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The Fighting, Retiring Falcons

To make way for other programs, almost half the Air Force’s F-16s may go

By Laura M. Colarusso, Times staff writer

The Air Force is looking at retiring nearly half of its F-16 Fighting Falcons, a move designed to brace for the upcoming round of base closings and to save money for other initiatives, according to service and industry sources.

Between 400 and 600 fighters — mostly older F-16s and a few F-15s — could be retired within the next decade, said an Air Force officer at the Pentagon.

The Air National Guard, which operates some of the oldest F-16s in the inventory, would be hardest hit. This comes at a time when the military is leaning hard on the Guard to perform homeland defense missions such as combat air patrols.

“Since the beginning of the year, there has been a plan to give up several hundred fighters to bring [the] force structure into alignment with current needs,” a defense-industry consultant said.

Cuts to the fighters grew out of the realization the Air Force is not using “even half” of its combat aircraft to deal with current threats, this consultant also said.

Further complicating the issue is the next round of Base Realignment and Closure, now scheduled to begin in 2005. The Air Force is drawing up plans to respond to a reduction in infrastructure, and as a corollary, how many aircraft will have to be retired to accommodate the decrease in ramp space.

Reducing the size of the force has been the subject of debate within the Air Force. Senior leaders have conceded that the Air Force will likely get smaller, but how small remains an open question.

During a June 22 speech in Crystal City, Va., Lt. Gen. Duncan McNabb disclosed that aircraft retirements might be on the horizon.

“As we modernize to a fleet built around stealth, unmanned, global strike, and new space and mobility systems, we can retire substantial numbers of legacy ‘tails,’“ said McNabb, deputy chief of staff for plans and programs. “We save on long-term operations and maintenance costs, and, even though the fleet is physically smaller, we actually increase our net capabilities.”

One day later, Gen. Hal Hornburg, commander of Air Combat Command, spoke to reporters in Washington, D.C.

“I predict that we will be significantly smaller in the next 20 years,” Hornburg said when asked whether there will be a reduction in the fighter fleet.

Hornburg said smaller doesn’t mean less capable because the F/A-22 Raptor and Joint Strike Fighter, the aircraft designed to replace the F-15 and F-16, will be more capable than their predecessors. “We need to talk in capability, not airframe management,” Hornburg said.

Active-duty Air Force leaders have provided no details about the impending cuts. Officials declined to comment specifically on the ongoing discussions because no decisions have been made.

“The Air Force is always look-|ing at options to make the service |more efficient and effective,” spokeswoman Col. Alvina Mitchell said.

The Guard is now clamoring to find follow-on missions for its F-16 units, which may be left with few or no replacement aircraft. If new aircraft such as the F/A-22 and JSF are not introduced into the Guard in large numbers, the overall Air Force may be looking at a reduction of JSF production and almost a 25 percent decline in the size of its fighter force over the next two decades, Air Force and industry sources said.

Guard officials said they have developed a strategy, which they named “Vanguard,” to remain relevant to national defense.

“We find ourselves at a unique time in history when incredible opportunity and substantial risk are converging,” said Army Lt. Gen. H. Steven Blum, chief of the National Guard Bureau, in the Vanguard briefing. “The issues are certainly complex, but the choices are crystal clear: relevance or marginalization.”

Integrating active duty and Guard fighter wings is one of the initiatives being considered as part of the strategy to ready the Guard for the BRAC and the resulting aircraft retirements. Merging the Guard F-16 unit based in Richmond, Va., and the active duty’s 1st Fighter Wing at Langley Air Force Base, Va., is one option being explored, said Lt. Col. Bob Lemieux, chief of the Air National Guard director’s action group.

States such as California, Texas and Oregon that have multiple flying units stationed at different locations may have to combine certain base operating support functions as well.

The Guard’s goal is to keep its close to 107,000 people, “moving them as required to meet valid mission requirements,” Lemieux wrote in response to questions.

But critics of the idea to blend active-duty and Guard forces say scheduling problems with the arrangement could arise if the units are forced to share airplanes.

Any potential cuts to the Air Force’s inventory will be met by a resistant Congress, already troubled by the prospects of losing bases in their states and districts. The House has voted to delay BRAC. The legislation, which passed in May, would postpone the process until 2007 if the Senate agrees to the measure and President Bush signs it into law.

