
Aerospace Power Capabilities

Aerospace power grows out of the ability to use a platform
operating in or passing through the aerospace environment for
military purposes. The advantages of operating in the third dimension
create many important military capabilities and make aerospace
power the most versatile component of military power.

Advantages in the Vertical Dimension

Elevation is the unique quality that distinguishes aerospace forces
from surface forces. Elevation provides four important relative
advantages. From their elevated positions, aerospace platforms have
a broader perspective and, with freedom from surface constraints,
they can travel faster, go farther, and move through a broader variety
of motions than surface forces.

Perspective

Elevation provides a broader field of view than can be had by
observers on the surface. This advantage is one of the reasons early
aerospace systems were used to observe enemy operations and to spot
for artillery fire.1 As elevation increases, more of the earth’s surface
is visible, but the increased distance from the surface also decreases
the detail that can be detected unless an optical or electronic aid is
used.2

Speed

Being elevated above the surface gives aerospace platforms the
potential to move very rapidly because they are not constrained by
surface frictions or impeded by terrain obstacles. However, it is
the mission and design of a particular platform that determines just
how rapidly it can move.3 Some missions require slow speeds or
stationary positioning while other missions require very fast
speeds. The salient point is that the aerospace medium allows
platforms to travel at the speed needed to perform the missions for
which they are designed.4
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Range

Elevation also gives aerospace platforms greater potential range or,
more correctly, greater potential access to the earth’s surface.
Aerospace forces can cross over the boundary between land and sea
without difficulty, and they can surmount all other surface obstacles.
Thus, elevation provides aerospace forces the capability to travel to
a point above any spot on the earth.5

Maneuverability

While surface forces can move only on the earth’s surface and are
dependent on its features for any vertical movement, elevation gives
aerospace platforms three-dimensional maneuverability.6 The
mission an aerospace platform is designed to perform determines the
degree of maneuverability it must have. Some platforms, such as
air-to-air fighters, must have exceptional agility to perform their
missions. At the other extreme, a geostationary satellite needs only
enough maneuverability to maintain position over a spot on the
earth’s surface. In either case, the environment permits the platform
to accomplish its mission by allowing movement in all three axes.

Capabilities

Aerospace power’s advantages in perspective, speed, range, and
maneuverability result in greater mobility and responsiveness than is
possible for surface forces. This combination of factors produces the
unique flexibility and versatility of aerospace power.

Mobility

As used here, mobility refers to the ability of military forces to
move from one place to another quickly enough for the movement to
be of military value.7 Mobility is, in its simplest form, a combination
of range and speed. A force which increases its range or speed (or
both) increases its mobility. Land, sea, and aerospace forces can all
be mobile. However, aerospace platforms with their advantages in
speed and range have an attendant advantage in mobility.
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Surface forces compatible with airlift platforms can increase their
mobility by using the range and speed of airlift aircraft.8 Spacelift
forces provide similar mobility to satellites between surface bases and
operating orbits.9

Some aerospace platforms, such as helicopters and short takeoff,
vertical landing aircraft, are more tactically mobile than others
because they can move to and operate from a variety of relatively
unprepared locations.10 More “conventional” platforms are tied to
large, highly developed, and generally vulnerable bases. Currently,
satellites are difficult to maneuver from one orbit to another and
therefore have little tactical mobility. However, as technology
advances, satellites may gain the ability to maneuver significantly,
and tactical mobility in space may become a practical and useful
reality.11

Responsiveness

Responsiveness is the ability to accomplish an assigned task
quickly. Responsiveness is not just the ability to react to enemy
actions, it also includes the ability to act offensively in a timely
fashion to accomplish campaign objectives. Increased mobility—
derived from range and speed—combined with broader perspective
and three-dimensional maneuverability, makes aerospace forces
highly responsive.

It has always been an advantage in battle to be able to act more
quickly than the enemy. The cycle of military operations includes
obtaining information about the enemy, deciding what to do based on
the information, and performing the action. The cycle then begins
again by obtaining information about the enemy’s new condition,
deciding what follow-on actions to take, and so on. If a military force
can complete this cycle quickly enough, it can disrupt the enemy’s
cycle of operations by obviating the enemy’s chosen course of action
or by destroying his capability to perform that action.12 Highly
responsive forces, such as aerospace systems, are essential to
disruption of the enemy’s decision-action cycle.
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Many aerospace forces are responsive in another way—they can
quickly change from one mission to another. Most military aircraft
can respond to rapidly changing circumstances during a single sortie
as well as on successive sorties. This ability includes the tactical
responsiveness to change targets rapidly or to recall or divert while
en route.13 Even some satellites have been reprogrammed to
accomplish different tasks in orbit.

It is important to recognize that there are limits to aerospace
power’s responsiveness. For example, an in-place artillery battery
may be able to respond to an infantry unit’s request for supporting
fire faster than an aircraft can launch from its base and fly to the point
of needed support. However, if no artillery is within range, the aircraft
probably can respond faster than artillery can be moved into
position.14

Flexibility

Aerospace power’s relative advantages in mobility and
responsiveness combine to produce a unique flexibility that is the
foundation of the employment concepts of aerospace power. Both
aerospace and surface forces are versatile in that they can be used in
differing ways under various conditions to produce diverse results.15

Aerospace forces also have a type of flexibility that differs from that
of surface forces in two ways: the ability to concentrate anywhere
rapidly and to attack any type of target.

Due to their mobility, aerospace platforms can quickly concentrate
power from widely dispersed locations to achieve an objective and
then rapidly disperse again.16 This capability was demonstrated in the
massed Allied bomber raids of World War II, when more than 1,000
bombers launched from dispersed airfields in England, concentrated
their striking power over targets on the continent, and then returned
to their separate bases.17 Should directed-energy weapons be
deployed in space, even satellites, which are difficult to move from
one orbit to another, could concentrate their power against specific
targets through the use of reflector satellites. 18
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The second aspect of aerospace power’s unique flexibility is an
outgrowth of the first. Due to their mobility and responsiveness,
aerospace assets can directly attack an enemy’s political, military,
economic, and social structure. Once they have gained control of the
aerospace environment, they can strike at any facet of an enemy’s
power.19 These two aspects of aerospace flexibility allow
commanders to choose a course of action or develop a campaign plan
from an expanded number of alternatives that would not otherwise be
available.

Versatility

The versatility of aerospace power is derived from its inherent
speed, range, and flexibility.20 Because of these characteristics, a
number of authors have contended that aerospace power is the
dominant factor in modern warfare.21 While this point of view has
been and continues to be controversial, the ability to employ
aerospace power rapidly against any level objective makes it the most
versatile component of military power. Indeed, the validity of the
pervasiveness of aerospace power in all aspects of modern warfare is
no longer in question.22

From nuclear deterrence to directly supporting the land forces’
scheme of maneuver, aerospace power’s versatility provides a wide
range of options and opportunities. For example, both our World War
II and Operation Desert Storm experiences vividly demonstrate the
ability of aerospace forces to independently (or in conjunction with
surface forces) attack strategic, operational, and tactical objectives,
simultaneously or separately. At the strategic level, using aerospace
power to carry out persistent, coordinated strategic attacks against an
enemy’s centers of gravity will affect his capability and may affect
his will to wage war. At the operational level, interdiction of enemy
lines of communications can prevent or delay resupply or
reinforcement and thereby disrupt the enemy’s timing and tempo. At
the tactical level, close air support can be critical to ensuring the
immediate success or survival of surface forces.
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Centralized control of aerospace forces is critical to the effective
exploitation of aerospace power’s versatility. As Gen Bernard L.
Montgomery, commander of the British Eighth Army, observed in
January 1943, “Nothing could be more fatal to successful results than
to dissipate the air resources into small packets placed under
command of army formation commanders, with each packet working
on its own plan.”23

Conclusion

The advantages of the vertical dimension together with the
capabilities of aerospace power produce a wide variety of options and
opportunities for accomplishing national objectives. The combination
of aerospace power’s outstanding attributes provides the foundation
for its employment concepts. Aerospace forces must be employed to
exploit these attributes if we are to realize their full potential and
contribution to national defense.
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