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Executive Summary

The United States Air Force's new vision for the 21%
Century includes the doctrine of ‘d obal Engagenment’. This
doctrine is conprised of these six core conpetencies:

a. Air and Space Superiority

b. G obal Attack

c. Rapid G obal Mbility

d. Precision Engagenent

e. Information Superiority

f. Agile Conbat Support

Each of these core conpetencies is in some way dependent on
the Air Force's tanker fleet of KC 135 s and KC-10s. Since
the Air Force’ s reorganization of 1992, several key issues
have transpired that affect the tanker fleet’s ability to
support these six core conpetencies.

First is the age and noderni zation of the KC 135.
Brought into the inventory in the late 50s and early 60s,
this aircraft conprises 90% of the total aerial refueling
aircraft. Although nost have been re-engined, other
noder ni zation efforts have been shifted to the right due to
fiscal constraints. This forces reliance on an airfrane
barely keeping up with Federal Aviation Adm nistration
regul ati ons.

Wth the shift of scheduling responsibilities to Air
Mobi ity Conmmand, tanker aircraft mssion focus has shifted
fromone of primarily aerial refueling to one that equates
aerial refueling with airlift. This change in focus will no
doubt reduce the active service |ife of the KC 135 and force
earlier retirenent and repl acenent of these aircraft.

The peacetinme scheduling of these assets through the
Tactical Airlift Control Center (TACC) maxi m zes peacetinme
utilization, but instills a false sense of strategic |ift
capabilities when tanker assets are chopped to theater CINCs
during contingency operations. Thereby, decreasing lift
assets at the same instant airlift requirenments increase.

Lastly, the reorganization that placed over 50% of the
tanker assets in the GQuard and Reserve serves the peacetine
Air Force well. This may not be the case in a contingency
shoul d the National Command Authority delay a Guard/ Reserve
call up decision

These three issues alone affect the tanker forces
ability to fulfill its responsibilities during contingency
operations. lgnoring these issues now, may have far
reaching ram fications during contingency operations now and
in the 215" century.



Core Competencies and the Tanker

d obal Power, d obal Reach has been the overarching

phi | osophy of the Air Force for the last six years. It was
defined by six objectives: sustain deterrence, provide
versatile conbat forces, supply rapid global air nobility,
control the high ground, ensure information dom nance and
build U.S. influence.! In Cctober 1996, the senior
| eadership of the Air Force refined this guiding doctrine
wi th a new phil osophy reflected in the term d obal
Engagenment. Enbedded in this termare six core conpetencies
envi sioned as the basic requirenments of the world s best Air
Force. Though these core conpetencies are consi dered
crucial to the future of the USAF, they are not exclusive
capabilities or mssions of the US. Ar Force. The six
core conpetencies are:

a. Air and Space Superiority -- control over what nobves
t hrough air and space

b. Global Attack -- ability to attack rapidly anywhere

on the globe at any tine

! The Nation’s Air Force, 1996 Issues Book, 8



c. Rapid Global Mobility -- ability to nove rapidly to
any spot on the gl obe

d. Precision Engagement -- ability to apply sel ective
force against specific targets and achi eve di screte and
di scrim nant effects

e. Information Superiority -- power to gain, exploit,
defend and attack information

f. Agile Combat Support -- provision of strong conbat
support and fewer and | eaner |ogistics force?

Transitioning from d obal Power, d obal Reach to the
new vi sion of d obal Engagenent, nore closely aligns the
USAF' s direction with the U S. National Mlitary Strategy.
These newly refined core conpetencies are intended to better
focus the Air Force and guide future decisions.

The intent of this paper is to provide an analysis of
the ability of aerial tankers to support the U S Air
Force’s vision of the future and di scuss several key issues
that inpact this ability. As a force multiplier, the tanker
force does not directly fulfill any one core conpetency.

The tanker force supports the core conpetencies by enhancing
and extending the capabilities of other major weapon

syst ens.

2 Air Force Magazine Jan ‘97, 24



The core conpetency of alr and space superiority
focuses on the ability to control, and ultinmately, target
anyt hing that noves through air or space. Although
i nformati on can be gathered through renote equi pnent, the

ability to place weapon systens in areas of interest or

concern will be required indefinitely. Physical presence is
still required to claimthe area of operation; adversaries
have not yet been willing to surrender based on wargan ng

analysis. Wth reduced presence overseas, increased

comm tments and i nstantaneous nedia focus, the mlitary is
expected to be anywhere on the gl obe overnight. Few aircraft
can depl oy around the world wi thout aerial refueling or
numerous time consum ng enroute stops. In this rapid
response environnent, the short-notice requirenents to

proj ect power around the globe rests on aerial tankers. For
exanple, not only are tankers an integral part of depl oying
air superiority assets to a theater, they enable assets such
as the F-15s to remain on station for Conmbat Air Patrol

m ssions. Consequently, the ability to successfully achieve
this core conpetency is inextricably |linked to tankers. As
we nove nore and nore toward a stand off, space-oriented,

i nformati on-based capable force, the demand for air

refueling may dimnish, but it will not disappear



The concept of global attack is also highly dependent
on air refueling assets to provi de weapon systens the range
to reach world-wide targets. The ability to range targets
from CONUS- based assets provides the U S. with a powerful
di pl omatic tool when encouragi ng adversaries to acqui esce.
For al nost any scenari o, our conbat aircraft require tanker
assets to acconplish this task. 1In addition to extended
range, tankers al so provide additional loiter time and
flexibility in mssion timng. Obiting tankers just
out si de eneny air defense range provides for tim ng del ays
and additional fuel to allow senior comuanders and
politicians m ssion delays and response options prior to
eneny engagenent .

The extensive mlitary drawdown and return to CONUS
basi ng has significantly reduced the permanently established
U S. forward presence in many regions around the world. *“By
1999, eighty percent of U.S. forces will be CONUS based.”?
This factor weighs heavily on the tanker force. The
reduction in forward bases and troops increases the need for
an extensive rapid global mobility capability. Although the
strategic airlift community's aircraft have extended range,
host nation basing rights, airfield limtations and

overflight restrictions all lead to maxi num use of tanker

® Airlift/Tanker Quarterly, 31



aircraft to extend the air bridge and reduce the enroute
factors that conplicate the scenarios. Every enroute stop
along the strategic air bridge increases the chance of del ay
for various reasons including maintenance probl ens, weather
factors, aircrew limtations or diplomatic issues.
Therefore, by extending the air bridge, tankers play a key
role in reducing the critical in-theater tineline. Tankers
al so provide limted nobility capability thensel ves. This
can be a doubl e edged sword because lift capacity is traded
pound for pound with fuel. Every additional pound of cargo
reduces the fuel available for receiver aircraft during

i nflight refueling.

Al t hough the core conpetency of precision engagement
may require fewer tanker assets as precision, standoff
weapons capabilities inprove in the future, tankers assets
are invaluable due to the flexibility they grant m ssion
pl anners. Increased reliability and inproved accuracy may
reduce the nunmber of required nmunitions and therefore
sorties, but the continued use of tankers wll be required
to ensure receiver aircraft have the increased flexibility
necessary during enploynment. Although technol ogi cal
i nprovenents have reduced the nunber of sorties to destroy a
target, the ever grow ng need for reduced coll ateral damage

drives the requirenment for absolute accuracy. Wth the



enphasi s on speed, accuracy and reduced aircraft signature,
extended conbat radius is not the nunber one priority.

Since receiver aircraft rely on the tanker force for m ssion
versatility, the tanker fleet is a key enhancenent to
today’s need for responsiveness, flexibility, and options
for varying degrees of lethality.

The fifth core conpetency, information superiority, is
the power to gain, exploit, defend and attack information.
This conpetency is al so dependent on the tanker force. The
drive for conplete, tinmely and accurate information demands
tanker assets contribute to this effort. Though absol ute
information is not possible, tinely receipt of critical
i nformation regardi ng eneny positions, capabilities and the
like is crucial. Tankers provide valuable inflight
refueling to many manned reconnai ssance sorties engaged in
collection of this critical information. |In addition,
tankers al so support the Suppression of Eneny Air Defense
(SEAD) and el ectronic warfare (EW m ssions invaluable to
friendly force protection.

Agile combat support is heavily dependent on airlift as
wel | as tanker aircraft. Lean logistics, also known as
“just in time logistics”, is a natural result of closing

depots and the reduction in on hand inventories, both cost



savi ngs nmeasures.* From a USAF view, this logistics

phi | osophy plays heavily on the airlift conmunity and the
associ ated tankers necessary to support this requirenent.
Light, lean lethal conbat capability is crucial to the
future of mlitary operations. However, the increased
aircraft ranges required by CONUS-based operations directly
inpacts airlift and tanker capability.

Crucial to all six core conpetencies, it is inmpossible
to separate the tanker fleet fromthe Air Force's guiding
doctrine of global engagenent. It is quite evident that the
tanker fleet is a key ingredient to the successful
achi evenent of any future mlitary endeavor. |Is the tanker
fleet as a whole up to the task? Several issues nay
actually effect the tankers fleet ability to neets its
responsibilities. First is the age of the tanker fleet
itself and its need for nodernization. Second is the
peacetine scheduling systemversus the realities of conflict
utilization. Finally, the reorganization has caused a | arge

dependence on the reserve force within the tanker comunity.

The Tanker Fleet

Wth an overreaching doctrine that places such enphasis

on the requirenent for aerial refueling, the tanker force

*Airlift/ Tanker Quarterly, 31



w Il be a val uabl e weapon systemfor quite sone tine. Mich
like the remainder of the mlitary force structure though

it is in need of major overhaul and nodernization. Re-

engi ned KC-135s are providing better fuel efficiency and

i ncreased offload capability, but these airfranes are

begi nni ng to show signs of corrosion. Avionics upgrades are
barely keeping pace with the Federal Aviation

Adm nistration's requirenents. KC-135s are the aging core
of the tanker fleet; they represent 90% of the tanker force.
Procured between 1956 and 1965, tankers support depl oynent,
enpl oynent, redepl oynent, special operations and Single

| ntegrated Operations Plan (SI OP) needs. They are capabl e
of refueling USAF boom receptacle aircraft or allied and
sister service aircraft through an attachabl e drogue system
dependi ng on which configuration is selected prior to

| aunch. The KC- 135 tanker fleet is expected to |ast well
into the 21st Century. Sone estimates |ist 2025 and beyond
Wi th phaseout beginning in the 2010 tine frame.® The KC 135
operations tenpo has increased through increased strategic
lift responsibilities in order to reduce the burden on the
C-141 force. The result is a reduction in the life span of
the KC-135 fleet, although the actual inpact is still under

debat e.

® USAF/XOF Briefing Spring 1996
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The ot her tanker aircraft, the KC 10, was desi gned and
built as a dual-role aircraft and becane operational in the
early 1980s. |Its mssions are split between airlift and air
refueling. KC-10s conprise 10% of the tanker fleet and 13%
of the strategic airlift capacity. The KC- 10s greatest
strength is its versatility; the airlift capability conbi ned
wth its ability to refuel both receptacle and probe-
equi pped aircraft on the sane m ssion nakes it the choice of
many depl oyi ng squadrons.®

Al t hough the majority of the tanker fleet is older than
the aircrews that fly them they are of value across the
spectrumof mlitary engagenent fromconflict to
peacekeepi ng and peacenaki ng operations. Uilized in a
variety of mssions, the challenge is to naxim ze the tanker
fleet’s capabilities. This includes the need to bal ance the
KC-135"s limted airlift capability with fuel offload
requi renments. Uilization of KC-135s for airlift m ssions
takes the strain off the overworked C-141 airlift fleet, but
pl aces the KC-135 fleet in the position to be stressed nuch
li ke the C 141s have been in the past. The dual -use KC 10,
on the other hand, was designed for both m ssions: strategic
lift and aerial refueling. |In addition, the KC 10's boom
and drogue offl oad systens do not require nodification |ike

the KC-135s; therefore, either refueling nethod is avail abl e

® USAF/XOF Briefing Spring 1996
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on any and all m ssions. However, the mpjority of the tanker
fleet is conposed of KC-135 airfranes designed for boom
refueling on a day to day basis. There are |imted drogue-

capable airfranes at any given tine.

Tanker Utilization

For day to day operations, tankers are used for aerial
refueling as well as airlift, but during hostilities, the
airframes are typically chopped to the CINC. This is unlike
the strategic airlift assets that continue to transit the
gl obe on resupply mssions. In peacetine, the tanker fl eet
is used nore in a strategic role, but during periods of
conflict, its value as a force nultiplier overrides this and
the aircraft are utilized al nost exclusively within the
t heater of operations. Once there, tankers provide aerial
refuelings that allow receiver aircraft extended presence
over a given area or additional on-station tine for target
confirmation prior to engagenent.

I n peacetine, day to day managi ng of the tanker fleet
is done through Air Mobility Command (AMC). This all ows
maxi mum airframe utilization. The Tactical Airlift Control
Center (TACC) is a twenty-four hour operation that schedul es
airlift and air refueling requirenents around the world.

This centralized control allows for a worl d-w de vi ew of
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assets and the optim zation of airfranes and aircrews. \Wen
the Air Force reorganized in 1992, the integration of
tankers into the airlift system changed the focus of the
tanker m ssion from al nost exclusive aerial refueling to
include a greater enphasis on its cargo carrying capability.
The tanker has al ways been capabl e of transporting

equi pnent, but in the past airlift was a secondary m ssion.
These aircraft were not designed for efficient onload and
of fl oad of troops and/or equipnent. Wth relatively “low
m | eage” for their age, KC-135 tankers have been an

i nval uabl e short-termsolution to the strategic airlift
equation. Their inefficiency in cargo novenent has been
overl ooked to take advantage of the extrenely |low flight-
hour tine on the airfranes.

Tankers have filled the gap between the flight
restricted C-141s with their wing cracks and the C17's
arrival. However, filling the gap may shorten the tanker’s
expected life as previously discussed. Uilization of
tankers in this manner may al so i nduce a fal se sense of
security in the strategic lift system because nore aircraft
are avail abl e during peacetine to performlift operations
than during hostilities. About the sanme instant the
requi renent for strategic lift increases, the tankers are

needed in theater and chopped to the supported CINC. This
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puts a heavy burden on Transportation Command ( TRANSCOM to
nmeet increasing strategic Iift requirenents with fewer

airframes than are utilized during day to day operations.

The Guard/Reserve Component

As there has been a shift in bal ance between aeri al
refueling and airlift mssions for the tanker, there has
al so been a shift in balance between active and reserve
structure in the tanker world. Wth the force structure
drawdown of the early 1990s, a | arge percentage of Guard and
Reserve units converted to the KC 135 tanker m ssion. Over
fifty percent of the tanker fleet is nowin the Guard and
Reserve force. On a day to day, peacetine basis, this
al i gnnment of forces works well. The centralized scheduling
of the TACC manages the flow of sorties regardless of crew
conposition. Wen the standard routes and m ssions, known
as channel mssions, are flown, the unit type (Active, GQuard
or Reserve) is transparent to the scheduling process.
Complications arise when the trips are extended and
rerouted. As professionals, nost Guard and Reserve crews
are commtted to acconplishing the mssion, but their
primary job is outside the mlitary and can not be ignored.
St at esi de m ssions and routine channel m ssions better fit

the Guard and Reserve forces’ need for structure and
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consi stency while allowng for maxi mumairfranme utilization.

The realignment of forces becones nore apparent when
short-notice taskings arise. The initial [imtation for
Guard and Reserve units is available aircrews. Once a
stable requirenent is identified in a tinely manner, the
schedul i ng system can again work the m ssions, indifferent
to the unit type.

The other area where Guard and Reserve forces inpact
the tankers ability to support the core conpetencies is in
contingency operations. Like short notice, unplanned
sorties, these m ssions are unpredictable and can be
difficult for reservists to fill. [If the bulk of
requi renent is for deploynent and redepl oynent sorties,
Guard and Reserve crews are likely to provide a fair portion
of the required asset capability. On the other hand, if the
requi renent is extended in-theater operations, Guard and
Reserve crews are not able to remain in theater w thout
national call up authority. Furthernore, the systenis
capability is stretched due to crew shortages and
[imtations before call up authority is inplenmented. Each
new conti ngency or potential hostility wll test, validate
and highlight the capabilities and limtations of this
alignment of force on the tanker fleet’s ability to fulfill

the core conpetency needs. This puts enphasis on the tinely
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deci sions by the National Command Authority in order to

maxi m ze our | eaner force’s potential.

Conclusion

In conclusion, despite [imtations or shortages, the
tankers are a valuable force multiplier. They are a crucial
requirenent in the majority of contingency scenarios around
the world. Though not state of the art in aviation, they
are integral to the acconplishnment of the Air Force' s six
core conpetencies. Wth reduced basing and a U. S. interest
to maintain and or project presence around the gl obe, the
tanker fleet contributes significantly to this capability.
It is an older force that will continue to provide a
val uabl e capability, but the fleet will need nodifications
and upgrades to maintain this capability.

Today’s mlitary enphasis is different fromthat of the
Cold War, SIOP mission and the tanker fleet has greater
wor |l d-wi de inpact at a time when power projection has becone
nore critical. Assigned to AMC, the tankers were absorbed
into a highly centralized scheduling process ained at
maxi m zing its peacetine use and relieving stress on an
al ready stressed airlift system This will indeed shorten
the airfrane life of the KC135 fleet. Also, over fifty

percent of the tanker fleet is assigned to Guard and Reserve
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units; this has inpact on short termflexibility. Aerial
refueling along with airlift are better m ssions to assign
the total force than front |ine conbat m ssions. Although
the bulk of the Air Force's refueling capability was
retained by transferring it into the Guard and Reserve, the
age of fleet, and the shortage of airfranmes and the

associ ated refueling systemlimtations, conbined with the
reduced flexibility of Guard and Reserve forces, inpacts
contingency operations. This critical capability that
tankers provide will be required for the next conflict.
Under st andi ng the key role tankers play in fulfilling the
USAF concept of gl obal engagenent and the issues affecting
the tanker fleet is invaluable to assuring future crises are

supportabl e and sust ai nabl e.
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