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COMMENTS ON "THE FUTURE OF SEA=BASED AIR"
BY NORMAN POLMAR

By William S. Lind

I On balance, éﬁr. Polmar argues convincingly for the
viability of seébased tactical aviation for the presént and
the near future, despite some overstatement of his case. 1In
the latter category I must place his statements thatp YEven
against the Soviet Union the modern attack carrier . . . seems
to present a viable threat," and that ". . . for the foresee+
able future (the é?:carrier force's) capability for sea
control and projection missions will remain high."

One might argue that the attack carrier presents a viable
threat to Soviet forces under some conditions in certain

D

locales. But to suggest that a carrier task force could
operate effectively against the Soviet homeland would be to
underrate both Soviet air and naval defenses. The OKEAN
exercisewahich M. Polmar_cites?show the very considerable
homeland defensg capability of the Soviet navy. At least
against the submarine coﬁponent of Soviet naval forces, a
carrier task group's defenses appear wholly inadequate to
approach within strikiné range of the Soviet Union itself.

Similarly, to characterize the capabilities of our @:)
carrier forces as generally "high" seems an overstatement.
The projection capability probably does remain high’jt”
although declining’kd\against many Third World states. But
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the sea control capability of our (:>carriers against nmet™
£ {
—= anc

*pmiy the Soviet submarine forcep ?&t increasinglg“against

the submarines of smaller powers}aappears inadeguate. While
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some might suggest that the Navy has éestroyers and:frigates
for ASW, the ASW effectiﬁeness of surface .ships was inferior
to that of aircraft even in World War II/} and the subﬁarine.
has impro%ed'its capabilities relative to the surface ship
since that time. Seq—baéed air will be a most ihportént
component of any effective ASW force, ané the 1imited number
of S:Bj; on our @z)existing carriers, along with the LAMRj%;
on. the escorts, would not seem adequate to give a "high" sea
control capability.

~r. Polmar recognizes the need for sea-based aircraft

e

in most missions, and draws a logical conclusion from it:

K
that we should trade planned investment in surface ships’FL'

M
he mentions cruiseréﬂpé‘for larger numbers of air capable
ships such as VSS and Air Capable DD:9635§. In tﬁis he is
fully correct. Most of the weapons systems on our cruisers,
destr_oyers; and friéates”—;.:— guns, Tarter, . ASROC, torpedoes —;1
dre of little effectiveness against pfesent and future Soviet }
systems. The greater part of our escorts' capabilities is in
on~board éircraft“;é“LAﬂgfﬁ%”and passive detection systems”;&
TACTAS. Clearly, greater total effectiveness is possible by
trading typical surface ship weapons systems for more LAMPS
or other aircrafﬁ';}“which,is to say, building aircraft
platforms instead of cruisers, destroyerﬁfor fr{q:&ss.
The aircraft for these platformS‘must be VS%OL; CTOL
aircraft ;equire overly iarge and expensive platforms.
AMe. Polmar notes the Navy's lack of enthusiasm for VYSTOL.
The Navy attitude is an unfortunate product of a fundamental

'misunderstandiﬁg of aircraft performance requirements. In

the projection missionfhigh performance aircraft are often
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requiredﬂ/;ecause the opponent'sJiand~based air force

includes high performance aircraft. But.the Soviet navy

has virtually no high performance tactlcal naval aircraft.

A medium performance VS;bL; such as the AV= BB Advanced

Harrier, has adequate performance for the sea control role:

it can strike Soviet surface ships and intercept incoming

"Backfires" well beyond the renge of these systehs' anti+

ship missiles. As the Guam Interim Sea Control. Ship

. _ — -

tests demonstrated, the Harrier is useful in ASW. Because

of the extraordinary maneuverability provided by the vectored.

thrust -system, the Harrier is a highly capable air defense

fighter, even against high performance aircraft. Yet,

because the Navy thinks of aircraft performance only in terms

of "higher-farther-faster," the Harrier ‘has been rejected’;é

ey e
and with it, VSTOL in the early 1980’r”’ by the Navy.
?o\mar s
* The most 1mportant point in t?@s paper originates not _..-
o - T

with Me——DPelmar, but w1th Mr. James Woolsey, the Wnder
_B/;reta;y of the/Nﬁvy. If we are to reverse the trend in
the naval "correlation of forces," a trend ggéeh favors

the Soviet Union, we must indeed 'ehatter the conventional
wisdom, * and esk, "How can I change the game?" Ultimately,
as the question is asked, part of the answer is likely to be,
"By replacing manned systems, such as sea-based aircraft,
with unmanned systems." A fundamental technological trend

of our time is for unmanned systems to increase in capability
' relative to manned systems. For a variety of reasonsﬁ;$ the
2N

special capabilities of the submarlne being a major one ==

P
. the replacement of manned aircraft by missiles and RPR's
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probably will not come as guickly ét sea as on land.. When
it does occur, the ships we néw build as aircraft‘plaﬁforms
will adapt: sea-based aircraft are essentially moduleg
sitting on the flat deck of a module carrier, and the deck
cares little what variety of module it supports.

We must not let the current correctness of Mry Polmar's
advocacy of sea-based air hinder our acceptance of the
replacement of manned with unmanned systems, any more than
we should permit the vested interests of the “suiface union"

within the Navy to hinder the substitution of aircraft plat+

forms for traditional cruisers, dest:oyersfand frigates.
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( In view of the great impact of the V/STOL alrcraft program on the
ot tha groarn ™)
future of the Navy, a mere detailed revieﬁils warranteigthan—has-been
—p%ovidedninhtha_papexs_inuolved«in-th15~5essionJ' From the evidence
publicly available, it appears that the decision makers have been victi+
. beceabdo un
mized by overzealous salesmanship perhaps coupled with some discernects

in communications between the Navy's technical community and the program

planners. o
+mns-(-‘r)fir\ ' h:_:ﬂfll;- "_’\l
As now described, the Navy is to trensition toward an all'qSTOL fleet
P

of aircraft deployed on both aviation and nonaviation ships. A similar
goal, believed achievable by some in @Eﬁyears, was suggested in the Bureau
of Aeronautics in the early 195Qf; after the success of early developmental
- tests on “tall sitter" models. The twin problems of capability and cost,
which caused abandonment of the plan then, remain, with little hope 1in

with
the future for a simultaneous solution when compared {0 more conventional

approaches.

First, let us consider the case invelving the large carrier and its
ultimate replacement. We have the option of continuing to buy carriers
#ith complements of conventional carrier alrcraft, which we will call
CATOAL, for Catapult Assisted Take—fo and Arrested Landing, or we camn
buy ships oflthe same size opérating V/STOL aircraft of the same capability

but without benefit of catapult and arresting gear. For this case, it

can bei?hown that: ~ ;ggéfififjlzzfj;’/)

5
T (A) Procurcment and operating costs for tha ship /e small compared
wf\h 4 fre (OS"S one VR ¢ /
= o-these of the air group, on the order of %43.
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™™ (k) The differential in ship costs due to inclusion of catapult
: : perwe

and arresting equipment is small, probably on the order of 10;.

-
""" () The differential in air group costs between a new V/STOL group
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and a new CAIOAL group ieﬁjarge, probably at least 50# with individual design

o AL fo $ICHOT
variations eﬁ(ﬁEE‘EQ?—_;E;ﬁbo..

With these facts, V/STOL(EEEjég;io_;I;}not be justified. In the
real world, one must consider also the possibility of procuring not new
CATOAL airplanes, but only more of those already in service. The weight
differential between a new V/STOL and an old CATOAL would be reduced. The
cost differential is less capable of treetment by broad generalizations

bcé:;j;éakhe different production status of each of the service models. It
is probable, however, that unless the total force level is increased,
the old airplanes will cost even less than their new and lighter replacements.
That issue, however, can be deferred for handling on a case~to-case basis,
gince any new carrier could. handle the current aircraft.

For nonaviation ships, the issue is almost as clear-cut despite the
confusion caused by discussion of both V/STOL A and V/STOL C for this

v/ s A w A
application. If "C" were the only VIOL for this application, and designed
ag the LAMPS III replacement, the decision on its development could be o
deferred since there is no coupling with the carriisszi the other WSTOL
designs. If V/STOL A is assumed capable of use on modifications of the
DD-963 and other larger ships, it must be considered against LAMFS III and
other helicopters. The low disk loading helicopters are virtually certain

to be more successful within their own operating envelope, but have limita<

tions in speed and altitude. At Ghe.present,time> it would be difficult to
/
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justify the probable cost spread of two or three times between WSTOL A

and LAMPS.

In addition to the large unit production and operating cost penalties
associated with the V/STOL program, it is burdened with by far the most
expensive R&D program ever laid out for naval aviation. That cost, of
course, must also be.amortizedf

The V/STOL program should be drastically revised. With naval aviation

IR
already seriously underfunded from its position vis;i—vistkhe threat for
years past, the plan greatly aggravates the situation. The issue of small,
medium, or large carriers should be made on the merits of each and not -
confused with the V/STOL issue. On & positive note, carriers and carrier
based alrplanes have done their job well. The world's most capable

" tactical STOL aircraft are now deployed. The concept is proven,sound, and

can do the job in the future.



