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Viewpoints

The Renaissance
of Air Power

By Flight Lieutenant Sandy McKenzie

Introduction

M artin Van Creveld’s characteristically provocative assault on air power, published
earlier this year in the RUSI Journal,! is consistent with his intellectual iconoclasm in
the field of military affairs.? His argument, namely that the utility derived from air power is
diminishing, comes at a significant time. Financial constraint, and ongoing reflection on a
decade of costly ‘small wars’3, would appear to lend weight to the assertion that modern air
forces have become little more than expensive and baroque arsenals. This analysis offers
potentially comforting, but ultimately misleading, recommendations to policy makers keen
to untie themselves from expensive future equipment programs. However, the argument
is also ideologically pre-determined and reliant on the use of a selective data set. Arguing
that air power spiralled into terminal decline in the era of nuclear weapons Van Creveld
fails to credit feats of deterrence achieved by air power during conventional conflict* and
underplays the role of air power in enabling counterinsurgency operations in the past 60
years. For example, as James Corum argues, ‘while there is no air power solution to counter-
insurgency, there is certainly a large role for air power. Air power can bring firepower,
transport, reconnaissance and constant presence to the fight; and these are all things that
the counter-insurgency force needs'> The subsequent analysis will support this, and will
further argue that air power is enjoying a renaissance in contemporary fields of conflict and
is likely to offer wide employability in future expeditionary endeavours.

Contemporary Conflict

Like many naysayers, Van Creveld's pessimistic interpretation of military intervention in Libya
appears to have been somewhat premature;® indeed, serious commentators are already talking
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about Libyan operations as a ‘blueprint for the future’” The absence of a requirement for
costly and perhaps counterproductive western military occupation; the genuine desire for
(limited) external support from an established local resistance; regional endorsement and
broader legal legitimacy via the UN; and pragmatic European military co-operation within the
NATO alliance have provided a steady foundation for qualitative and‘game changing'western
military support® The establishment of a transitional government has not been achieved by
air power alone; but importantly air power has provided the critical enabler to local ground
forces. Vitally, this has been provided at range by a combination of land-based and maritime
air assets that have inter alia; supplied Libyan rebels and civilians; evacuated foreign nationals;
denied military equipment to the Gaddafi regime; and provided critical intelligence to rebel
forces. As recent RUSI analysis suggests, ‘the Libya campaign has been a salutary reminder

of how a broad spectrum of military capabilities are usually required to address any modern
conflict. In this one, air power, and the assumption of air superiority, has re-emerged as a
critical factor’® Of course, this model of intervention is not unique; indeed there are important
parallels to be drawn when comparing recent events in Libya with other conflicts.

The initial intervention in Afghanistan in the wake of 9/11 is perhaps the most representative
comparison. The combination of air power, clandestine intelligence and special-forces
delivered impressive results in routing the Taleban and providing political space in what
remained a deeply divided country.’® Subsequent political engagement has failed to generate
the necessary consensus, and western hubris has arguably complicated the prospect of a
‘solution’in Afghanistan, but that is not the fault of air power perse. Indeed having been
the most suitable means to bridge Afghanistan’s numerous and challenging dimensions of
strategy during the overthrow of the Taleban,' air power has remained a vital tool in the
subsequent pursuit of counter terrorism and counter insurgency objectives. Tactical outposts
are often dependant on helicopter resupply, partnered units rely on air-delivered precision
guided munitions and intelligence collection increasingly relies on a range of sophisticated
systems attached to persistent platforms loitering in the Afghan sky. Indeed as the strategist
Colin Gray attests, air power is quite literally essential in counter insurgency warfare.”® Clearly
there are occasions when civilian casualties, caused by air delivered munitions, undermine
ISAF's population-centric approach; but the means of delivery is often irrelevant, the effect

of aggressive house searches or collateral damage caused by ground forces is equally as
damaging. Ultimately, whilst ‘unintended wars of choice;'* such as the ambitious ongoing
counter insurgency efforts in Afghanistan, may be of questionable strategic logic, they would
be exponentially more difficult, and costly, without the critical contribution of air power.

The likelihood that such ‘wars of choice' will become as unaffordable as they are unpopular
illuminates the likely future utility of air power assets operating discretely and at range.
Devoid of a nationally embraced political compromise, air power will likely be the key force
multiplier that will define NATO's enduring partnership with Afghanistan, along with Special
Forces and military trainers. This commitment, representing a much smaller footprint than
current force levels, will offer two primary functions. First, it will satisfy the political lobby
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in Kabul that have consistently demanded the enduring means to qualitatively overmatch
insurgent capability.'

In tandem with Special Forces and legacy indigenous forces, air power will provide this.
Second, and linked to the ongoing campaign against Al Qaeda-linked extremists operating

in the largely ungoverned spaces of the Afghanistan-Pakistan border, air power (in tandem
with clandestine human intelligence and national signals intelligence) will remain the means
of choice for gathering intelligence on and taking action against those that continue to
threaten global security.’s Far from being marginal to the ongoing and future mission in
central Asia, it is almost impossible to conceive of any future engagement in the region that
doesn't utilise the capabilities offered by air assets. Indeed, turning to the Middle-East, should
Iran continue to pursue a uranium enrichment project contrary to the will of the International
Community, air power will be a central pillar of contingencies generated by military planners
responsible for delivering interdiction or deterrence based responses. This should hardly
surprise members of the RAF who have contributed to coalition air operations in the Middle
East for over 20 years.

Lessons from History

Given the self-evident utility of air power in contemporary conflict, it is worth considering its
role in post-Cold War conflicts other than the headline grabbing campaigns in Iragq and
Afghanistan. Such a consideration exposes both the wide employability of air power and
reminds us of some of the axiomatic limitations that are as true now as they were at the

dawn of manned flight. The air campaign in Kosovo neatly fulfils both criteria. The 78 day

air campaign aimed to coercively change the behaviour of Milosevic's government.

However, critically, it was the explicit threat of committing ground forces, as well as an implicit
understanding that Russia would not intervene on their behalf, that wielded most leverage on
an embattled Serbian leadership.”” However, critiques of air power’s supposed failure to deliver
strategic effect through coercive bombing are guilty of tactical thinking.'® Ultimately, air power
helped as a contributing means to a joint campaign that achieved the desired strategic effect;
regardless of the ‘pyrrhic’ nature of NATO's eventual victory.' Devoid of the wider political and
military context, air power could achieve little more than isolated tactical effect. The same

can be said for the contribution of air power in the initial stages of intervention in the Bosnian
conflict. This serves to remind us that air power is essentially a dimension of strategy in its own
right; one that cannot achieve strategic effect in isolation, but one that must be resourced
when considering the military means necessary to achieving policy ends.

Indeed air power has been a pivotal ingredient in force packages designed to achieve a myriad
of effects over the past 20 years. Whilst the first Gulf War is often viewed as the 'last hurrah’of
inter state industrial conflict,?® the efficacy of air power in routing Saddam’s military capability
ensured air superiority for ground forces. Such relative freedom of action has arguably been
taken for granted by ground forces in the 2 decades that have passed. Other militaries,
operating in more ‘conventional’environments, have been more cognisant of the requirement.
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For example, Russia’s adventure in Georgia in 2008 was supported by considerable air power
assets.?' Indeed, also in 2008, the unique combination of qualities offered by air power resulted
in its selection as the strategic lever of choice by the Israeli military against a clandestine
nuclear facility in Syria.?? Less evident but nonetheless relevant examples also abound. British
intervention in Sierra Leone relied heavily on the manoeuvrability offered by air power whilst
humanitarian assistance in Central Asia and South America has depended heavily on recourse
to air mobility. In short, air power continues to be in high demand across its four fundamental
roles; control of the air, air mobility, intelligence and situational awareness and attack.?®

Renaissance of Air Power

As outlined above, the ‘New World Disorder’that unfolded in the aftermath of the Cold War
has provided numerous examples in which the utility of air power is evident across the
spectrum of conflict. However, it is in the future that air power is likely to prosper most as
postmodern governments shy away from expensive, inconclusive and arguably counter-
productive counter insurgency campaigns. Air power will never succeed in delivering policy
ends in isolation, but given the necessary preconditions, as illuminated in Libya, and hard
headed objectives, it will offer politicians the opportunity to seize ‘relative advantage'in crises
that are too important to ignore, but too costly to fully resource. Change will be necessary in
order that a true renaissance can flourish. Indeed ‘algorithmic warfare’and data exploitation
will become far more challenging than, for example, operating remotely piloted vehicles in
high threat environments. Nonetheless, air power will remain the primary means of operating
at range, in support of indigenous forces, interdicting a belligerent’s military capability, or
containing rogue states.

As events in Libya have proven, the renaissance may just be beginning. Recent analysis has
concluded that, in Libya, foreign air power comprised the rebels'asymmetric advantage,
without which their uprising would almost certainly have been quelled by Gaddafi's forces.
For proponents of air power, the outcome illustrated its judicious application, showing the
way for foreign intervention in future local conflicts in spite of the general fatigue with the
wars in Irag and Afghanistan!?* Indeed, the current Chief of the Air Staff appears to have been
particularly prescient when arguing in early 2010 that:

‘Unfortunately, it's only too easy for a foreign contingent to be portrayed as an alien
and occupying force; it's much better for the majority of ‘boots on the ground’to be
indigenous, supported and assisted by appropriate and highly trained specialists and
Special Operations Forces with access to the higher-tech capabilities — including air
and space power — that are difficult for local security forces to acquire and operate.'?

Ultimately, air power will never remove the requirement for complimentary land and maritime
components; however to suggest it is in decline fails to grasp the new dawn of strategic
calculation that confronts us. Alexander de Seversky famously argued that ‘air power speaks a
strategic language’?® He could have had no idea how correct he would be.
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