Pentagon Faces
Huge Bill for
Jet Fighter
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In the air wars of tomorrow, the

Pentagon expects U.S. jet fighters to
roam largely invisible to tracking ra-
dar. They will spot targets on cock-
pit scanners long before the naked
eye can see them and shoot “smart”
missiles at enemies over the horizon.
- To get there from here, the De-
fense Department has embarked on
the.most ambitious overhaul of the
nation’s air combat force in more
than two decades. It plans to replace
its-jet fighter fleet with three basic
new models now under develop-
ment—the F/A-18E/F, F-22 and
Joint Strike Fighter—that promise
leaps in stezith, agility. and endur-
ance over current-generatlon air-
craft.

But the $300 billion-plus invest-
mert effort, the most expensive set
of projects now on the Pentagon’s
books, comes at a time of mounting

- doubts about America’s ability to ful-
fill its defense spending goals and
still. balance the federal budget. The
spending plan has sparked tensions
between. the Air Force and Navy
over whose aviation programs
should survive a budget squeeze.
Such independent review groups as
the General Accounting Office and
Congressional Budget Office regard
the proposed package of new planes
as ultimately unaffordable, particu-
larly at the quantities planned.

Moreover, with the Soviet
Union’s collapse, the strategic need
for another generation of such super
high-tech jets also is being ques-
tioned:

Counting new types of precision-
guided missiles, and improved com-
munications and intelligence sys-
tems to support the combat jets, the
Pentagon’s tactical aviation program
is due to consume fully a quarter of
the defense procurement budget at
the peak of production about a dec-
ade from now.

. “The military services argue that
the advanced technology in these

See FIGHTERS, A14,Col. 1

Cnete 1

At “TuursDay, AusT 22, 1996 &

NEW PHASE OF FIGHTE

RS

he Fentagon is developing a new gener
replace its aging fleet. At more than $3
m/um the military to increase its procures
Lat a time critics—inchs ding in the General
! Cn/i(*}‘('wwm[ Budget Office—say the Unit
}

]

F-22

[The Air Force wants this plane to
ireplace the F-15 for these reasons:
i= Can detect and
;shoot enemy R
laircraft before it is b
sdetected.

‘= Superior in agility, ability
\to evade radar and
gﬂustarned SUpPersonic
fspeeds.

.= More reliable and easier to maintain.
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[ F/A-18E/F SUPER HORNET
¢ iThe Navy wants this plane to replace
‘the F/A-18C/D for these reasons:
= Less visibie to radar.
. ®increased range and ability to finger at
i a battle scene.
= Increased weapons capacity.
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JOINT STRIKE FIGHTER

e Air Force wants this

fene to replace the F-16: the
avy to augment its F/A-18
ce: and the Marines to
place the AV-8B and F/A-

. Advantages include:

mproved stealth.
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Ability to fulfill several roles.
Lapacity for short takeoffs
d vertical landings.
Relatively low cost.
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new pl(mes Is necessary so that we
may maintain an edge over potential
theeats.” Cindy Williams of the Con-
gressional Budget Office told a
Hause panel in fune. “But no other
Lognfer fighter {leet comes close
to that of the United States in either
‘}Uﬂ}bc‘r\ or capability, ner does it
segm likely that any country will be
able to challenge us, either with
thén fighter fleets or their air de-
fenises, for the foreseeable future.”

Pentagon leaders take issue with
this confident view of U.S. war-
pl@es as still mrd\ of the skies.
They say America’s premier jet
fighter, the F-15, alreadv trails Rus-
siap competitors in range and lacks
the stealthy characteristics prom-
ised by ‘omn‘xg European models.
U.3. warplanes also are vulnerable
to mcreasingly sophisticated foreign
mstxlex and air defense svstems,
Pentagor officials say.

Without a new generation of air-
craft, U.S. military plamners con-
tedd, American pilots will not be
abfe to eliminate the enemy as easily
as they did in the 1991 Persian Guif
W:{r overcomng iraq’s extensive
airidefense svstem.

“f{)ur progrant is designed to main-
taxp this air dominar nee that was
achieved five vears ago.” explained
Gen. Joseph Rakron an Anr Force
fighter pilot now serving as vice
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
‘Vvi had it, we lked it and we want
to keep it.”

One fact not in dispute: America’s
fighter fleet is aging, and 2 strategy
for renewing it must he decided
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soat, allowing enough time to field
new models, if that is the choice, or
Cmit'nue with production of Lxxstmq
dee and find other uses for the
billions of dollars earmarked for de-
velopment of new aircraft.
Historically, the Pentagon has re-

tlred Jet f‘qhter» after about 20
yedrs m the air. The average age
now of Air Force and Navy squad-
rons 1s 10 vears, and current timeta-
ble§ for mtroan(mq the new aircraft
vofﬂd require retaining some older
models into their thlmes and even
fortxe\ Pentagon officials say.

ét the root of the Defense De-
anmf:nt s drive for new jet fighters
18 a desire to overwhelm any enemy
aire:raft m future conflicts. Where
mzﬁiary commanders used to speak
bxmplv of attrining “air superiority,”
the current Pentagon buzzword is
“air dominance.”

Thg distinction mav be subtle. but
“dominance” suggests a higger edge
than “superiority.” Winning is no lon-
ger spfficient; now victory must
come quickly and with few casual-
ties.

“Wel do believe the American peo-
ple will not stand for a lot of casual-
ties,” said Maj. Gen. John Hawley,
who gversees acquisition of Air
Force combat planes and other sys-
tems. TSo fo preclude that, vou have
to dominate from Day ()m.

But|to pay for dominance, the
Pentagon’s annual procurement
budget| will have to rise from its cur-
rent 50-vear low of about $38 billion
to at least $60 billion, according to
the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Getting
there By 2001, as planned, assumes
future|savings from militarv hase
closings and more efficient purchas-
ng practices—assumptions thal are
proving more difficult to achieve
than top defense officiale had antici-
pated.

Even if the procurement account
grows as projected, the new aircraft
prograips will have to compete for
funds with other major acquisition
efforts, |including plans to double the
annual purchases of Navy ships after
2002 and double spending on new

- Army helicopters.

Already the new programs may be
too far glong to stop. About $2.1 hil-
fion is i the 1997 defense spending
bill before Congress to begin limited
production of the Navy's new fight-
er, the |F/A-18E/F, intended to su-
persede the current F/A-18C/D
Hornet and equip the bulk of aircraft
carrier squadrons. Another $2 bil-
lion is n the budget—on top of
about $15 billion spent so far—for
work on| the stealthy, maneuverable
F-22 to replace the F-15 as the Air
Force’s most capable fighter.

" Least|developed is the Joint Strike
Fighter,|which has $600 million set
aside fo it in the 1997 budget. But
this multirole pl;‘ulo-——rmllv several
versions|deriving from a single basic
design—has riding on it the hopes of
three military services. The Air
Force wants it to suppl(mt the F-16
for air-torground attacks: the Marine
Corps 1s|depending on it to replace
the AV-8B Harrier for short takeoffs
and vertical landings, and the Navy

is looking to it to eliminate the F- 14
Tomcat gnd- )nrnnnpf the new L/A

18E/F.

Becaude major aircraft programs
mean tens of thousands of jobs in
congresstonal districts around the

See|FIGHTERS. A15, Col. 1
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‘all three new planes also
‘erful- political interests be-
1, led by the home states of

tent; Massachusetts,” a House Dem-
ocratic staff member said. “The F-22
appeals_ to Texas, Georgia and
gton state. And the Joint
ighter appeals to nearly ev-

g1

withwihe Pentagon’s costly tactical
avidiion, plan. In fact, about $500
millign 'of the more than $11 billion
added by Senate appropriators to
thea

1?9;97 defense sp»endmg bill

doz&ni dgf} the older, C/D models to
rousid=put existing squadrons even
as fé’w-mte production begins of the
0] s

Deféfise officials insist the new-
generatign aircraft are being devel-
oped with greater attention to con-
taining -costs and promoting cross-
service operability than ever. Since
the Persian Gulf War, the Pentagon
has shrunk its aviation force 35 per-
cent—from 8,200 to 5,900 planes—
to free up dollars for modernization.

But even if the Defense Depart-
ment can keep costs down and effi-
ciency up, questions persist about
the-need-for several new jet fighter
models given the potential foreign
threat.

China has less than two-thirds the

number of U.S. military planes; Rus--

sia has even fewer; Iran, Irag and

Nérth "‘Ko'rea ‘combined have less

,than one-third the U.S. inventory.

Further, most foreign military air-
craft are older-generation models,
and plans to build or buy new ones
capable of challenging U.S. domi-
nance have run into budget con-
straints.

Here, the General Accounting Of-
fice recently raised questions about

“We do believe the
American people
will not stand for a
lot casualties. So ...
you have to
dominate from Day

One.”

-—Air Force Maj. Gen. John Hawley

the added value of higher-tech air-
craft and precision-guided muni-
tions, saying their effectiveness dur-
ing the gulf war was exaggerated.

In a separate report, the GAO also
argued the new, E/F version of the
Navy’s F/A-18 represented only a
marginal improvement over the cur-
rent C/D model, at substantially
greater cost. The report suggested
the Navy could achieve the same ad-
vantages promised by the new
plane—greater range and higher
carrier landing weight allowing air-
craft to return with unused bombs—
by expanding the C/D’s fuel capacity
and strengthening its landing gear.

Navy officials say. making such
changes in the C/D would require
other structural adjustments, lead-
ing ultimately to the E/F design. “If
we thought the C/D could meet our
requirements,|we’d continue to buy
it,” said Rear Adm. Denny McGinn,
head of naval air warfare. “The sim-
ple fact is, it can’t.”

Many in the defense community
predict a reckoning in the tactical
aviation program as early as next
year, after the start of a new presi-
dential term, when defense officials
are due to reassess the nation’s mili-
tary strategy and structure of
forces.

“Most folks are holding their
cards close to their chests until they
get asked to the table for a program
review next year,” an Air Force gen-
eral said. “Until the reality of the
guns-versus-butter debate hits, the
pressure won't be great enough for

people to sit down at the table and

offer to give up anything.”

Even then, if is unlikely any of the
three new aircraft will be canceled.

“What will ultimately happen, if
history is any guide,” said Steve Ko-
siak of the Center for Strategic and
Budgetary Asgessments, “is they’ll
end up buying fewer planes and
stretching ouf production to save
money.”

FOR MORE INFORMATION =

For detailed performance siatistics on
the new jet fighlers, click on the above
symbol on the front page of The Post’s
stle on the World Wide Web at

hitpf [ www.washingtonpost.com
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