Europe’s Missing Piece

The Case for Air Domain Enablers
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THE ISSUE

This brief is part of the CSIS project Transforming European Defense. The goal of the project is to leverage the strengths
of CSIS in political-military analysis and defense industry engagement to create a plan of action to rationalize European
defense. It will develop specific recommendations for European policymakers to reduce inefficiencies and seek creative
joint endeavors for European security. The project also develops recommendations for actionable initiatives that U.S.
policymakers can engage with and push European allies to implement. This project thus seeks to impact policy on both
sides of the Atlantic.

As European countries increase their defense spending after Russia’s brutal, full-scale invasion of Ukraine, much attention
has been paid to big-ticket military systems such as F-35s, tanks, and air and missile defense systems. This brief ventures
off the beaten path to examine an under-explored but no less essential cross section of European military hardware:
critical enabling capabilities in the air domain. These include strategic and tactical airlift; airborne tactical command and
control (C2) and operational C2; air-to-air refueling; airborne intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR); and
electromagnetic warfare and suppression of enemy air defenses. These capabilities allow next-generation fighters like F-35s
to operate effectively. At the moment, however, European air enabling capabilities are lacking. This brief outlines the need
for air enablers and details the gaps in European capabilities before providing recommendations for how to fill those gaps.

INTRODUCTION frigates: “intelligence, surveillance, and target acquisition;
In 2002, just a few years removed from its operation in air-to-ground surveillance; command, control, and
Kosovo, NATO convened its heads of state and government ~COmmunications; strategic air and sea lift; [and] air-to-

in Prague for an alliance summit. The Kosovo intervention ~ air refueling.”? Allies committed to filling these gaps and

had revealed shortcomings in the alliance’s “capacity to promised to pursue this goal “vigorously.”

stage sustainable combat air operations,” at least without Nine years later, in 2011, NATO was again called to

the United States bearing a disproportionate burden.! conduct an air campaign, this time in Libya. But the
NATO leaders were determined to address the matter. promises of 2002 had not been fulfilled: again, it was
When they endorsed the summit declaration document, revealed that European allies could not act without the
therefore, they noted among NATO’s military capability United States providing key air enabling capabilities.
gaps a few areas that often receive less attention than After another 10 years, in August 2021, Europe’s
big-ticket items like fighter aircraft, missile defense, or limitations were exposed yet again, as European
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countries relied on the United States to evacuate their
citizens from Afghanistan.*

In spite of appearances, however, Europe has made
some progress over the past decade in closing this gap.
Air enablers have become an area of tangible European
defense cooperation, with NATO, the European

Union, and their member states all working together.
Nevertheless, European NATO allies and partners still
do not possess sufficient air enabling capabilities for
the security environment they face. Russia’s experience
in Ukraine demonstrates that it is not only a country’s
modern and sophisticated aerial capabilities that win
fights, but the enablers that allow them to get to there,
tell them where to go when they arrive, and minimize
their exposure to enemy fire. Reports that, for example,
Russia has held back from using its most sophisticated
airborne systems because of their justifiable fear of
Ukrainian air defense capabilities show that even with
advanced fighter aircraft the inability to support those
aircraft in the air can lead to mission failure.

This brief will describe the most critical enablers in the
air domain, make the case for why they are needed,
outline the gaps in European capabilities, and provide
some recommendations for how to fill those gaps.

THE NEED: THREAT PERSPECTIVE
AND STRATEGIC ANALYSIS

Before discussing enabling capabilities in the air

domain, it is critical to define terms and clarify what is
considered an “enabling capability.” Unfortunately, there
is no distinct definition or list of air enablers in NATO
doctrine, nor is one readily available in the doctrines

of member states. The definitions of enablers to air
operations in adjacent writings have ranged from the
mundane, like staff functions, to future technology such
as artificial intelligence.f For the purposes of this brief,
the authors define enablers as those combat capabilities
that allow air forces to conduct air-to-air combat and
strike missions, whether that be deep interdiction or
supporting ground forces. Taking that into consideration,
key enabling capabilities are:

e Tactical Command and Control (C2): The direction and
coordination of tactical forces to achieve operational
objectives. In NATO and Western air forces, this is
generally conducted by airborne C2 aircraft such as

the E-3 AWACS (Airborne Warning and Control System)
or ground-based deployable control facilities.

e Operational C2: The planning and coordination
of operations to achieve strategic objectives. For
the NATO air component, this is conducted at Air
Operations Centers (AOCs).

« Airlift: The use of cargo aircraft to move personnel
and supplies. This can either be strategic or tactical.
The former involves the use of large airlifters to move
material or personnel over a long range, usually from
outside a theater of operations into the theater. The
latter refers to transport that happens within a single
theater of operations.

* Aerial Refueling: The use of tanker aircraft to refuel
other aircraft in flight to extend their operational range.”

« Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance
(ISR): The coordinated acquisition, processing, and
dissemination of accurate, relevant, and timely
information and intelligence.?

e Electromagnetic Warfare (EW): The use of the
electromagnetic spectrum, both offensively and
defensively, to deny the adversary the use of the
spectrum and protect allied use of it. The most
commonly thought of case is the jamming of radar
or communications.

e Suppression of Enemy Air Defenses (SEAD): The use of
destructive or disruptive means to neutralize, destroy, or
temporarily degrade adversary surface-to-air defenses.®

All these enablers are of importance to a NATO air
campaign. While a conflict with Russia is of primary
concern to NATO given recent events in Ukraine, Russia’s
failures in Ukraine also provide a valuable lesson on the
importance of these enabling capabilities.

When Russia began its invasion of Ukraine in February
2022, the Russian Aerospace Forces (VKS) held a
significant numerical and technological advantage

over the smaller Ukrainian Air Force. In planning and
execution, however, the VKS made several critical
mistakes in the use of its airpower, which contributed to
Russian setbacks.'° Specifically, the VKS failed at SEAD
and C2 in Ukraine, as well as at integrating intelligence."
This has led to neither side gaining air superiority and
has further exacerbated Russian ground force struggles.
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Russian S-400 Air Defense System
Source: ALEXANDER NEMENOV/AFP/Getty Images

This does not mean that NATO should assume the

VKS is a hollow force. In fact, much of its higher-

end aircraft still remain active and its doctrine for
confronting NATO is still viable. Russia has long
believed that they are at a disadvantage in the air in
relation to NATO and Western air forces.”? To counter
this, they have invested heavily in advanced surface-
based air defense (SBAD) systems to deny NATO
aircraft the ability to fly in certain areas.”® While the
poorly planned invasion of Ukraine did not follow
Russian doctrine, should Russia learn from its mistakes
and refocus on its doctrine, its military performance
would likely be much improved. For instance, in a
conflict with NATO in an area such as the Baltics where
there is already overlapping areas of coverage as a
result of the Russian Oblast of Kaliningrad, Russian
SBAD capabilities would present a significant challenge
to the operation of NATO air power capabilities."

To counter such a threat, NATO would need several
enabling capabilities: ISR to quickly locate SBAD systems
and other targets, EW and SEAD to degrade Russian
SBAD capabilities, and tactical C2 to coordinate the effort.
Furthermore, any large-scale operation also requires
aerial refueling to provide aircraft with longer range and
further coverage. Additionally, airlift may be required

to enable the mobility of forces to complicate Russia’s
offensive missile targeting. Unfortunately, some of these
capabilities are either lacking in depth or concentrated in
one country—the United States.

This is not a new problem. In the last large-scale NATO
air campaign, Operation Unified Protector over Libya,
several capabilities were also sorely lacking. During that
operation, NATO was dependent on the United States

for ISR, C2, and aerial refueling.”® This exposed limits in
the alliance’s ability to conduct air operations without
major assistance from the United States. Once operations
turned over to NATO, the United States was meant to be a
supporting force, providing only unique capabilities—and
yet, it still flew over 50 percent of the sorties, providing
80 percent of ISR and aerial refueling, virtually all of the
SEAD, and 25 percent of the airborne C2.' In fact, in the
early days of the campaign when the United States was
attempting to be less involved, ISR was so lacking that

a young U.S. officer working in the NATO AOC sent an
impassioned and strongly worded email to their superiors
bemoaning the state of affairs. This email quickly went
viral in the halls of the Pentagon, and the United States
soon allocated more support.”

A detailed RAND report from 2015 evaluating the

air campaign in Libya recommended that NATO

make a plan to address its reliance on U.S. enabling
functions, such as ISR, Airborne C2, Aerial Refueling,
and SEAD.® There has been little positive movement

in the years since; in fact, things have trended the
opposite direction. For example, NATO is now wholly
dependent on the United States for SEAD capabilities.?
These vignettes are just a few of the examples of
enabling capability gaps that need to be addressed. The
remainder of this report will examine these capabilities
in depth and delineate where NATO countries need to
invest for the future, particularly in situations where
the forces of the United States might be heavily engaged
elsewhere in the world.

THE STATE OF EXISTING
EUROPEAN AIR ENABLING
CAPABILITIES

To start, it will be instructive to give the lay of the land
for native European air enabling capabilities as the
situation stands today. This is a two-part endeavor: first,
to tally significant capabilities in Europe, and second,

to describe pertinent multinational efforts that share
capabilities across nations. Some are NATO-led; others
are comprised of separate groupings of countries.
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of the EMB-145 (Greece), the Gulfstream G550 CAEW
(Italy), or the E-3F Sentry (France), among others.?
There is a total of 21 aircraft in this latter category.

e Operational C2: NATO has two Combined Air
Operations Centers (AOCs), located in Uedem,
Germany and Torrejon, Spain.? This is in addition
to the U.S. AOC at Ramstein AB in Germany; the UK
Centre at High Wycombe; the NATO training AOC in
Lyon, France; and the NATO deployable AOC stationed
at Poggio Renatica, Italy.

* Airlift
« Strategic Lift: European allies and partners fulfill the
requirement for strategic lift with a few different

NATO Boeing E-3A AWACS Airplane aircraft. To start, they own and operate 11 C-17
Source: DANIEL MIHAILESCU/AFP/Getty Images Globemasters; eight belong to the United Kingdom
RELEVANT SYSTEMS IN EUROPE and three to a NATO-led consortium.?® Another

e Tactical Command and Control (C2): NATO owns and consortium of European countries shares five AN-124-

operates 14 E-3A AWACS as part of its Airborne Early
Warning and Control Force (NAEW&C Force).?° The

alliance’s commonly funded military budget provides

100 aircraft.? All the rest are “multirole” aircraft: air
tankers that are capable of strategic transport as well
as aerial refueling.” These constitute the vast majority
of Europe’s strategic lift capability. For example, seven

funds for the force.? This is the oldest version of the countries fly the A400M, owning between them a

AWACS still in use, and NATO is actively studying total of 107 aircraft.?? Additionally, NATO owns seven
replacing it with a newer system.* Some countries fly A330 MRTTs as part of its Multirole Tanker Transport
other planes to fulfill similar roles, such as variants Fleet; they are operated by a consortium of six allies.*°

Figure 1: Tally of Select European Air Enablers

Capability Europe Comparable U.S. Total

Airborne C2
E-3A AWACS, EMB-145, Gulfstream G550 CAEW, E-3F 35 125
Sentry, S-100 Argus, B-737 AEW&C

Airlift
Strategic Lift 14 232
C-17 Globemaster, AN-124-100, A330 MRTT, A400M 2 2
Tactical Lift
C-130 Hercules, Transall C-160, C-127 Spartan 165 282
Aerial Refueling
156 447

E.g., C-135FR, A330 MRTT, A400M

Note: All data compiled by CSIS is from the IISS Military Balance 2023, unless indicated otherwise. Figures do not account for current operability
of platforms. In the Comparable U.S. Total column, U.S. figures count those capabilities assigned to reserve forces and do not factor for current
operability of platforms.

Source: Author’s analysis.
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The United Kingdom flies ten more, and France five,
for a total of 22 A330s.%!

e Tactical Lift: There are a number of relevant aircraft,
including different variants of the C-130 Hercules,
the Transall C-160, and the C-127 Spartan. All told,
European countries operate roughly 125 such
aircraft, with the vast majority being C-130 variants.*?

* Aerial Refueling: Relevant aircraft here include the
A330 MRTT and A400M, as well as the A310 MRTT
(a multirole aircraft for tactical lift), the KC-767,
variants of the KC-130, and France’s specially modified
C-135FR Stratotankers. Altogether, Europe has 156
such aircraft. The A330 MRTT and A400M aircraft
have been counted twice, both in this category and
under strategic lift.>* Without counting those multirole
aircraft, there are only 27 dedicated refueling aircraft.

For the remaining enablers, it is less instructive to look at
precise quantity, as they rely less on big-ticket platforms
and more on small assets—including uncrewed vehicles,
missiles, and aircraft that can fulfill one of the below
functions but have other primary missions.

« Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance (ISR):
Relevant capabilities run from drones like the MQ-9A
Reaper, RQ-1B Predator, and Turkey’s many unmanned
aerial vehicles (UAVs) to aircraft like the C-160, RC-235,
or Beech 350.3 Of aircraft suited to ISR tasks, European
countries currently own and operate only roughly three
dozen.*> Of UAVs, the number is approximately 200.3¢

* Electromagnetic Warfare (EW) and Suppression of Enemy
Air Defenses (SEAD): European air forces conduct EW
primarily via the use of radar jammers and anti-radiation
missiles. These are used for SEAD tasks as well, so they
will be considered together. European capabilities
are severely lacking here.*” Only two countries field
some variant of the AGM-88 High Speed Anti-Radiation
Missile (HARM): Germany and Italy.*® Both plan to retire
their Tornado aircraft that are capable of shooting the
HARM as early as 2025.*° The United Kingdom retired
its anti-radiation missile-capable Tornados in 2019.4
No countries yet field the extended range variant of
this missile, the AARGM-ER, nor do they possess the
GBU-53B StormBreaker or the MBDA SPEAR 3 missiles.*
Furthermore, no European countries appear to have any
variation of another useful capability: the MALD-X air-

- o = T B LA b > » [
Airbus A400M Multirole Aircraft
Source: BERTRAND GUAY/AFP/Getty Images

launched decoy/jammer.*? Currently, Europe’s airborne
EW capabilities focus on aircraft self-defense and they
possess no offensive EW platforms.

MULTINATIONAL INITIATIVES

For most of the systems above, quantity is lacking. In
some cases, Europeans have attempted to address this by
integrating, coordinating, or pooling and sharing assets.
C2, strategic airlift, and aerial refueling are especially
unusual in that collectively held assets are already quite
common in these areas. NATO is the key player but not
the only one. A few multinational initiatives are of note.

One is the NATO Airborne Early Warning and Control
Force (NAEW&C Force), in which 19 allies participate.
The 14 E-3A AWACS that comprise the force are
unusual in that they are fully NATO-owned assets, as
opposed to national aircraft made available for alliance
operations. Their primary purpose is surveillance and
battle management.* According to NATO, the AWACS
have significant capability: “three aircraft operating in
overlapping, coordinated orbits can provide unbroken
radar coverage of the whole of Central Europe.™*

A similar NATO-owned fleet is the Multinational Multi-
Role Tanker Transport Fleet (MMF), which flies the
seven A330 MRTTs mentioned above. These aircraft
can conduct both strategic transport and aerial
refueling missions. Although NATO owns the aircraft,
they were acquired via the Organization for Joint
Armament Cooperation (OCCAR), acting on behalf of
the NATO Support and Procurement. The European
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Figure 2: Movement Coordination Centre Europe Membership
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Source: Author’s analysis.

Defence Agency (EDA) led the overall initiative.* All
six participating NATO allies can access the MMF
capabilities.*s The project demonstrates that European
defense cooperation can help fill capability gaps.

Two similar initiatives are the Strategic Airlift Capability
(SAC) and the Strategic Airlift International Solution (SALIS).
Both are programs where capabilities are pooled and held
collectively, as opposed to remaining national assets. The
SAC consortium holds three C-17 Globemaster aircraft; it
includes 10 NATO allies as well as Sweden and Finland.*
NATO’s Heavy Airlift Wing operates the aircraft and another
NATO agency provides administrative support.*® Despite
NATO’s role, however, participating countries can request
the aircraft for national, EU, or even UN missions.*

SALIS holds five AN-124-100 aircraft.”® Any consortium
member can request access; the aircraft can be used
for NATO missions, as well as EU or national ones.”!
The consortium consists of nine NATO allies.*? It is
coordinated, however, by a non-NATO entity: the
Movement Coordination Centre Europe (MCCE), which
comprises 28 member states from across the European

=m EB
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Union and NATO.* The center considers itself “brokers
for strategic lift issues.”> It cannot direct its members
to provide assets, however; it can only rely on their
voluntary willingness to do so.

The MCCE resembles a smaller multinational body that
coordinates air enablers: the European Air Transport
Command (EATC). Its seven members not only coordinate
their lift and aerial refueling assets—they pool them under
a single joint command, which oversees joint operations.>
The fleet includes 150 assets spread across seven national
air bases.* A new Franco-German tactical air transport
squadron will fly under the command of the EATC.5

This dizzying array of initiatives gives the impression
that airlift and refueling are robust areas of defense
collaboration. In a sense, this is true. More than in
most areas, European nations have been willing to
make concessions on absolute sovereignty over military
assets, whether by making a national aircraft available
to a multinational pool or even by allowing pilots to fly
operations under a joint command.
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And yet, the proliferation of agencies, entities, and
centers seems motivated by—and in part obscures—the
apparent fact that Europe lacks the needed number of
relevant systems. At a recent CSIS workshop, a participant
compared the bureaucratic activity to “moving the deck
chairs on the Titanic.”>® The participant also noted that
members designed these initiatives to reduce European
reliance on the United States for crisis-management
missions like Operation Unified Protector—not for
conventional war against Russia. This may explain their
emphasis on strategic airlift, as opposed to tactical lift
within theater. To the extent that they increase efficiency,
these coordinating bodies likely have value. But this
value should not be confused with what is probably more
necessary: closing the critical capability gaps by investing
in the necessary quantity of systems.

NOTABLE FORTHCOMING
CAPABILITIES

There are some reasons for optimism. In the realm
of strategic lift and aerial refueling, the A400M is an
example of improvement. The number of operational
A400M aircraft in Europe increased from 97 in 2022
to 106 in 2023, with deliveries to France, Belgium,
Germany, Spain, Turkey, and the United Kingdom.®°

And those six countries are still waiting for more: there
are 59 aircraft yet to be delivered, which will further
bolster Europe’s strategic lift and aerial refueling
capability (see below).

Other aircraft will swell Europe’s ranks in the coming
years. In addition to the forthcoming A400Ms, the MMF
is expected to receive two more A330 MRTT planes by
2024.5 Between 2023 and 2025, Spain intends to add
three to its own national fleet.®? France is also waiting
on four.®® Regarding tactical lift, Portugal is reportedly
acquiring five Embraer KC-390 medium transport
aircraft, a variant of the C-390 Millennium that is also
configured for aerial or on-ground refueling.5* The
Netherlands has plans to replace its four C-130s with the
same, and Hungary has also ordered two.% Slovenia also
intends to buy two C-27] aircraft.®

These acquisitions, while they will not have a major
impact, seem to reflect a growing awareness among

some smaller European militaries that a degree of native
air enabling capability is desirable: Portugal, Hungary,
and the Netherlands, for example, all currently lack

any nationally held aerial refueling or multirole tanker/
transport aircraft.’” On the other hand, some countries are
moving in the opposite direction: Germany has retired its

Figure 3: European Acquisitions of A400M Atlas Transport Aircraft

Country Ordered
Belgium 7
France 50
Germany 53
Luxembourg 1
Spain 27
Turkey 10
United Kingdom 22
Total: 170

Delivered Forthcoming
6 1
20 30
40 13
1 0
13 14
10 0
21 1
111 59*

*Recent reporting indicates that the United Kingdom is considering acquiring an additional six A400M aircraft, which would bring the total

number of forthcoming planes to 65. See Tim Martin, “RAF defends decision behind 2-year tactical airlift capability gap, plans additional A400M
buy,” Breaking Defense, February 2, 2023, https://breakingdefense.com/2023/02/raf-defends-decision-behind-2-year-tactical-airlift-capability-gap-
plans-additional-a400m-buyy/ .

Source: “Orders, Deliveries, In Operation Military Aircraft by Country - Worldwide,” Airbus, January 31, 2023, https://airbus.web.factory.eu.airbus.
com/sites/g/files/jlcbtal36/files/2023-02/2023-01_MRS_GEN_Ord-Deliv%20by%20country_O.pdf.
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A310 MRTT fleet but reportedly is not replacing them with
national capabilities, opting instead to rely on the NATO
MRTT fleet for the needed enabling capability.5®

The European Union is also seeking a role in the
development of air enabling capabilities, albeit in a less
concrete way. Via its Permanent Structured Cooperation
(PESCO) framework, it is assisting five member states to
develop a future platform for strategic airlift by means of
the Strategic Air Transport for Outsized Cargo (SATOC)
program.® It is not clear that the program will result in the
actual delivery of new aircraft in a relevant timeframe.™
The bloc is pursuing a similar project for tactical lift via the
Future Medium-Sized Tactical Cargo project (FMTC), but
it is limited to defining requirements for what EU tactical
airlift fleets might look like after 2035.” Another project
aspires to develop an EW jamming capability, and another
to “potentially” adopt a joint EW concept of operations,
which itself “might include . . . the establishment of a joint
EW unit.””? Another small project will fund research into a
new hose and drogue system for existing tanker aircraft.”

With respect to airborne C2, a few developments are
notable. For one, NATO is currently undertaking a
modernization program for its E-3A AWACS, which it plans
to retire and replace around 2035.™ At the moment, the
program is in early stages: in 2022, the NSPA reportedly
awarded three contracts to defense industry competitors
to develop technical concepts for how to replace NATO’s
aerial surveillance and C2 capability, based on proposals
the companies had submitted in an earlier round.”

The United Kingdom will add to this capability when it
replaces its retired fleet of E-3D Sentry aircraft with three
modern E-7 AEW&C planes—the same aircraft that the
United States intends to acquire.”™

Regarding aerial ISR, some European countries, such as
the Netherlands and Poland, have plans to acquire MQ-9
Reaper UAVs. Finland has also conducted test flights with
the drone.” France also an ongoing program under its
2019-2025 Loi de Programmation Militaire to develop a
light ISR aircraft. One of these modified Beechcraft 350
aircraft has already been delivered to the French Air
Force; Paris intends to field a second by 2025, out of an
eventual six.”®

Another notable initiative is the “Eurodrone” project.”
A three-company consortium is developing the modern,

German chancellor Olaf Scholz (center) in front of Eurodrone
Source: TOBIAS SCHWARZ/AFP/Getty Images

twin-turboprop uncrewed aerial vehicle (UAV) for Spain,
France, Italy, and Germany.*® OCCAR has acted as the
contracting authority. The Eurodrone’s main mission will
be ISTAR (intelligence, surveillance, target acquisition,
and reconnaissance)—notably including armed ISTAR
(i.e., ground support).® The consortium will make 60
total UAVs.®? It projects the first flight for 2026 and
delivery of the first aircraft for 2029.% If successful, the
project will add a needed ISR and combat capability to
Europe’s repertoire, the former of which is a perennial
low-density, high-demand area. Project leaders also hope
it will represent a success story for European defense
collaboration and the European defense industry.®

Finally, with respect to EW and SEAD, the European
defense company MBDA—a “joint venture” of Airbus,

BAE Systems, and Leonardo—is currently developing the
SPEAR-EW miissile.®> According to MBDA, this variant of the
SPEAR missile will provide jamming and decoy capability
“across the threat spectrum” and will be able to be
deployed on F-35 fighters as well as, reportedly, the future
sixth-generation UK-Japan-Italy fighter.®¢ Other than the

UK Royal Air Force, it is not clear which, if any, European
countries will buy the missile. Italy’s recent announcement
that it wishes to convert six Gulfstream aircraft into EC-37B
Compass Call offensive EW aircraft is an extremely positive
development.®” The United States should approve this sale
in order to bolster European capabilities.

CAPABILITY GAPS

Despite these forthcoming capabilities, nearly every area
mentioned here represents a capability gap. As Figure
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1 shows, Europe lags well behind the United States in
several areas. The differences in terms of airborne C2
(roughly 35 relevant European platforms compared to
over 120 U.S. aircraft) and air-to-air refueling (about 150
to almost 450) are particularly stark. The disparity in
aerial ISR assets is also notable: Europe has a few dozen
relevant aircraft to 150 for the United States, and roughly
200 UAVs to over 900 for the United States.

When it comes to strategic airlift, AAR, and ISR,
Europeans have been transparent about the
shortfalls. In its Strategic Compass released in March
2022, for example, the European Union mentioned
strategic airlift and ISR capabilities as critical gaps to
“substantially reduce” by 2025.% In November, the
EU Coordinated Annual Review on Defence (CARD)
also identified strategic air transport as one of the
“shortfalls corresponding to strategic enablers” that
EU member states should address.®® France’s inability
to conduct operations in the Sahel without U.S.

air enablers likely motivated these inclusions.® As
recently as 2021, the United States also provided ISR,
C2, and strategic and tactical lift for NATO’s Very High
Readiness Joint Task Force (VJTF).*!

Regarding EW and SEAD, as the previous section notes,
Europeans are currently reliant on the United States.
According to a recent RUSI report, “no European NATO
air forces currently have sufficient expertise or the
required munitions stocks to conduct suppression and
destruction of enemy air defences (SEAD/DEAD) at
scale.”®? The lack of HARM missiles, especially the most
modern version, is also problematic—particularly given
the reports from Ukraine that they have been extremely
effective.” This too echoes the finding of a prior CSIS
report, which found that the lack of long-range, high-
speed radar-homing missiles for SEAD among Europeans
could be a significant issue in a Russia fight, particularly
as concerns the defense of the Baltic allies.* It is
therefore a serious gap in European capabilities.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
FILLING GAPS

When it comes to European military capabilities, words
are cheap. Consider again the 2002 Prague Summit
Declaration, which, it will be remembered, flagged

ISR, C2, airlift, and air-to-air refueling as “continuing

capability shortfalls.”®* The same document said the
following: “We will take the necessary steps to improve
capabilities in the identified areas of continuing
capability shortfalls . . . We are committed to pursuing
vigorously capability improvements.”* These promises
were not realized by the time of Operation Unified
Protector. Since then, some progress has been made on
airlift and AAR but not enough—and, in the meantime,
EW/SEAD has emerged as yet another capability gap in
the area of air-based enablers.

Although some of the raw numbers in earlier sections
may imply Europe is in a decent state, should a major
conflict with Russia break out, it will be woefully ill
prepared. To start, Europe currently has little to no SEAD
capabilities to speak of, a crucial enabler when faced
with the Russian A2/AD network. Second, almost half of
European tactical C2 aircraft are older and near the end
of their lifetime. Furthermore, the relatively low number
of these tactical C2 aircraft may not be robust enough to
run the type of large continuous air campaign that would
be required if Europe’s air forces were to go head-to-head
with the VKS. Finally, NATO needs to adopt a concept
similar to the U.S. Air Force’s (USAF) Agile Combat
Employment (ACE) doctrine for use in the European
theater, which would likely require in turn investments in
tactical lift aircraft.”” In order to fill these gaps, European
countries will need to decide whether these relatively
unglamorous capabilities are worth the investment, think
creatively, and look for opportunities for collaboration.

On the final point, recent CSIS research that
conceptualized European defense cooperation as a
collective action problem outlines several principles that,
if adopted, correlate with successful initiatives: (1) use the
power of small groups, (2) normalize cooperation, and
(3) incentivize cooperation to discourage fragmentation.”®
As previously noted, air enablers have in the past decade
been unusual in that these principles are already being
followed in certain areas.

IF IT AIN'T BROKE

The United States has a dedicated Air Mobility command
for “strategic and tactical airlift, air-to-air refuelling and
aeromedical evacuation.”® It is tempting to say that
Europe should copy the U.S. example and consolidate
the bureaucratic entities discussed above into a single
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outfit—their functions centralized within, for example,
the NATO chain of command, the MCCE, or the EATC.
The presumption would be that this would streamline
the process of making assets available when something
goes wrong and they are needed.

However, it is not clear that this is currently a problem.
There is not publicly available evidence that the MCCE,
the EATC, or the various NATO and EU bodies have failed
to execute on any mission or operation as a result of
excessive administrative or bureaucratic entanglement
or red tape. This seems to be a case where the principle
of normalizing cooperation has in fact led to an effective
system. The problem, therefore, seems to come back to
the quantity of platforms.

PRIORITIZE THE RUSSIA FIGHT

When NATO adopted its new Strategic Concept

at the Madrid Summit in June 2022, it de facto
elevated collective defense above NATO’s other core
tasks, calling it the alliance’s “key purpose.”'®® The
decisions taken at the Madrid Summit reinforced this
prioritization, as have NATO’s actions since then.'! It
follows that Europeans should emphasize, in doctrine
and in budgets, air enabling capabilities that most
enable a successful defense (and deterrent) against
Russian aggression.

To that end, a participant at a recent CSIS workshop
identified airborne ISR and air mobility (airlift) as the two
areas that European countries ought to prioritize. In the
case of the former, the participant emphasized uncrewed
systems, as those would be the assets the United States
would most likely take out of the European theater in the
event of an Indo-Pacific contingency.'*® In the case of the
latter, Europeans have made substantial investments in
strategic airlift, as discussed above.

However, in the case of a conventional fight with
Russia, tactical lift may be the most needed. Some
European countries seem to be going the opposite
direction: the United Kingdom, for example, is retiring
its 14 C-130J Hercules tactical lift aircraft in favor of
the A400M. France has also invested heavily in the
A400M. While the A400M is capable of tactical airlift,
it is not specifically designed for this purpose, and
there may be a tension if a simultaneous need arises
for strategic airlift. In the last year, only Poland added

new, operational planes to its fleet of tactical aircraft.'®
The small number of forthcoming aircraft detailed in
Section Four are not likely to be sufficient to enable
NATO to ensure the large-scale mobility of materiel in
and around Europe, should conflict erupt with Russia.

This mobility could be essential and should replicate,
as stated above, the USAF’s ACE doctrine. ACE is the
proactive and reactive movement of forces around
theater to complicate an adversary’s targeting solution
and timeline and preserve friendly forces through

the inherent defense of movement.'** While not
specifically the U.S. ACE doctrine, the Ukrainian Air
Force has been successful in complicating Russia’s
targeting by dispersing their aircraft to alternate, non-
traditional bases and remaining agile to avoid Russian
missile attacks.'% Key to expanding this type of pursuit
to the whole of Europe is the airlift capacity to move
supplies and support personnel around the continent—
in other words, pilots must be able to land on any
European airbase and be sure that the base will have
what is needed to service their aircraft. This is where
modern tactical airlift capacity becomes critical. It
follows that European NATO allies, perhaps deploying
the principle of small groups via joint procurement,
should prioritize investments here. The European
Union could play a key role in this.

When it comes to EW and SEAD, European countries
ought to invest to counter Russia’s vast Anti-Access/
Area Denial (A2/AD) capabilities. Specifically,
European nations should consider a SEAD missile
compatible with their F-35 fleets such as the AARGM-
ER or the future SPEAR-EW. Additionally, nations
should consider investing in EW capabilities that are
compatible with the future U.S. Electromagnetic Battle
Management (EMBM) and Cognitive EW systems. This
will ensure NATO allies are able to jointly coordinate
the fight in the electromagnetic spectrum across the
EMBM network and respond to unexpected threats in
near-real time via Cognitive EW techniques. This will
require aircraft purchases and upgrades that include
software open system architecture and software-
defined radios in order to link in with the future
systems via software updates, as opposed to more
expensive hardware buys.
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SEEK OPPORTUNITIES FOR
SPECIALIZATION

In some cases, it makes sense for European militaries

to opt for proportionately large investments in certain
capabilities and abstain from investing in others. For
example, some experts have noted that SEAD is an area
where European air forces would need to specialize

in order to do it effectively.’¢ Since the F-35 is an EW-
capable aircraft that will soon be able to use the newest
AARGM-ER (extended-range) HARM and the SPEAR EW,
it may be wise for one European air force that flies it—or
a small group, in accordance with the second collective
action principle—to assume primary responsibility

for European EW capabilities.'*” The logic here is that
EW/SEAD is a highly complex task that requires a
significant amount of training and exercising, not to
mention investment in the anti-radiation missiles and
other technologies needed to do it effectively.!* Italy or
Germany, as they already have some experience with the
mission, would be viable candidates to take on this role,
even if they make must budgetary sacrifices elsewhere.

EUROPEAN UNION: USE THE PRINCIPLE
OF INCENTIVIZING COOPERATION

The European Union is increasingly finding itself
as an actor in security and defense. But its projects
are often limited in ambition and financing.!*
Nonetheless, it has tools it can bring to bear, including
the EDA’s expertise on harmonizing requirements,
financial capacity to incentivize joint procurement,
and-if member states were to raise their level

of ambition—even possibly the ability to pool or
borrow large amounts of money to directly procure
military hardware as a bloc. In any case, politics
and practicality dictate that any new methods—or
significant expansions of existing methods—would
need a project to act as proof of concept.

For the sake of argument, one potential project
emerges from the analysis above. Tactical airlift is
a critical enabling capability in a collective defense
contingency vis-a-vis Russia, whether or not NATO
adopts a version of the USAF’s ACE doctrine.
Furthermore, as mentioned above, there is already
a pertinent EU PESCO project, FMTC. Intra-Europe
military mobility is an EU defense priority, as well
as a priority area for EU-NATO cooperation. Finally,

the three tactical aircraft that Europe flies—the C-130,
C-295, and C-27]J—are reportedly “approaching the
end of their lifecycle in the upcoming decade.”"°

It is logical therefore that this is an area where the
European Union should focus its efforts.

The forthcoming European Defense Investment
Program (EDIP) will build on an existing program
and should combine funding with incentives like
tax waivers to encourage joint procurement. It
could adopt the FMTC project—which has only just
been launched and is limited in scope—as a flagship
program, which will enable in turn a potential
replication of the ACE concept at the NATO level.'?

UNITED STATES

The United States can assist its European allies

by considering four key suggestions. First, it can
encourage cooperative developments in European
defense—as well as consider joint and interoperable
transatlantic procurement with European allies—
specifically in the area of software open system
architecture. Second, there is a need to be open with
European allies about U.S. capabilities that cannot
be reliably assumed to remain in the European
theater, especially in the event of a contingency

in the Indo-Pacific. Third, the U.S. Department of
Defense should spread the U.S. “distributed and
collaborative” concept of Cognitive EW to European
allies and partners and include European partners
in the development of that system, as well as the
EMBM system. This also goes for the Agile Combat
Employment doctrine. Finally, there are strong
arguments in favor of the United States considering
ways to increase classified information-sharing with
allies and close partners, particularly those using
similar U.S.-made equipment.

At the same time, the United States and NATO should
learn from Russia’s failures in Ukraine and their own
shortcomings in Libya. Critical air enabling capabilities
may not garner media attention, but they are needed

to win the fights for which the United States and its
European allies and partners are preparing. The Euro-
Atlantic community did not fill this gap between 1999
and 2011, nor between 2011 and 2023. How wide will the
gap be in another 12 years? m
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