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The Army initiated the RAH-66 Comanche Helicopter as the Light Helicopter Family (LHX)
in 1983 with early cost estimates of five million dollars per helicopter. In March 2004, after 22
years, 6 program restructurings, and 6.9 billion dollars, the Army Chief of Staff terminated the
Comanche with the intent to reallocate 14.6 billion dollars programmed through 2011 to
restructure Army Aviation. This paper explores the possibility that shortsighted threat analysis
coupled with flawed group consensus within the Army allowed the Comanche Helicopter
Program to continue through two decades despite intense Congressional scrutiny. Army senior
level leadership safeguarded a helicopter program that did not adequately explore alternatives
to transformation even when the threat environment called for a change in strategy. The Army’s
failure to adequately foster critical thinking about aviation threats resulted in a current helicopter
force that was not adequately postured for the Global War on Terror.

THE COMANCHE HELICOPTER PROGRAM - A STRATEGIC POLICY FAILURE
It is not in the best interest of national security to put our troops in harm’s way illequipped, while we continue funding weapons that don’t counter real threats…
—U.S. Representative Peter A. DeFazio1
On 25 October 2003, a UH60 Black Hawk helicopter was performing a mission near
Mosul, Iraq, when it started to shutter from a blast near its right upper engine deck. The cockpit
grew dark from seeping hydraulic oil, but because the cockpit doors were off, the pilot was able
to safely land the aircraft. The crew and its passengers exited the aircraft with only minor
injuries but flames engulfed the helicopter. After extensive investigations, the Army’s Downed
Aircraft Assessment Team determined that a man portable surface-to-air missile (MANPAD)
had engaged the aircraft. A crew chief was medically discharged from the service and millions
of dollars of hardware was destroyed by a Vietnam era weapon that costs only a few thousand
dollars. Several weeks later, a CH47 ferrying soldiers going on leave was shot down by the
same type of weapon inflicting many casualties.2 These losses and the others that followed are
directly related to the Army’s slow acknowledgement of relevant helicopter threats which led to a
strategic failure in the Comanche Helicopter Program and set back Army Aviation for decades.
In the early 1980s, the Army realized that its fleet of light observation and attack
helicopters was incapable of defeating future 1990 Cold War Threats. Recognizing many
deficiencies, Army Aviation in 1983 initiated the RAH-66 Comanche Helicopter as the Light
Helicopter Family (LHX) with early cost estimates of five million dollars per helicopter.3 In March
2004, after 22 years, 6 program restructurings, and 6.9 billion dollars, the Army Chief of Staff
terminated the Comanche with the intent to reallocate 14.6 billion dollars programmed through
2011 to restructure Army Aviation.4 This paper explores the possibility that shortsighted threat
analysis coupled with flawed group consensus within the Army allowed the Comanche
Helicopter Program to continue through two decades despite intense Congressional scrutiny
and criticism. The current Army Chief of Staff, General Schoomaker, gave some credence to
this thesis when he said that killing the radar-evading RAH-66 Comanche helicopter was “one of
the easiest decisions I’ve had to make.” The Army’s failure to adequately foster critical thinking
about aviation threats over the past two decades ensured that the current helicopter force was
not adequately postured for the Global War on Terror.

History of the RAH-66
Requirements and Acquisition
During the early 1980’s the Army began to develop the Airland Battle Doctrine to combat
the Cold War Soviet threat. Army aviation was close to fielding two of its newest helicopters,
the UH-60 Black Hawk and the AH-64 Apache. Additionally, Army aviation leadership, in an
effort to counter a projected Warsaw Pact threat, commissioned an Army Aviation Mission Area
Analysis (AAMAA). This study identified over 77 major deficiencies and 250 shortfalls with the
existing light helicopter fleet that constituted 80% of the Army’s existing inventory. Moreover,
the analysis determined that the existing fleet of light helicopters was tactically obsolete and
incapable of performing its wartime reconnaissance tasks. Some of the major deficiencies
identified were obsolete 30-year old aircraft, limited night and adverse weather capabilities, little
to no payload, no air-to-air capability, no self-deployment capability, and reduced survivability on
the modern battlefield.5 Survivability was linked to threat systems that used radar to acquire a
target such as the ZSU 23-4. In 1983, the LHX program came into existence to tackle many of
deficiencies. In April 1991, after a source selection in which the Boeing/Sikorsky team was
awarded a cost-incentive contract, the LHX program became known as the reconnaissance and
attack RAH-66 Comanche.
The Comanche helicopter program was to provide a family of high technology, low-cost
aircraft that would replace the Army’s light helicopter fleet, which included the AH-1 Cobra, OH58 Kiowa, OH-6 Cayuse, and the UH-1 Iroquois (Huey). In 1986, after Congressional budget
cuts, the Army decided to develop only a single Comanche aircraft capable of conducting either
armed reconnaissance or attack missions. The Comanche was designed to have improved
speed, agility, aircrew visibility, availability, and maintainability over current reconnaissance and
attack helicopters. The helicopter was also designed for low observability (stealth) from threat
radar systems and expected to be capable of deploying over long ranges without refueling.
Lastly, the Comanche was built to provide digital information on enemy formations on the
forward edge of the battlefield to ground force commanders at all levels. Critical to achieving
the Comanche’s desired capabilities was the successful development and integration of
advanced technologies for the mission equipment package which included communication,
piloting, target acquisition, navigation, helmet-mounted display, mission computer, and weapon
management systems.6
The following chart outlines the Comanche’s acquisition timeline and shows the six
program restructurings that eventually reduced the number of helicopters from 5023 to 1213.
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Dates

Program Phase

Highlights

1983 to
April 2000

Demonstration and
Validation

Program restructured 6 times (1988,
1990,1992,1995,1999, and 2000).
Last restructuring extended development and reduced
planned quantities from 1,292 to 1,213.
Army decreased the number of developmental aircraft
planned, accelerated the development of the fire control
radar by 5 years, and extended the production schedule.

April 2000 to Dec.
2006

Engineering and
Manufacturing
Development

In June 2000, a 6-year engineering and manufacturing
development contract was awarded to Boeing-Sikorsky.
First pre-production aircraft were originally scheduled to
be delivered in April 2002 but were delayed until January
2004.
Developmental flight-testing was scheduled to start in
mid-2004 and continue through December 2006.
Aircraft weapon systems were to be integrated by 2004.

June 2005 to Oct.
2007

Low-Rate Initial
Production

Low-rate initial production of 84 aircraft was scheduled
to begin in June 2005.
Initial operational test and evaluation of pre-production
aircraft were scheduled for June 2006 through October
2006.
Initial Operational Capability was scheduled for
December 2006 (also using aircraft built in engineering
and manufacturing development).
Delivery of the first low-rate production helicopter was
planned for October 2007.

Dec. 2006 to
Fiscal Year 2028

Full-Rate Production

Full-rate production decision was scheduled for
December 2006.
Last production was planned for 2026, with the last unit
to be equipped occurring in 2028.

Table 1: Timeline of Comanche’s Acquisition History and Schedule7.
Cost Increases
The Comanche was justified to Congress and the aviation community as a relatively
inexpensive aircraft to buy and maintain in comparison to the current fleet, especially the
Apache helicopter. However, after 20 years of delays in development and several reductions in
quantity, the estimated unit cost increased dramatically. Initially unit fly away cost in FY84
dollars was 5 million per helicopter but in FY01 that cost estimate had risen to 35 million per
helicopter which meant an increase of 4.5 times8 the original cost. In 1992, the United States
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General Accounting Office determined that the Comanche’s unit cost would be $1.4 million
higher than the Apache’s unit cost, or $19.1 million for the Comanche compared with $17.7
million for the Apache.9 The chart below shows the comparison between cost over time and the
number of mission aircraft. It does not include the estimated $1.9 billion cost of the Longbow
radar and missile system that was directed after the 1992 restructuring plan. The Longbow is a
target acquisition system that can locate and identify a target through the integration of radar
and the forward looking infrared system. The Longbow works in tangent with a Hellfire missile
system that has fire-and-forget capability. The chart highlights the downside of cutting the
number of mission aircraft over a period of 16 years. Costs naturally rise each year but with
fewer airframes the program appears to be within or below budget. In fact, fewer airframes on
the assembly line increase the manufacturer’s costs which relates to a higher price per unit.
The reduction in mission aircraft also depicts the force downsizing that the Army was incurring
over those same 16 years. In the early eighties, the Army believed that 5,023 Comanches
would be needed to defeat a Soviet threat. However, the Soviet implosion in the early nineties
and the “peace dividend” which reduced the military budget caused the Army to change its
helicopter strategy to reflect a smaller force.

Program Cost in

1985

1987

1988

1991

2001

$3,200

$5,400

$3,900

$4,800

$8,253

Procurement

$57,400

$74,300

$36,100

$30,600

$34,581

Total

$60,600

$79,700

$40,000

$35,400

$42,834

3,072

2,128

2,096

1,292

1,213

Utility

1,951

2,164

0

0

0

Total

5,023

4,292

2,096

1,292

1,213

Unit Cost

$12.1

$18.6

$19.1

$27.4

$35.3

Millions of Dollars
Research and
Development

Mission Quantity
Reconnaissance
and Attack

Table 2. Comanche Program Costs and Planned Acquisition Quantities10
Critical Reports
Given the overall rising program costs and the fluctuations in airframe numbers, the
Comanche did not continue to progress throughout its 20-year existence without Congressional
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oversight. Since 1986, several reports by the United States General Accounting Office (GAO)
have raised concerns about the Army’s effort to develop the Comanche because of increasing
problems with the program. U.S. Representative Peter DeFazio (D-Oregon), a constant critic of
the program, requested GAO reports in 1999 and 2000. These reports found the project to be
over budget, behind schedule, and failing to meet the performance requirements established by
the Pentagon.11 The following GAO observations and recommendations about the health of the
Comanche Program from reports in 1992,12 1994,13 1999,14 and 2001,15 serve to highlight some
of the difficulties and challenges:
1. After 10 years in development, the Comanche helicopter is not the low-cost
helicopter originally justified to Congress. (1992)
2. The Army continues to blur mission roles of the Apache and the Comanche. The
Comanche’s lethality is expected to rival or surpass that of the Apache and during
Operation Desert Storm the Apache effectively conducted long-range armed
reconnaissance. (1992)
3. The Army’s need for the Comanche has become questionable with the demise of the
Soviet and Warsaw Pact threat. (1992)
4. If the Army proceeds with its development of the Comanche helicopter, it will not be
able to fund its other identified aviation requirements, including the need to replace
its aging utility helicopters. (1992)
5. We believe alternative attack and reconnaissance helicopters exist that have the
ability to conduct most, if not all, of the Comanche’s roles and missions. (1994)
6. For its aviation modernization strategy, the Army has chosen to procure the
Comanche helicopter and upgrade the Apache at the expense of other needed
programs such as the Chinook cargo helicopter modernization, the medical
evacuation helicopter modernization, and the increase production of the UH-60
Blackhawk helicopter. (1994)
7. The Comanche’s restructured program contains significant risks of cost overruns,
schedule delays, and degraded performance. (1999)
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8. The Army is proposing changes to the aircraft that would adversely impact some of
the Comanche’s planned performance capabilities. For example, to meet increased
range requirements for certain missions, the Army plans to use external fuel tanks
that would likely reduce the helicopter’s planned stealth, cruising speed,
maneuverability, and other performance capabilities. (1999)
9. The Army is still not likely to know whether certain technologies being developed—
such as those used for the mission equipment package—will work on the helicopter
and function as expected and whether the helicopter can be produced within current
cost estimates. (2001)
A synopsis of these observations is that the Comanche is expensive, its reconnaissance and
attack role is blurred with the Apache, the aircraft will not meet its critical performance
requirements, and other airframe modernization programs will suffer due to the continued
investment in the Comanche. Although the Army addressed alternative airframes in 1985 and
1994, alternatives still needed to be continuously analyzed based on constant changes to the
operational environment. Lastly and perhaps the most important observation is that the
survivability threat due to enemy radar is not materializing as predicted. In fact, major threats to
helicopters did not evolve to any great complexity but remained constant and were not
adequately addressed throughout the life of the Comanche program.
History of Combat Threats to Helicopters
Developing a U.S. strategy that will defeat a specific enemy is formidable. It becomes
even more difficult for the Defense Department when that strategy’s success is based on a
weapon system that is designed to destroy a perceived threat that may never be realized. The
Army designed the Comanche for reconnaissance and attack against an enemy that employed
rigid formations and used maneuver to envelope its opponents. Analysts believed that the
enemy would predominately use radar acquired systems rather than infrared or heat-seeking
weapons to defeat its foe. Battles would be fought over nonrestricted terrain that did not rise
above 10,000 feet mean sea level (MSL). However, the events on 11 September 2001
demonstrated that our analytical skill to identify and prepare for future threats is deficient at
times. Correspondingly, the Comanche program failed in the area of performance analysis and
perceived battlefield threats. One can forgive to some degree the budget and scheduling
problems that this paper already identified. These types of budget inflations occur with many
acquisition programs because the strategic environment changes as it did when the Army
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downsized after the Regan era. However, Comanche performance and operational
requirements are measures that do not necessarily require strategic foresight. Moreover as
detailed below, aviation leadership had the historical data to make prudent decisions concerning
the direction of the Comanche program with respect to survivability. Their failure to apply the
lessons learned from the past and their refusal to adapt to current helicopter threats destined
the program to embrace a relatively single threat focus.
WWII (1945) to Vietnam (1975)
Helicopters first appeared on the world scene in 1936. The Germans used helicopters in
small numbers in World War II, and even the United States, in 1944, sent Sikorsky R-4s to
rescue downed fighter pilots in Burma. The Army used H-13s to evacuate 18,000 personnel
during the Korean War and the Air Force rescued 996 aircrews with H-5s but several were shot
down by small-arms.
The Vietnam War with its long range infantry assaults, logistics, and medical evacuations
brought the helicopter to the forefront.16 Helicopters proved to be less vulnerable to enemy fire
than expected but pilots still had to deal with fatigue, poor weather, and the hazards of night
flying. As the chart below shows, these human and environmental factors contributed to
accidents which were close to half of the total losses.
All Services U.S. Army
AA and Small Arms

2,373

2,069

Fighter Aircraft

2

1

Surface-to-Air Missiles (SAMs)

7

6

Destroyed by Attacks on Bases 205

170

Operational Accidents

2,282

2,075

Total

4,869

4,321

Table 3. Vietnam Helicopter Losses17
In 1971, the North Vietnamese introduced the first shoulder-launched surface-to-air missile
(SAM), the Soviet SA-7, to the battlefield during Operation Lamson 719. This weapon was
effective because its greater range and lethality caused the helicopter to fly lower into the
envelope of the anti-aircraft and machine-gun fire.18 Even today, the same threats that
destroyed helicopters in Vietnam remain an obstacle to their survivability.
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Desert One (1979) to Afghanistan (1989)
Unfortunately, the U.S. chose to ignore its experiences in Vietnam probably because it
was a war that America lost. The failed attempt to rescue U.S. hostages from the Iranians,
known as “Desert One,” highlighted many of the same vulnerabilities identified during Vietnam.
Helicopters needed to be more reliable in extreme weather environments. The pilots needed
more realistic training in tactics and in night operations. Night vision systems were needed to
improve helicopter survivability. The failures of Desert One pushed the Army to create the 160th
Special Operations Aviation Group. Their mission was to build a dependable helicopter assault
force by applying the lessons from Vietnam and Desert One. The group developed relevant
tactics, conducted intense pilot assessments, used the most current engineering technology,
and standardized training in all environments to meet this requirement.
Meanwhile the Soviets were identifying new roles and challenges for helicopters during
their incursion into Afghanistan (1979-1989). The mountainous terrain with its high elevations
and extreme heat proved a formidable enemy for helicopters. Soviet helicopters ruled the
battlefield until the British Blowpipe and U.S. Stinger surface-to-air missiles started to appear in
1986. The Soviets lost roughly 1000 helicopters to small-arms, SAMs, sabotage, and
accidents.19 Special Operations Aviation, heeding the lessons learned, developed reliable
helicopters that could deploy quickly, stay longer in the fight, communicate over the horizon, and
take advantage of the night. They began to work on countermeasures to combat enemy
weapon systems and develop combat tactics that would compliment the ground force scheme of
maneuver. Conventional aviation forces did not exploit these same lessons because of their
large fleet size, the limited money earmarked to sustain or improve airframes, and a risk-averse
climate that had permeated the Army. Leadership focused on accident prevention and pilot
flight minimums rather than building capable pilot-in-commands and Air Mission Commanders,
who realistically trained for combat.20 The operational path for most conventional aviation
officers was to graduate from flight school, assume command of a flight platoon for a year, and
then head to a staff job until the Captains Career Course. Upon completion of this advance
schooling, the officer would be given company command for a year and then moved back into a
battalion staff position until more advance schooling at the Command and General Staff
College. After this college, the aviator would head back to the operational Army and assume a
key battalion operations or executive officer position until selected for Battalion Command.
Most of these staff jobs limited an officer’s flying experience to just making minimums21 and
resulted in less than 100 flight hours per year. Many officers would fly less than 1000 hours
prior to reaching Battalion Command. Their lack of flying experience prohibited most of them
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from achieving the decisionmaking level of pilot-in-command. In turn, this operational career
path created inexperienced Air Mission Commanders and “chairborne” Battalion Commanders
who represented the future leadership for Army Aviation.
Desert Storm (1991)
During the initial bombing campaign and throughout the three day ground war, the U.S.
Air Force destroyed much of the enemy threat. This reduced threat environment, allowed
commanders to assume more risk in their tactics, and caused many military historians to view
Operation Desert Storm as an anomaly to modern warfare. Daytime fighting became a norm
along with the belief that fewer casualties equated to mission success. Army Aviation
leadership accepted the risk inherent in daytime air assaults because most of the conventional
aviation force did not have the necessary skills or experience to fight in the night desert
environment. Moreover, many of the aviation successes during Operation Desert Storm were
actions or engagements that were independent of ground operations, and continued to cause a
fundamental shift from focusing on supporting the ground commander to shaping operations
unilaterally in the deep fight.22 On the technical side, Army helicopters did not have global
positioning satellites (GPS) for navigation or satellite radios for over the horizon
communications. To start the ground war, Air Force helicopters had to lead the Apaches to
“attack by fire” positions to take out enemy radar sites. Many of these high-tech systems
existed prior to the war and were used by Special Operations Aviation Forces during the conflict
but were noticeably absent from the General Purpose Aviation Forces.
Somalia (1993)
There were many engagements during the incursion into Somalia in the early 1990’s but
Task Force Ranger’s 3 October 1993 debacle clearly highlighted the helicopter’s vulnerabilities
and should have been a wake-up call for the Comanche Program Managers. In an urban
setting, several helicopters were shot down in Mogadishu, Somalia, by a low-tech enemy using
small-arms and rocket-propelled-grenades (RPGs). The enemy demonstrated great adaptability
and cunning and created a strategic failure for the United States that would have long range
implications. A lesson relearned was that urban fighting requires coordination between the
ground and the air to prevent fratricide and to find, fix, and finish the enemy. Helicopters had to
close with the enemy and in doing so sustained a fair amount of small-arms fire. The ability to
destroy an enemy at the maximum range of the weapon system or “stand-off” range did not
apply when fighting this type of asymmetric threat, especially in urban terrain. The Apache and
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the Comanche were designed to use stand-off range to defeat an armor threat and to ensure
survivability and domination on a linear battlefield.
Kosovo (1999)
Helicopter Operations in Kosovo again identified many of the same problems that had
hindered the conventional aviation force in the past. They needed over the horizon
communications, greater range, better tactics to support ground forces, and experienced Air
Mission Commanders. The threat from ground missile systems was nonexistent because
shooters such as the F-16CJ or the German ECR Tornado could lock onto the radar and
destroy the entire weapon system with a HARM missile. The real threat was below 5000 feet
from systems that did not use radar to acquire their target. This threat included small-arms and
hundreds of man portable heat-seeking missiles that cluttered the Kosovo countryside.23 The
ability to fly undetected from enemy radar systems or “stealth,” which was another major feature
of the Comanche, was useless in this type of environment.
Afghanistan and Iraq (2001-2006)
The Global War on Terror was the breaking point for Army Aviation. The war tested the
conventional aviation fleet and found it unprepared. The CH-47 became the workhorse in this
war, especially in Afghanistan because of its increased power and large payload, but it still
faced problems at high altitude and extreme heat. The constant helicopter workload in both
theaters of operation caused materiel problems and made it compulsory that all helicopters go
through a RESET program that allowed for structural analysis, upgrades, and part replacement.
Many helicopters still lacked reliable over the horizon communications. The much-touted
Longbow System was too heavy for the environment and futile against an asymmetric enemy
with low-tech weapons. The Army took the system off the Apache to give it better performance
in carrying its weapons load. The enemy shot down several helicopters with small-arms, RPGs,
and heat-seeking missiles. In 2004, after 10 years of research by the 160th Special Operations
Aviation Regiment, the Army procured and fitted on many conventional helicopters an active
countermeasure system that defeated many surface-to-air heat seeking missiles.
As the above history points out, many factors such as enemy weapon systems,
engineering technologies, and piloting techniques remained constant since Vietnam but
continued to limit a helicopter’s performance and survivability on the battlefield. Even newer
threats like acoustic mines and lasers were identified during the life of the Comanche Program.
In the final analysis, one can only wonder whether the decision makers properly prioritized these
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factors in the construct of the Comanche or discounted them because of strategic
miscalculation.
Strategic Direction
As discussed, the Comanche helicopter program began in 1983 with the aim of building a
family of high-technology, low-cost aircraft that would replace the Army’s light helicopter fleet of
roughly 5,000 aircraft.24 Its mission roles were armed reconnaissance and attack. The
technologies that accounted for over half of its cost included target acquisition, night vision,
integrated communications and navigation, Longbow radar, and survivability systems that gave
it partial stealth from enemy radar and provided for a reduced infrared signature from heatseeking missiles. However, two decades of development at a cost of approximately 7 billion
dollars ended because the aircraft was vulnerable to shoulder-fired infrared missiles and rocketpropelled grenades. To make the Comanche survivable, the Army would have to spend billions
more and in the process it would have lost the design’s radar-evading capability.25 In fact, the
money saved by terminating the Comanche went to upgrade, modernize, and buy new aircraft,
as well as purchase 1,000 heat-seeking missile countermeasures systems. Moreover, Army
senior leaders said that from a purely business standpoint, it made a lot more sense to upgrade
the capabilities of the current Army fleet to meet the demands of the contemporary operating
environment versus getting the Comanche that was designed for a different environment and a
different enemy than the one the Army faces today.26
Groupthink
Based on the facts presented previously, several questions remain unanswered. Why did
the Army take 20 years and spend 7 billion dollars before terminating this program? In the two
years since Comanche’s termination, how could the Army so rapidly identify and field a new
armed reconnaissance attack helicopter? Why did it take so long for two prototypes when the
Army is ready to accept delivery of 634 Apache Block III’s starting in 2010? If the Comanche
offered such distinct differences from the Apache, then why would General Cody, the Army’s
Vice Chief of Staff, testify before the Senate that there was very little difference in capabilities
between the Comanche and the Apache Longbow and that the Comanche was not fully immune
to radars and therefore not truly a Stealth Aircraft?27 Why was the Comanche’s termination the
easiest decision for the current Chief of the Staff, if this airframe was so crucial to Army
Aviation’s transformation and was going to be the “quarterback”28 of the future battlefield? The
answers may lie in a term, coined by the social psychologist Irving Janis, known as Groupthink.
It normally occurs when a group makes faulty decisions because group pressures lead to a
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deterioration of mental efficiency, reality testing, and moral judgment.29 The group suppresses
disagreement and prevents analysis of alternatives. Janis used his definition to show failures in
decisionmaking in the Korean War, Bay of Pigs, and Vietnam. Groupthink normally displays
some form of the following eight symptoms.30
1. An illusion of invulnerability where members take extreme risk.
2. Collective rationalization where members discredit and explain away contrary
opinions.
3. The illusion of morality where members believe in the rightness of their cause.
4. Excessive stereotyping where the group constructs negative stereotypes of rivals.
5. Pressure for conformity where members put pressure on dissenters.
6. Self-censorship where members withhold dissenting views in order to stay in favor.
7. Illusion of unanimity where members perceive falsely that everyone agrees.
8. Mindguards where members appoint themselves to the role of protecting the group.
Based on military hierarchy and the current acquisition model, one can conclude that the
key decisionmakers were the Army Chiefs of Staff, the Aviation Branch Chiefs, the Program
Managers, and the Boeing/Sikorsky Managers. The group did not display all eight symptoms of
groupthink but they did exhibit three; collective rationalization, the illusion of morality, and the
illusion of unanimity.
Collective Rationalization
The previously cited GAO reports consistently point out many failures of the program but
the decision was always to continue with only a cut in airframes to reduce the overall costs. In
particular, the 1994 report states that the threat environment has changed and that the Army
has not adequately funded its aviation programs. George R. Schneiter, the acting director for
the Tactical Warfare Programs responded, stating that “the threat environment has changed but
it is not as benign as the GAO report implies, and while there are not adequate resources to
implement all of its desired modernization programs, many like the CH-47 do not require
upgrades or replacements in the near future.” He said that the Department of Defense partially
concurred with many of the GAO recommendations but deferred the solution to a Milestone
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review board that would meet later in the process. Alternatives such as the Tiltrotor, Super
Cobra, and Longbow Apache were considered in the late 1980s and again in the mid-1990s but
the Army decided that these airframes could not fulfill the role of the Comanche because of
costs and technology even though several of these systems were already proven on the
battlefield.31 Based on responses like those above, one could conclude that even though the
warnings were consistent and clearly evident during the last 10 years of the program, Army
leadership was not going to admit that the Comanche was off-track and could be replaced with
another readily available system.
Illusion of Morality
The Comanche is the future “quarterback of the battlefield.” This phrase permeated the
Army aviation community in the mid-1990’s and remained in most aviators’ minds until the
program ended in March 2004. However, in 1993, the Secretary of Defense, Les Aspin,
identified the program as being a risk. In 1994, the Deputy Secretary of Defense, John Deutch,
directed the Army to develop alternatives that would lead to the termination of the Comanche
Program. Army leadership alarmed at the Clinton administration’s budget plan and the effect
that the program cancellation would have on the aircraft industry, streamlined the program
enabling it to survive budget cuts.32 The Army’s position was that the Comanche was the
centerpiece of Army aviation. In 2001, The Honorable Thomas E. White, Secretary of the Army,
fully believed that the Comanche was essential to the Objective Force (the Army’s future fullspectrum force that was to be more strategically responsive to asymmetric threats) and
consistent with Secretary Rumsfeld’s strategic view of the future battlefield. He stated that “the
Comanche is the central program of the Army aviation modernization plan and a prime example
of existing modernization programs with significant value for Objective Force capability.”33
General Shinseki, then the 2003 Army’s Chief of Staff, believed as well that the Comanche was
the cornerstone of the Objective Force and would fill the ground maneuver’s most critical
battlefield deficiency – armed aerial reconnaissance.34 One can conclude that the program
continued to survive because the group believed that this aircraft was right for Army’s future
fight. The group would do everything in its power to ensure that Comanche procurement would
continue no matter the costs and no matter the facts showing that the system had major
survivability and performance deficiencies.
Illusion of Unanimity
The 1994 GAO report found that active unit helicopter users did not fully support the
Comanche Program. Mr. Schneiter again responded by saying that there are always going to
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be individual exceptions to established requirements but that does not mean that users
concerns have not been adequately addressed.35 What is also interesting to note is that the
GAO observed a culture within the Army and at the Army Aviation leadership level that
emphasized lethality rather than service support airframes such as the UH-60 and CH-47. The
Department of the Defense’s response was that the Army is responsible for training warfighters,
who generally view lethality as a top priority.36 Even though Army leadership answered many of
the GAO questions such as the one above, one could infer from the responses that the Army
never fully grasped the scope of the observations and recommendations. The truth is that
many Army aviators, especially “lift” pilots, felt the money could have been invested more wisely
in cargo aircraft and in survivability systems. Many senior leaders in Army Aviation had grown
up in the attack role and fully supported the Comanche. They ignored their primary
responsibility which was to support the ground force commander’s scheme of maneuver. The
one community that fully understood this role was Special Operations Aviation. However, the
Comanche was not the right airframe for their type of irregular mission. The Comanche was not
a proven airframe, it did not have the necessary range for deep insertions, it was not rapidly
deployable, and it would not easily support the ground force commander, especially in an
asymmetric fight.
The Army Aviation Association of America (AAAA) Magazine (which until recently was the
only forum for Army aviators) rarely ran any story countering Comanche progress. Boeing and
Sikorsky (who give contributions to the organization) always had ads highlighting the
Comanche’s performance. Towards the end of the 1990’s, it was hard to find any senior Army
leader who had reservations about the program. Even after the program was terminated, the
senior aviator and the Army’s Vice Chief of Staff, General Cody, stated, “the Comanche is
absolutely the best flying helicopter industry ever built for us.”37 One can conclude that
because there was little public dissention from the ranks and because most of the literature
written was pro-Comanche, the Army leadership mistakenly perceived unanimity and continued
to push this system as a crucial element to the success of Army transformation.
Conclusion
The Comanche program may not appear to depict a clear case of groupthink because
there is little evidence of group decisionmaking at the senior leadership level. Moreover, the
Comanche Program did not have the same group of people making decisions throughout the life
of the program. There are no secret tapes depicting strategic miscalculation between the
Secretary of Defense and the Army Chief of Staff. There are no memorandums by the Army
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Chief of Staff directing its Aviation Leadership to continue with a failed program or documents
by Army Aviation Leadership demonstrating collusion with aerospace contractors. However, the
research suggests that the members did have similar backgrounds, insulated themselves from
outside opinions and alternatives, and operated without a clear set of rules for decisionmaking.
Furthermore, the evidence to support Groupthink is to be found in the GAO reports, the
testimony of key leaders before congress, the words of continued support by the various Army
Aviation Branch Chiefs, and the many articles written by program critics.
Of course, one cannot assume that groupthink is the cause of all policy miscalculations
and fiascoes especially in a case such as this. However, even if one does not fully agree with
the groupthink theory, the facts over 20 years suggest that the Army miscalculated badly and
the group responsible for working the Comanche strategy executed poorly. The Comanche
program ended with very little to show after expending close to 7 billion dollars. Strategic
miscalculation hindered the Army’s capacity to fight the present Global War on Terror. This
money could have been more wisely spent on the existing fleet of helicopters The Army’s
failure to find countermeasures in the years leading up to 9/11 has allowed the enemy to
destroy many helicopters with small-arms, RPGs, and heat-seeking missiles. These are
Vietnam era threat systems that continued to surface during Operations in Panama, Desert
Storm, Somalia, and Kosovo. Perhaps the most unfortunate piece of it all is that there will be no
reckoning for the program’s failure because the Army’s attention is focused on the present
conflict and not on culpability. The government will not hold anyone accountable for the
ineffective use of 7 billion dollars and 20 years of wasted effort. The lessons learned in
performance failures and shortsighted threat analysis will be locked in the memories of those
who worked the program and will not prevent such a failure from occurring again. The legacy of
the Comanche program is that it will fade into the abyss of many other failed Pentagon
programs. An anonymous warrant officer in the late 1980’s summed it up best when he said
“the Army will still be flying UH-1s long after the Comanche’s demise.”
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