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... the individual weapons platform (and its crew) embodies the 
collective investment of both industry and the Services over a 
considerable period of time 



eaders of this Journal will be aware from Gp Capt Stuart Peach's article in 
Volume 1 that AP 3000, Air Power Doctrine, is currently being updated. Having 
looked at how other air forces communicate their doctrine and reflected on the 
content and approach embodied in the present edition (1993) of AP _3000, 
I have to conclude that the second edition suffers from serious deficiencies. The 
most obvious omission is the complete absence of any discussion about the 
intimate relationship that exists between air power and logistics. This is all the 

more remarkable given that the bulk of the RAF's resources, including most Service manpower, is 
employed in the various activities that together comprise operational logistics. I would suggest air 
power and logistics are so closely entwined that to define one without reference to the other 
weakens the validity of our current doctrine and inevitably compromises war fighting capabilities. 

To an external observer it must seem axiomatic that the delivery of air power is entirely dependent 
on adequate logistic and infrastructure arrangements, derived from and, in turn, sustained by the 
nation's technological and industrial base. In this regard, the individual weapons platform (and its 
crew) embodies the collective investment of both industry and the Services over a considerable 
period of time. As and when the first Eurofighter engages in combat, it will do so on the back of not 
only the single most expensive UK military procurement programme in history but also a 
comprehensive support and training programme, across the aircraft's entire operational life, that 
represents an equally large national investment. ' The scale of this undertaking, and the evident 
difficulty in divorcing the air weapon from such complex support arrangements, is as much a 
defining characteristic of air power as is the familiar mantra of 'height, speed, reach, ubiquity, 
flexibility, responsiveness and concentration'. 
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... air power is used 
as the weapon of 
choice, by the UN 
and NATO, to 
achieve their policing 
and coercive aims 

This all-embracing view of what comprises air power is by no means novel. Many years ago, Sir 
John Slessor wrote that air power " ... is a compound of air forces and all those things on which air 
forces directly or indirectly depend, such as a flourishing industry and Civil Aviation, a good 
meteorological service, secure fuel supplies and so on." 2 AP 3000, in exploring the same question, 
consciously rejects the wider perspective in favour of what it terms "a purely military concept" of air 
power." When one reads on , it becomes clear that this is not so much a more cautious appreciation 
as a narrow definition that focuses almost exclusively on the nature of air vehicles . This seems a 
debatable strategy, even given the seminal role of the manned aircraft in the creation of the RAF. It 
is the equivalent of the Army describing its doctrine in terms of the tank, or the Navy the surface 
ship. 

The blurring of the distinction between aircraft and air power permeates the remainder of the second 
edition of AP 3000, but is particularly noticeable in the debate about air power's relative strengths and 
weaknesses. I have to say that, while I feel the supporting analysis is flawed, my over-riding concern is 
the relevance of this line of argument in the first place (other air forces seem quite able to express their 
doctrine without resorting to a pecking order of characteristics). It seems to me that a qualitative 
approach is alien to the central purpose of establishing a coherent picture of air power - a view, I 
hasten to add, that is not driven by the inclusion of logistic-related issues as air power weaknesses! 

AP 3000 explains that the characteristics of air power can be divided into primary strengths (heigh t, 
reach and speed), secondary strengths (flexibility, ubiquity, responsiveness and concentration) 
limitations (impermanence, payload and fragility) and other considerations (such as ·cost and 
dependence on bases). According to Sir John Slessor, the simplest definition of air power is 



" ... the use of the air to enforce the national will". Even if we substitute AP 3000's more pedantic 
description " . .. the ability to use platforms operating in or passing through the air for military 
purposes", it is difficult to understand how height, reach and speed are contributory characteristics. 
They are, in fact, terms that help describe the lack of friction potential ly available when operating in 
the air compared to the sea or the land. In themselves, they do not and cannot define air power 
and, equally, should not be thought of as strengths or indeed weaknesses. Fragility and 
inpermanence may be regarded as the other side of the coin, in that there is a reciprocal 
relationship between friction and fragility. To exploit the air, we need to develop and support, often 
at great distances, a level of technology significantly greater than that needed to operate at sea or 
on the land in an environment that is intrinsically more hostile. Crudely put, reduced friction has 
been gained at the price of greater fragil ity. In fact, this is a truism across the enti re operating 
spectrum of land , sea, air and, indeed, space. 

The secondary strengths of flexibility, ubiquity, responsiveness and concentration , are in reality 
enablers - good practice for air forces in the delivery of air power. This was certainly how Sir John 
Slessor saw them, sensibly adding mobility for good measure.• As far as the 'limitations ' are 
concerned, and putting fragility to one side, it is possible to argue that impermanence is as much a 
strength as a weakness - if we seek discrete and proportionate military action . This is why air 
power is used so often, as the weapon of choice, by the UN and NATO to achieve their policing 
and coercive aims. As to 'other considerations', the limitations represented by cost or dependency 
on bases seems to me to be about as relevant to the debate as recording the tank's vulnerability to 
attack helicopters in a discussion on the nature of land doctrine or stressing the high cost of 
nuclear submarines when examining maritime power. 
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Without a ready supply of aircraft and trained aircrew, and the 
infrastructure to support both, the RAF would have been stillborn 

In sum, AP 3000 second edition takes an extremely narrow but confused approach to the question 
of what is air power, such that, at times, the argument can appear defensive and self-serving. In the 
process, the opportunity is lost to focus on the 'enablers' that permit air forces to deliver air power. 
The result is a distorted emphasis on the weapon rather than the environment and little attention to 
the wider constituent components, particularly logistics. Why this has come about is not particularly 
important, although I sense that it derives partly from a belief that the manned-aircraft is in itself the 
embodiment of air power (rather than the final link in a complex chain of processes) and partly from 
an historic aversion to any suggestion that the support area has a war fighting role'. What is 
important, however, is that we have inflicted on ourselves a definition of air power that is largely 
divorced from reality. 
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So what is reality? Well, the truth is that air forces, by their very nature, consume vast resources . 
It was Britain's wealth, industrial capacity and technological development that enabled air power 
to be exercised so effectively on the First World War battlefields. Without a ready supply of 
aircraft and trained aircrew, and the infrastructure to support both, the RAF would have been 
stillborn. A vast and complex organisation was created at home and overseas to al low the air war 
to be prosecuted - in effect linking industry to the front line. This was not a simple one-way 
pipeline, but a series of complex interrelated processes encompassing repai r, overhaul, 
modification , testing, development and training, that saw materiel and manpower move 
continuously between the home base and the front line in response to technological advances 
and operational circumstances. 

This picture - of immense national collective effort harnessed for the purpose of delivering air power 
- is as true today as it was in 1918. If one looks simply at the human resources required to support 
aircraft in the field over the last 80 years, a familiar pattern emerges. The RAF deployed 54,000 
personnel to France in 1918 and more than 87,000 to support 2 TAF in France and Belgium in 
1944. In the attached graphs, I have indicated how these operations in terms of supporting 
manpower compared with the Gulf in 1991 for both the RAF and the USAF. 
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Interestingly, the number of direct maintenance personnel appears to have remained much the 
same, at about 10-20 per airframe. The higher support total in 1944 reflects the large number of 
personnel involved in airfield construction and the demands of a highly mobile campaign. Even 
allowing for errors of interpretation and the differing scale of individual campaigns, it is clear that air 
power is, and always has been, a maintenance intensive business. 

This is equally true of supply. The RAF was not only the world's largest air force in 1918, it also 
possessed the largest range of stores ever managed by a single organisation . The total number of 
different items held in stock was in the region of 100,000. Simply organising the purchase and 
handling of this stock, in the vast quantities requ ired to support the front line, was·an achievement 












	Slide 1

