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Counterinsurgency Operations May Require 
Modernization of the U.S. Airlift Fleet

U.S. armed forces are engaged in ongoing counterinsurgency (COIN) operations ranging 
from the large-scale, high-intensity campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan to many smaller 
missions that rarely make headlines, helping friendly governments around the world 
combat internal enemies. Airlift is essential in modern counterinsurgency strategies 

because it allows governments to deploy and support forces over long distances and facilitates eff orts to 
extend governance and stability into remote areas. Th e likelihood that COIN will continue to be a major 
focus of U.S. national security policy has therefore revitalized debate about whether or not this type of 
warfare demands airlift forces with unique equipment, training, and doctrine in light of the operational 
contrasts between counterinsurgencies and more-conventional confl icts.

A RAND Project AIR FORCE (PAF) study of airlift requirements for COIN operations concludes 
that the United States should rely largely on its general airlift forces—including headquarters, units, and 
core aircraft types—to perform these missions. With adjustments in employment doctrines and training, 
these forces can accomplish the majority of COIN missions eff ectively. Indeed, for most missions, the 
tactical elements of airlift in conventional and unconventional confl icts are much the same.

However, the demands of ongoing and future COIN operations may call for substantial reinvestment 
and perhaps some realignment of U.S. airlift forces. Given the stress on the aging theater and battlefi eld 
airlift fl eets, the day is not far off  when they will require recapitalization. Moreover, COIN airlift opera-
tions present planners with some distinctive challenges that should infl uence the recapitalization and 
perhaps restructuring of the national airlift fl eet. Th ese include

• Assault airlift. COIN airlift planners need the ability to support forces in dispersed operations, 
nation-building activities, and relief missions in areas beyond the effi  cient reach of helicopters and 
where developed airfi elds are not available. If new technologies, such as satellite-guided parachute 
systems, cannot meet this need, it may be desirable to acquire limited numbers of fi xed-wing airlifters 
that are smaller than current types. Any such program should emphasize capabilities for short takeoff  
and landing from rough fi elds and high survivability over other design goals, such as cargo capacity 
and economy of operation.

• Urban warfare. For the moment, rotary-wing aircraft remain viable for the close-in delivery of 
people and materiel to small units fi ghting in cities. But helicopters may not have suffi  cient surviv-
ability to remain viable in future urban-based confl icts of any type.

• Foreign Internal Defense (FID) program. Core U.S. airlifters, such as the C-17 and even the 
C-130, usually exceed the operational needs and logistics capabilities of small nations that receive 
FID support. If the FID program is to provide optimal airlift advice and support to such countries, 
the Air Force may wish to incorporate one or more “FID-friendly” aircraft types into its own force 
structure and into those of partner air forces and to develop corresponding infrastructure to main-
tain and support them. ■
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