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Title: The Limits of Airpower and Technology

Themes:

1. Importance of local circumstances

2. Challenges of coalition warfare

3. Impact of technology on strategy and doctrine

Introduction: In each of the conflicts in which airpower has been used in the last 15 years, a variety of factors have placed limitations on its effectiveness. These include unique circumstances of geography, politics, purpose, and strategy. Concerns for coalition maintenance, collateral damage and the resultant ROEs, issues of force size and range, global reach and the types of assets to be used, the use of ground troops (ours or proxies), and a host of other issues intrude on making meaningful comparisons that in turn suggest general “lessons” for the future. It is, in any event, entirely too early to have both sufficient data and perspective on these questions to arrive at definitive judgments. But we need to have some appreciation of the limitations as well as the strengths of airpower and discuss the implications for the future. Will the factors that helped lead to success be present in future conflict? Is any one of these examples a true model for the future? 

That said, the combination of air, information, and space power has proven to be a very powerful combination of capabilities that have improved in quantity and quality in each application. The improvement in platforms and munitions, organization (the CAOC), doctrine, and the ability to handle the massive communications involved in modern war have all contributed to our success. As an example, in the Air War over Serbia, the US deployed one-tenth the forces involved in Desert Shield/Desert Storm but utilized over 100 times the bandwidth for communications. Understanding some of the problems helps us to improve. In this IP we will explore some of the limitations of airpower and technology, some questions about the precision revolution and its implications, and what all this may mean for the future of warfare.

Lesson Objective: Assess the unique circumstances of each of the conflicts, the limitations of airpower and technology exhibited by each and their implications for future warfare. PJELA: PJELA: 1a, 1b, 2a, 2c, 3b, 3c, 4a, 4d, 4e, 5c, 5d, 6a. SAE: 4,6. DC: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6.
Desired Learning Outcomes:

1. Appreciate the limitations of airpower and technology in recent conflicts.

2. Evaluate what is required to overcome these limitations.

3. Synthesize the contributions and limitations of airpower and technology into an accurate assessment of current capabilities.

Questions for Study and Discussion:
1. How precise must precision be? Are the benefits of precision a transformation of warfare? How and why?

2. Is there a new “American Way of War?” What is it and how is it different from previous ones?

3. What are the most important limitations to the effective application of airpower and what can be done to overcome these?

4. How would you prioritize the needs of the USAF to confront the likely threats of the next decade?

5. Does the current DOTMILPF emphasis support your analysis? Why or why not?
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2. Pape, Robert A., “The True Worth of Air Power,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 83, No. 2, March–April 2004, pp. 116–130.

3. “Operation Iraqi Freedom: Outside Perspectives,” Statement by Dr. Stephen Biddle, Associate Professor of National Security Studies, US Army War College, Strategic Studies Institute, before the Committee on Armed Services, United States House of Representatives, First Session, 108th Congress, 21 October 2003, 14 pp. 

4. Murray, Williamson and Robert H. Scales, Jr., “The Air War,” The Iraq War: A Military History, Chapter 5, 2003, pp. 154–183, 296. 

Suggested Readings:

Biddle, Stephen, Afghanistan and the Future of Warfare: Implications for the Army and Defense Policy, Carlisle, PA: US Army War College Strategic Studies Institute, 2002.

Murray, Williamson and Robert H. Scales, Jr., The Iraq War: A Military History (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2003), remainder of the book.

Cordesman, Anthony H., The Iraq War: Strategy, Tactics and Military Lessons (Washington, DC: CSIS Press, 2003).

