these 
struggles have directly challenged traditional US military approaches, 
which have remained focused primarily on large force-on-force en-
gagements in major combat operations. Faced with the powerful con-
ventional war-fighting capability of the United States, our enemies 
(and those of our allies) have chosen to fight using a hybrid mix of ir-
regular, disruptive, catastrophic, and traditional capabilities as a way to 
achieve their strategic objectives.2 Our adversaries’ timeline often does 
not match our own; those enemies seek to exhaust rather than con-
front us in direct military engagements. They will continue their at-
tempts to undermine and erode the national power, influence, and will 
of the United States and its strategic partners.3 Adaptive adversaries 
such as terrorists, insurgents, and criminal networks as well as states 
will more frequently resort to irregular forms of warfare as effective 
ways to challenge conventional military powers.4 Given the prevalence 
of irregular threats in the current and expected operating environments, 
the US military must become as proficient in addressing irregular 
threats as it is in confronting conventional or regular ones.5

The Department of Defense’s (DOD) Quadrennial Defense Review 
Report (QDR) of 2010 gave specific guidance to the armed forces of 
the United States. Two of the six key mission areas specified in that 
report include topics especially germane to irregular warfare (IW) or 
COIN operations and the light attack aircraft: (1) “succeed in counter-
insurgency, stability, and counterterrorism operations,” and (2) “build 
the security capacity of partner states.”6 A key, explicit QDR initia-
tive to carry out the aforementioned missions gives direction to the 
Air Force to field a light attack aircraft in its general-purpose forces 
as a means of enhancing its ability to partner with a wide range of 
coalition air forces.7

One would have anticipated that the Air Force would move swiftly to 
follow the secretary of defense’s guidance on the light attack aircraft; 
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however, the aftermath of the QDR’s release has been flecked with 
painfully sluggish and intermittent activity amidst mixed and/or 
muted signals from the Air Force’s senior leadership.8 To be honest, 
the budget forecast at the time (affecting all US services) was abysmal; 
although it didn’t happen, the forecast for the national defense budget 
of 2011 predicted a 17 percent decrease in funding.9 Couple this fact 
with the stark reality that any further budget cuts could have directly 
affected the Air Force’s ability to procure its desired share of Joint 
Strike Fighters (JSF) (1,763 F-35s), and one can clearly view the fiscal 
landscape where any additional procurements confronted outright 
skepticism. Undoubtedly the Air Force has made the F-35 its number-
one priority for the upcoming budget debate. In fact, speakers at a re-
cent airpower symposium that highlighted the Air Force’s priorities 
made no mention of light attack.10 Later, this article presents options 
and benefits for procuring light attack aircraft for the Air Force, an es-
pecially tough but necessary chore considering the recently an-
nounced defense budget cuts, which will likely trim $330–450 billion 
over the next 10 years.11

In December 2008, Air Combat Command (ACC) released its OA-X 
Enabling Concept, which laid out the framework for the fielding of a 
light turboprop attack/observation aircraft. Although senior leadership 
initially proved very supportive, the backdrop has changed over the 
last two years. Faced with the reality of looming budget cuts, current 
senior leaders at ACC now view any new aircraft procurement as a 
“zero-sum game.”12 Thus the addition of a new light attack aircraft fleet 
is now viewed as offsetting funds already allotted toward the purchase 
of new F-35 JSFs.13 That perception, though technically correct, is ex-
tremely shortsighted and does not account for the massive cost savings 
that would accrue by purchasing a fleet of light attack aircraft to sup-
plement the current air-to-ground workhorses (i.e., the A-10, F-16, and 
F-15E). Indeed, these light attack aircraft would pay for themselves in 
far less than three years’ time (through proven sustainment savings) 
while at the same time meeting real-world combat training and opera-
tional needs. Unfortunately, in an ironic and classic DOD bureaucratic 
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twist, the sustainment savings that would accrue from using the light 
attack aircraft (operations and maintenance costs) are “colored” differ-
ently than procurement funds in the budget and thus cannot be used 
to directly offset “new” aircraft expenditures. As addressed later, the 
business case for light attack aircraft supplementing our air and space 
expeditionary task force deployments while reducing the burden of 
the A-10, F-16, and F-15E is stark and convincing and could save the 
Air Force billions of dollars over a decade.

Budget realities aside, former secretary of defense Robert Gates had 
good grounds for mandating development of the light attack aircraft 
for the Air Force. Certainly, the United States needs a light attack capa-
bility for many reasons, but this article confines itself to an examina-
tion of the four principal ones.14

Capability of the Light Attack Aircraft

Don’t bring a knife to a gunfight.

—Jimmy Malone, The Untouchables

Many senior Air Force officials feel that the present complement of 
fighter aircraft arrayed in Operation Enduring Freedom and Operation 
Iraqi Freedom can adequately perform the predominant missions of 
close air support (CAS) and intelligence, surveillance, and reconnais-
sance (ISR).15 However, what if our Air Force could carry out these 
missions just as effectively but at a fraction of the current cost? And 
what if light attack aircraft could actually provide numerous ancillary 
benefits to the US military and partner nations while performing suc-
cessful CAS, COIN, and ISR? Most importantly, what if our nation 
could realize these goals, all the while preserving the lifeblood of our 
frontline combat aircraft (A-10s, F-16s, and F-15Es) for initial “kick the 
door down” actions during future major combat operations?

We must be precise about the niche that the OA-X aircraft will fill; 
specifically, it is not designed as a one-for-one replacement for our 
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current air-to-ground fighters. When phase two (seize initiative) and 
phase three (dominate) of our next major combat operation com-
mence, the OA-X probably will not be involved, at least initially.16 
Rather, it is designed for COIN operations, which typically occur dur-
ing phase four (stabilize) operations but may take place anytime 
throughout the life of a conflict.17 Keep in mind that any major combat 
operation (once the decision is made) seeks to minimize the time 
spent in phase two and phase three, as the United States so eloquently 
demonstrated in both Afghanistan and Iraq. When President George W. 
Bush stood on the USS Abraham Lincoln and announced the end of ma-
jor combat operations, he essentially heralded the transition to phase 
four. In Iraq the total time spent in phases two and three amounted to 
less than two months; since then, the Air Force continued to utilize 
the same mix of fighter/attack aircraft in Iraq until withdrawal in De-
cember 2011. In the eight-plus years that followed President Bush’s 
speech, the Air Force could have successfully deployed the light attack 
aircraft, saving hundreds of millions of dollars while preserving our 
frontline fighters for future phase two and three operations.

The decision to utilize the light attack aircraft will depend primarily 
on the threat environment. OA-X aircraft cannot carry as much ord-
nance or traverse the battlespace as swiftly as our current suite of air-
to-ground aircraft. However, they have already demonstrated sufficient 
combat capability that certainly could supplant and/or augment our 
workhorses in reduced threat environments across the globe. Given 
the current environment in Iraqi Freedom and Enduring Freedom, 
light attack aircraft could fill 95 percent of all mission sets occurring 
today. They have demonstrated state-of-the-art digital connectivity; 
full-motion-video transmission; data-link connectivity, including J-series 
messaging via Situational Awareness Data Link / Link 16; advanced 
sensor pod capability (with laser designation/illumination/range find-
ing); and secure tactical communications via satellite communications. 
In fact OA-X aircraft have already validated air-to-ground voice and 
data links with every operational US and North Atlantic Treaty Organi-
zation communication suite.18
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Neither is precision-munition capability an exclusive bastion for the 
Air Force’s frontline fighters today. Using an Embraer Super Tucano 
(or A-29), Colombia’s air force killed a leading member of the Revolu-
tionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) in 2008 with a laser-guided 
Griffin munition.19 Hawker Beechcraft’s AT-6 Military Standard 1760 
bus compatibility allows outfitting the aircraft with a myriad of US 
precision-guided bombs, rockets, and missiles.20 The IW arena, which 
depends upon winning the support of the relevant population and lim-
iting collateral damage, demands precision targeting.21 As we have 
heard, in IW operations what you “do not” hit is as important as what 
you “do” hit.

Finally, the light attack aircraft has demonstrated impressive num-
bers for deployment range and on-station loiter. The AT-6, for instance, 
boasts a no-wind deployment range of 1,725 nautical miles (nm) while 
landing with a fuel reserve exceeding 45 minutes. In addition the AT-6 
has calculated an AGM-114 Hellfire standard configuration load with a 
400 nm combat radius and loiter time of two hours on-station. Reduc-
ing the combat radius, say to 200 nm, doubles the on-station loiter 
time available.22 In essence this capability equates to continuous A-10 
or F-16 ISR/CAS coverage without having to rendezvous with a tanker 
for aerial refueling. The presence of light attack aircraft for the entire 
coverage period would benefit ground troops tremendously.

Enabling Partnership Capacity  
with the Light Attack Aircraft

Arguably the most important military component in the War on Terror is 
not the fighting we do ourselves, but how well we enable and empower our 
partners to defend and govern themselves.

—Secretary of Defense Robert M. Gates, 2007
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Do not try to do too much with your own hands. Better the Arabs do it 
tolerably than that you do it perfectly. It is their war, and you are to help 
them, not to win it for them. Actually, also, under the very odd conditions of 
Arabia, your practical work will not be as good as, perhaps, you think it is.

—T. E. Lawrence, 1917

The strategic importance of building partner capacity is well docu-
mented both throughout history and in current DOD directives. The 
QDR of 2010, as did its predecessor in 2006, gives specific direction to 
ensure that the United States continues to build up the security capacity 
of its partner states.23 Similarly, the Air Force adopted 12 new service 
core functions in 2010, among them building partnerships.24 Although 
the Air Force has since reversed course on its fledgling building part-
nerships doctrine, the priority of enabling partnership capacity re-
mains. In fact, in November 2011, Lt Gen Dick Newton, the assistant 
vice-chief of staff and director of the Air Staff, stated that building 
inter national partnerships is crucial, “particularly with a distressing 
economy that persists in convergence with other geopolitical uncer-
tainties that are out there.”25 Finally, ACC’s IW operating concept notes 
that “Building Partnership Capacity . . . is effectively both a preventive 
measure and an exit strategy for the United States for operations 
across the spectrum of conflict.”26 We can measure partner capacity 
in many ways, but certainly modern history has taught us that we can-
not maintain security in the midst of COIN without the effective use of 
aviation resources.

Unlike the administration of President John F. Kennedy, whose ini-
tial response involved building up a US special forces capability to ad-
dress his nation-building strategy, the current strategy concentrates on 
building up the capacity of other nations to obtain and maintain their 
own security and stability.27 Therefore, the US Air Force should not 
provide the air assets for all of our partners but should assist in the 
buildup of their organic air operations capability (as should the other 
services). Unfortunately, military strategists ignored this approach in 
Iraq for several years.28 In fact, one could easily make the case that the 
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United States’ “large force” departure in Iraq was delayed by years due 
to our poor and incomplete exit strategy, specifically with regard to re-
building Iraq’s air force, which we decimated during phase two and 
phase three operations. After the destruction of that air force, more 
than six years passed before we delivered the first T-6 Texan II (mili-
tary training platform) for Iraqi pilot training! We should have estab-
lished a comprehensive plan to supply replacement training and op-
erational aircraft as well as rotary-wing assets well prior to March 2003, 
when Iraqi Freedom kicked off.

A study by the RAND Corporation, Air Power in the New Counter-
insurgency Era, observes that creating a wing-level organization for 
aviation advising “is likely the single most important initiative [the] 
USAF can take to enhance its own counterinsurgency capabilities.”29 
Although the Air Force has established an air advisory group based at 
Randolph AFB, San Antonio, it has much to accomplish in order to 
comply with RAND’s guidance. In an Air Force Special Operations 
Command white paper, Col Billy Montgomery outlines the general 
concept of an IW wing comprised of aircraft capable of six distinct 
functions: light mobility, medium mobility, heavy mobility, light 
strike, rotary wing, and manned ISR.30 Note that the light attack air-
craft adeptly fulfills two of these roles (light strike and ISR). The con-
cept of the wing entailed providing a cohesive structure to train, de-
ploy, sustain, redeploy, and reconstitute together. Units under the IW 
wing were designed to conduct both operational and partner-training 
missions in-theater while the structure inherent in the wing provided 
an institutional safeguard to prevent approaching IW and building 
partner capacity in a haphazard, ad hoc manner—which happened in 
the Vietnam era.31 We could have avoided many of the problems intrin-
sic to our painfully slow progress in Iraq had the Air Force formed an 
IW wing trained and prepared to support partner ground forces with 
ISR, mobility, and strike missions in 2003.

Currently, the only alternative the United States can offer a partner 
nation in the way of fixed-wing, armed aircraft is the F-16. Many of our 
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partners find themselves in Iraq’s former and present situation. That 
is, they don’t necessarily need F-16s to rebuild their air forces (al-
though they definitely want them and will receive them eventually); 
instead, they need reliable, capable, easy-to-maintain, and affordable 
airframes to train their pilots and maintenance crews and to conduct 
basic sovereignty missions such as border security, ISR, and CAS. The 
F-16 offers tremendous capability, but it clearly is not the right fit for 
most of our allies. The light attack aircraft, however, fulfills all of the 
traditional sovereignty roles while providing an extremely reliable air-
frame with low life-cycle costs—something the F-16 does not offer. The 
air forces of many other partner nations (e.g., Afghanistan) are simply 
less adept at handling the complexity of an F-16 fleet, from both a fly-
ing and maintenance perspective. After a successful transition to the 
light attack aircraft, Afghanistan (and many other countries like it) 
may consider bolstering its air force with additional, more technically 
sophisticated aircraft, but it should first acquire a reliable, easy-to-
maintain light attack aircraft.

As we saw in both Iraq and Afghanistan, building a partner nation’s 
air force takes time, and in the meantime, insurgents continue to get a 
vote. Therefore, the United States should position itself to prosecute 
air-to-ground COIN operations at any time—with a light attack aircraft 
in its arsenal. In this manner, the United States could augment a part-
ner nation’s air force by providing simultaneous operations and train-
ing missions in-country immediately. Furthermore, the light attack air-
craft, which can operate from austere runway environments, does not 
need robust, hardened, and million-dollar aerodrome facilities. The 
United States needs an indigenous light attack capability to “stave off 
the wolves” when necessary, while it builds the partner nation’s air 
force.32 And let’s not forget the F-20 debacle, whereby the United States 
attempted to sell an air-to-air capability that it wouldn’t purchase itself, 
thus defacing any credibility in the weapons system. Without question, 
the Air Force must develop a cadre of experienced light attack instruc-
tors who can impart their proficiency to our partner nation’s air forces.
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Second- and Third-Order Effects  
of the Light Attack Aircraft

The US Air Force is facing a crisis. Its inventory of aircraft is in critical condi-
tion, and the drawdown asymmetry will worsen the situation unless some-
thing fundamentally changes. . . . On paper, the Air Force’s aircraft are old. 
In reality, they are even older than the numbers show. It is a fact that mili-
tary equipment wears out faster in the harsh environment and high opera-
tions tempo of the Middle East. The heat, sand, and wind combine to create 
one of the harshest climates on Earth, especially for high-tech equipment.

—Lt Col Clint Hinote, “The Drawdown Asymmetry,” 2008

This can’t go on. At some time in the future, they will simply rust out, age out, 
[or] fall out of the sky.

—Secretary of the Air Force Michael W. Wynne

Creating a Ready Pool of CAS/COIN Assets and Pilots  
While Preserving Our Legacy Air-to-Ground Aircraft

Establishment of an indigenous light attack fleet within the Air Force 
would have numerous ancillary benefits for both that service and the 
nation. First, it would create a pool of experienced COIN and CAS in-
structor pilots who could conduct both operational and training mis-
sions with/for a partner nation. As we have observed throughout our 
Air Force’s history, our tactical prowess in CAS and COIN has ebbed 
and flowed with the termination of each major engagement.33 Histori-
cally, Air Force competencies in COIN have simply atrophied as soon 
as circumstances permitted. Outside of Air Force Special Operations 
Command, no systemic protection of these capabilities has saved the 
critical core elements from extinction, and resurrecting the profes-
sional competencies that once existed is a difficult and time-consuming 
task. This author knows from firsthand experience that piloting and 
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planning skill sets for COIN and CAS are fleeting and perishable with-
out consistent practice.

Second, consider the airframes in our nation’s arsenal in 10–15 
years. Which aircraft will be capable of conducting CAS/COIN? The 
answer to this question is significant, especially in light of the an-
nouncement on 27 January 2012 that the Air Force will retire five of 
its A-10 squadrons over the next decade.34 Certainly JSFs would prove 
proficient for most air-to-ground roles, but the Air Force will likely re-
serve these aircraft primarily for deep-strike strategic attack, interdic-
tion, or high-value target roles. In addition, the service projects the 
F-35A as the only variant to sport an internally mounted gun, specifi-
cally the General Dynamics GAU-22/A Equalizer 25-millimeter (mm) 
(0.984-inch), four-barreled Gatling cannon, internally mounted with a 
meager 180 rounds.35 Why is this point important? Often, the gun rep-
resents the most important weapon in a COIN aircraft’s arsenal be-
cause it allows precision fire while minimizing collateral damage and 
injury to noncombatants. Consequently, the A-10 is generally regarded 
as the world’s most effective COIN and CAS platform.36 Aimed cannon 
fire permits tactical ground parties to “call for fire” with friendly troops 
in close proximity to enemy troops; moreover, terminal attack control-
lers can observe an aircraft’s nose position (the bullets have to travel 
in the same direction as the nose/fuselage of the aircraft) and deter-
mine with confidence whether or not the attacking aircraft is posi-
tioned correctly to avoid fratricide. Light attack aircraft can carry 400 
rounds of .50 caliber internally (A-29 Super Tucano) or 800 rounds of 
.50 caliber / 20 mm externally with two gun pods (A-29 or AT-6). Fur-
thermore, no COIN scenario could persuade combined force air com-
ponent commanders to apportion and allocate a $250 million aircraft 
for a role that an $11 million aircraft could aptly fill.37

Finally, the Air Force is operating the oldest fleet in its 64-year his-
tory. Our current fleet of F-16, F-15E, and A-10 aircraft is already 
stretched thin by overuse in the Gulf region. If we continue to use 
these aircraft at the current flying-hour rates, attrition may prevent 
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them from providing significant assistance in 10 years.38 In fact the av-
erage age of our most effective COIN/CAS airplane today, the A-10, is 
29.8 years.39 Like the F-16, it has already gone through a service life ex-
tension program.40 Finally, as mentioned before, the light attack air-
craft offers the only logical solution for conducting both training and 
operational COIN missions with our partner nations.

Improving Air-to-Ground Integration with the Light Attack Aircraft

Additionally, once in theater, there is little to no cross tell or interaction be-
tween the key leaders of the air and ground units. Each service is attempting 
to improve its COIN capability individually, but there is no joint effort to 
do so. This lack of unity of effort unnecessarily hinders the joint force from 
reaching its operational objectives. . . . In such operations [COIN], tactical 
air units providing support should be intimately familiar with the ground 
commander’s scheme of maneuver, short and long-term objectives and 
overall plan for air on a particular mission.

—Col Sam Milam, 2009

The Air Force has done an admirable job standing up a division tasked 
with documenting all lessons learned from major exercises and com-
bat deployments. One lesson, captured consistently from every major 
combat deployment, tells us that air-to-ground integration between Air 
Force and Army units needs improvement.41 One might correctly label 
this a “lesson observed” but never fully “learned.” One of the most sa-
lient lessons reveals that the Army’s and Air Force’s planning cycles 
often do not intermesh, leading to missed opportunities to exploit the 
asymmetry realized with a properly executed ground commander’s 
scheme of maneuver backed up by all the capabilities of a properly 
executed air maneuver plan. Too often Army battalions plan their op-
erations without any Air Force input.42 The light attack aircraft has a 
tremendous opportunity to improve air-to-ground coordination by co-
locating at Army forward operating bases. Historically, Air Force air 
support operations units (charged with liaising between forward Army 
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units and aircraft/aircrews allocated to support these units) have had 
to be extremely proactive to ensure a seamless connection between 
airpower and ground power. Part of the reason for this discontinuity 
derives from the fact that the traditional positioning of aircrew and 
ground-maneuver leaders across the battlespace makes face-to-face 
briefings and debriefings a rarity. Consequently, aircrews fly their 
armed reconnaissance and/or CAS missions and seldom receive feed-
back on the effectiveness of their sorties, whether they employed ki-
netic options or not. Since light attack aircraft do not require expan-
sive, built-up airfield facilities, we can locate them closer to the units 
they will actually support. According to Army Field Manual 3-24 / Ma-
rine Corps Warfighting Publication 3-33.5, Counterinsurgency, “Unity of 
effort must be present at every echelon of a COIN operation. Other-
wise, well-intentioned but uncoordinated actions can cancel each 
other or provide vulnerabilities for insurgents to exploit.”43 Finally, the 
light attack aircraft’s ability to land on short, austere runways and re-
fuel overwing gives it limitless opportunities to liaise directly with 
elite special operations forces.44

Currently, the fact that rotary-wing platforms can immerse them-
selves completely into the ground commander’s scheme of maneuver 
lends them a major COIN advantage over legacy Air Force aircraft. For 
this reason, Army attack aviation platforms conduct close combat at-
tack rather than the CAS outlined in Joint Publication (JP) 3-09.3, Close 
Air Support. Army attack pilots employ with an abbreviated five-line 
close combat attack procedure versus what they would term JP 3-09.3’s 
“cumbersome” and “time-consuming” CAS nine-line procedure cur-
rently utilized by all fixed-wing CAS platforms as well as Marine Corps 
attack aviation.45 Imagine having the benefit of this close coordination 
with the Army plus the ability to fly much longer distances, loiter on 
station for more hours, and traverse the battlespace quicker, all the while 
employing precision munitions from distances far in excess of those 
typical of attack aviation. These examples highlight the fact that basing 
aircraft closer to the fight has its advantages—not only for battlefield 
coordination but also in terms of response time. This proximity to the 
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fight would enable light attack aircraft to respond to incursions into a 
forward operating base’s perimeter defense as well as participate in 
small-unit clearing operations, whether in a surveillance or direct-fire 
mode. Light attack aircraft can (and should) be deployed to locations 
where our frontline fighters wouldn’t dare land—which, by the way, 
describes a large portion of our partner nations’ backyards (Afghani-
stan, Mali, Yemen, Nigeria, etc.). The OA-X is the ideal aircraft for our 
mission of building partner capacity in developing countries!

An additional benefit for air-to-ground integration lies in the fact that 
air support operations squadrons (ASOS) could regularly receive dedi-
cated currency support from joint terminal attack controllers (JTAC). 
Historically, JTAC controls with live aircraft have always been in high 
demand, never more so since the catastrophic events of 11 September 
2001. In fact, part of the Air Force’s resistance to raising the total num-
ber of JTACs (a perennial request by the Army, which appreciates 
their services and wants hundreds more of them) concerns the argu-
ment that the number of sorties available does not justify keeping 
more JTACs current and qualified. To placate the Army, the Air Force 
developed the joint fires observer (JFO) program, which places quali-
fied Army Soldiers in a “JTAC-like” role without giving them the au-
thority to grant clearance to aircrews for live drops (except in emer-
gencies).46 These JFOs also have currency requirements, but they are 
less onerous than those for JTACs—and their currencies can be up-
dated concurrently with their paired JTACs. The Air Force could assign 
or directly align light attack aircraft to support these ASOSs, thereby 
guaranteeing a steady pool of current and qualified JTACs—a colossal 
luxury. Further, assigning these aircraft directly to the ASOSs would 
give many of the service’s “shiny pennies” (fast-track pilots / aircrew 
members on the road to becoming generals) an incentive to get their 
hands dirty and learn firsthand about joint integration and the opera-
tional level of war with a sister service. (Typically these shiny pennies 
want to fly their entire career.) Finally, since the light attack aircraft 
would be flying locally, they could stay on station easily for a three-
hour training session (without external tanks), a major improvement 
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over current training opportunities, which often result in only 20–30 
minutes of air support at a time. Additionally, with the state-of-the-art 
communications suite, JTACs could actually practice with all the com-
bat tools of the trade (full-motion video, secure voice, data link, digital 
nine-lines, remotely operated video enhanced receiver [ROVER] feed, 
etc.). Only rarely do JTACs get to practice with all of these tools.47

Unfortunately, the empirical data clearly shows that the Air Force 
does not value joint air-to-ground interdependence, certainly not over 
shiny, new fifth-generation capability like the F-35. Three salient data 
points illustrate this fact. First, in 2003 ACC put the finishing touches 
on a yearlong effort by a select tiger team and published its ASOS 
manpower study. This study outlined the recommended billets and 
manning authorizations to execute the mission of the tactical air con-
trol party (TACP) and represented truly groundbreaking integration 
work by the Air Force. After the study’s publication, ASOS command-
ers and Army battalion commanders were jubilant—finally the JTAC 
mission had the priority it deserved; however, the manning gains were 
short lived. In early 2005, ACC published its Interim TACP manning 
guidance, which effectively chopped ASOS manning in half. Unfortu-
nately, this “temporary” guidance became permanent. Today, TACP 
and JTAC manning sits at approximately 40 percent of the 2003 study’s 
recommendations.48 Second, as an answer to the Army’s transforma-
tion efforts in 2004, ACC announced it would increase its JTAC force to 
1,100 billets from 535 current billets. The deal brokered with the Army 
was part of a compromise to support the Army down to the company 
level with Air Force JTACs, some of them dedicated and others from a 
“pool” of JTACs. The Army would have preferred to garner an indepen-
dent clearance authority for its Soldiers, especially for its field artillery 
forward observers, to “clear” fighters and bombers “hot” for bomb drops 
and strafing runs. Nevertheless, the Air Force convinced it to accept a 
new designation for its highly qualified forward observers to act as 
JFOs, essentially the eyes and ears of the JTAC. In 2011 the Air Force 
was nowhere near 1,100 JTACs and, in fact, hadn’t crested over the 600 
mark.49 Finally, and perhaps most ominously, the Air Force an-
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nounced on 27 January 2012 that it was disbanding five A-10 squad-
rons (three Air National Guard units, one reserve unit, and one active 
duty squadron), mentioned above: “Facing a new age of fiscal auster-
ity, the Defense Department is trying to pivot away from the counter-
insurgency campaigns of the past decade.”50 Clearly, this move pre-
serves newer antiaccess and fifth-generation capability at the expense 
of a credible COIN competence.

Improving Our Tactical Pilots with the Light Attack Aircraft

By colocating the light attack aircraft at A-10 bases, the Air Force would 
directly improve its conduct of COIN missions.51 Recall how the ser-
vice used to train its fledgling A-10 pilots: with no simulator, only a 
cursory check in a rudimentary aircrew-training device, and then off 
for a solo ride in the A-10 (there are no two-seat A-10s). Today, A-10 pi-
lots benefit from a high-fidelity simulator, but they still have no two-
seat trainers. Numerous benefits accrue to having an aircraft with a 
similar mission set and two seats, not to mention the preparation for 
that first solo flight. Nothing can take the place of having another set 
of eyeballs to examine foibles in flight, in real time. For instance, if stu-
dents experience difficulty with bombing, only one ride in a two-seat 
light attack aircraft could reveal the problem: perhaps they are setting 
their aim-off distance improperly, something that can be corrected on 
the spot. Similarly, if students can’t determine when to pull lead on a 
simulated “bandit,” a real-time input and/or demonstration could save 
hours and hours of costly flights, remedial training, and debriefing. 
Several other benefits come to mind: currency flights won’t necessar-
ily tie up limited instructors in a squadron, and combat search and res-
cue missions can include a backseater to enhance situational aware-
ness and data recall/transmission. Furthermore, as long as A-10 pilots 
utilize the light attack fighter to keep their skills honed razor sharp, 
they won’t generate any high-cost-per-flight-hour bills, and they won’t 
age our frontline fighters.
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We could also utilize light attack aircraft at F-22 bases and F-35 bases, 
where enormous operations and maintenance costs will likely keep 
the number of flying hours low for the foreseeable future.52 Skills accu-
mulated with flying the light attack aircraft could apply to aircraft 
across the board because all fliers could keep piloting acumen up to 
speed without piling on onerous bills. What’s more, the light attack air-
craft would increase the number of absorbable cockpits for the Air 
Force. For many years, the service has struggled to create enough ex-
perienced aviators to fill demands for rated staff duty—a situation that 
will only get worse as combat aircraft are drawn down and more pilots 
are channeled over to remotely piloted aerial systems.53

The Business Case
Under the current specter of decreasing DOD budgets, we would do 

well to look for measures that would garner savings while still giving 
the military the muscle it needs to prosecute the COIN fight around 
the globe. Given the fact that the light attack aircraft has a proven 
COIN capability, let’s compare its sustainment figures with those of 
the A-10, F-16, and F-15E (see figure on the next page).

One can see quickly why the argument for a light attack aircraft 
corps is so compelling. ACC performed two studies, one in 2008 and 
the other in 2009. The first study concluded that replacement of just 
one-and-a-half squadrons of deployed fighters with the light attack air-
craft would save well over $300 million per year in fuel and operations 
costs.54 The second study focused strictly on fuel costs alone, conclud-
ing that deployed air expeditionary task forces could save nearly $90 
million per year in fuel expenditures.55 Increasing fuel costs and main-
tenance requirements for an older, end-of-life-cycle fighter fleet today 
and in the future will only magnify those savings.
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Figure. The business case: Estimated cost per flight hour. (Calculations of cost per 
flight hour vary according to the entering arguments and source. Figures for fiscal 
year 2010 come from Air Force Instruction 65-503, US Air Force Cost and Planning 
Factors, 4 February 1994, http://www.e-publishing.af.mil/shared/media/epubs/AFI65
-503.pdf, and “Department of Defense FY 2011 Reimbursable Rates,” Office of the 
Under Secretary of Defense [Comptroller], http://comptroller.defense.gov/rates/fy 
2011/2011_f.pdf, with a conservative 10 percent hike for current fuel rates. For A-10, 
F-16, and F-15E aircraft, figures include costs for fuel, depot-level repairables, and 
other depot maintenance. AT-6 and A-29 [Super Tucano] open sources serve as the 
basis for the $1,200 estimate per hour.)

Now let’s take this cost per flying hour further to demonstrate sub-
stantial savings annually. Admittedly this example is simplistic and not 
all-encompassing, but the entering arguments are conservative and ex-
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tremely thought provoking. In 2010, US Air Forces Central (AFCENT) 
flew 33,679 CAS missions.56 Let us assume that light attack aircraft could 
have performed 95 percent of those sorties (31,996). The comparison 
of cost per flight hour across the board assumed the following mix of 
AFCENT sorties: 40 percent A-10 (12,798 sorties), 30 percent F-16 
(9,599), 20 percent F-15E (6,399), and 10 percent B-1 (3,200). Further-
more, calculations used a nominal four-hour sortie (probably a grossly 
conservative number considering the average duration of all these air-
craft after air-to-air refueling). Based upon the estimated cost per flight 
hour above, 31,996 sorties were flown at a total annual cost of 
$1,625,510,912.57 Compare this with a light attack cost of $153,580,800.58 
That’s a savings of $1,471,930,112 in 2010 alone, an amount that could 
purchase 136 light attack aircraft—more than enough to augment 
COIN capability in-theater for years to come. Also keep in mind that 
AFCENT does not track Marine Corps sorties (AV-8) in its yearly total 
and that the calculation made no allocation of savings due to dramati-
cally diminishing tanker hours, so the potential savings are drastically 
higher than the approximately $1.5 billion reported above.

So why the tepid response for the light attack aircraft from today’s 
senior leaders in the Air Force? Perhaps other than fighter pilots’ natu-
ral aversion to considering a turboprop aircraft (an aversion that disap-
pears after their first sortie), one major reason comes to the forefront. 
The OA-X represents a new procurement; therefore, its acquisition be-
comes part of a “zero-sum” game. Senior leaders view any additions of 
the light attack aircraft as cutting into other procurements of new air-
craft—specifically, the F-35 JSF.59 Reluctant to take any of the future 
1,763 JSF slots, they are unwilling to remove current fighters from the 
inventory. Never mind the fact that these light attack aircraft would 
pay for themselves in a matter of years (based upon savings accrued 
from reducing the legacy fighters’ hours, thus extending their life ex-
pectancy as well). Those savings accrue in another “bucket” of money 
separate from new aircraft procurements. Surely this accounting strata-
gem can be transformed to allow for common sense. Unfortunately, 
given the escalating costs of the JSF program and the debt-ceiling 
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agreement for a $330–450 billion reduction in defense spending over 
the next 10 years, resistance to adding additional numbers of light at-
tack aircraft to the budget may only grow.60

It is becoming abundantly clear that light attack aircraft, either for 
our partner nations or our own Air Force, are not a priority. In Novem-
ber 2011, Secretary of the Air Force Michael Donley listed the Air 
Force’s priorities: JSF, KC-46A tanker, new long-range bomber, contin-
ued development of remotely piloted air systems, and modifications of 
space systems for improved communications and missile warning.61

Nevertheless, another option may allow further purchases of the 
light attack aircraft without necessarily affecting the JSF buy. The 
OA-X could be “noncombat” coded for Air Force usage, as was the T-33 
in a bygone era.62 In this case, we could purchase the light attack air-
craft in large numbers for training but not necessarily for combat. The 
Air Force could still use the aircraft as a trainer for air advisers en-
gaged in building partner capacity, a JTAC trainer for ASOSs, and a 
companion CAS/COIN/forward air control–airborne / combat search 
and rescue trainer for ACC—but not for direct combat operations. In 
this capacity, it is uncertain whether the State Department could still 
employ the OA-X for slow-moving intercept, border patrol, or counter-
narcotics activity.

Summary and Conclusion
The US military’s COIN operations are not going away. If the Air 

Force developed a terrific, fearsome airborne COIN capability without 
a reasonable chance of ever employing it, then clearly the service 
would have wasted the time and money necessary to develop that ca-
pacity. So it is indeed prudent to evaluate the next most likely region 
for conflict. The International Crisis Group lists the following hot spots 
as probable areas for what it calls “Next Year’s Wars”: Syria, Iran/Israel, 
Afghanistan (we’re already there), Pakistan, Yemen, Central Asia, 
 Burundi, Congo, Kenya/Somalia, Venezuela, Tunisia, and Myanmar.63
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The next logical question that follows is, In which of these regions 
would one expect the light attack aircraft to play a significant role? The 
answer is all of them. That’s right—all of them. Iran would pose an ini-
tial challenge since our legacy phase-two and -three workhorses (as 
well as other elements of our conventional forces—Tomahawk mis-
siles, bombers, naval air, etc.) would have to suppress the electronic 
surface-to-air threats. That done, however, a COIN-like environment 
would exist in which light attack aircraft could flourish.

Former secretary of state Gates tried for years to persuade the Air 
Force to take small wars seriously, but, as he remarked, “It’s been like 
pulling teeth.” The secretary wanted to “institutionalize and finance 
our capabilities to fight the wars we are in today and the scenarios we 
are most likely to face in the years ahead.” Gates spoke of his aversion 
to the “99-percent exquisite service-centric platforms that are so costly 
and so complex that they take forever to build.”64 If the Air Force ever 
becomes serious about adopting Gates’s mantra, then it will have to 
make some hard decisions with respect to the technologically advanced 
approach it has taken to fighting our nation’s wars. Perhaps the service 
could reduce or postpone some of its planned F-35 buy to accommo-
date a near-term surge in COIN and building partnership capability, 
thereby reducing the rapid devaluation of its current frontline fighters.

Simply by postponing the development and/or purchase of the over-
budget and delayed F-35 and instead purchasing light attack aircraft, 
the Air Force would find that these platforms would pay for themselves 
in a very short time. Ponder this point: such a fundamental change in 
strategy regarding a light attack platform can result in ongoing sustain-
ment and life-cycle savings; after paying off the OA-X purchase price, 
the Air Force could use that near-perpetual windfall every year there-
after to procure the same number of postponed F-35s. The correct 
paradigm is not an “either or / zero sum game” decision but a “both 
and / win-win game.” The light attack platform represents an invest-
ment that actually improves the likelihood of the Air Force’s actually 
being able to afford the F-35.
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The light attack aircraft is built specifically to conduct COIN and 
CAS missions in the environment in which the United States will most 
likely operate in the coming years. This new paradigm results in the 
following for every hour flown in the OA-X:

•   Money back to Air Force coffers for current and future needs 
through enormous savings in cost per flying hour.

•   A significant increase in the United States’ building partnership 
capacity.

•   More training opportunities for ground personnel (JTACs, JFOs, 
special forces teams, SEALs, etc.), resulting in better trained 
ground troops.

•   Enhancement of CAS and COIN proficiency among fighter/attack 
pilots.

•   An increase in flying proficiency and flying time for pilots as-
signed to our most advanced airframes (F-22, F-35, and B-2).

•   An improved currency and training regimen for our fighter squad-
rons (two-seat instruction for A-10 pilots, landing currency, and 
combat search and rescue training).

•   Improved opportunities in air-to-ground integration for Airmen to 
interface directly with deployed special forces and Army units.

None of these improvements will come to our Air Force without 
hard decisions about the future buy of F-35s. As the Air Force ponders 
its future, one can only hope that it will consider beefing up its COIN 
and CAS capability in the near term with the light attack aircraft. If the 
service is truly serious about developing what Gen Edward Rice (com-
mander of Air Education and Training Command) calls a “culture of 
cost consciousness,” then surely it will make the right decision and 
develop the best Air Force to combat the next most likely threat to 
America’s interests.65 
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