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Military Airlift Capacity
Is there enough capacity to meet demand?
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A mixture of conventional and unconventional warfare.
For purposes of comparison, this bulletin divides airlifters into broad
categories: light, <10t (tonnes maximum payload); medium, ≈15-40t;
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heavy, ≈60-80t; and super-heavy, >100t. In practice, an
airlifter may carry much less than its maximum to increase
range and improve performance.
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The African continent faces airlift challenges, where
the African Union (AU) - an institution charged,
amongst other responsibilities, with the common
defence of Africa – is trying to overcome difficulties
transporting forces throughout its vast landscape.
This was shown through the inability of the AU to
rapidly deploy 3000 peacekeepers to Mali. Land
transport is daunting due to the long distances, poor
roads, rugged geography, and pockets of
instability. Therefore, a pan-African airlift solution is
likely to provide the quickest and safest means of
force projection, logistic support and manoeuvre.
But, the cost of buying and maintaining fleets of
modern airlifters is prohibitive for many African
countries; which is a problem for most countries
around the world. A partial solution may lie in using
a common and cost-effective platform, such as the
Airbus C-295, which is operated by 17 African
countries. Future capacity may be increased by
pooling aircraft, using air charters, and negotiating
airlift support agreements with organisations such as
NATO.
Europe also suffers from limited airlift capacity when
surging forces into crisis areas. The bulk of Europe’s
military airlifters are of the light and medium types,
which are slowly being supplemented by the larger
A400 airlifter. France’s deployment of forces to Mali
during 2013 required airlift assistance from 13
countries; moving forces from France, and within
Africa.
The European Airlift Centre coordinates military airlift
of European Union countries, thus enhancing rapid
response capabilities of the collective by pooling its
resources. But even this is not enough, as the EU
contracts up to 1600 flying hours per year of the
Antonov 124; a super-heavy airlifter able to carry up
to 150 tonnes of freight.
The capacity of the AN-124 is in demand around
the world, including the NZDF as its NH-90
helicopters were delivered using them. With only a
few companies offering AN-124 heavy-lift services,
they play a key role in large force projection
operations.
However, Volga-Dnepr, a Russian
contractor offering AN-124 services, discontinued
supporting NATO operations in January 2019,
potentially reducing the heavy-lift capacity of
European forces.
The Russian airlift fleet size has been declining for
decades, as older aircraft are withdrawn without
replacement. The IL-76 is the backbone of the fleet,

providing heavy lift of its forces, including its
airborne units with para-droppable infantry fighting
vehicles. But as its vehicles got heavier, it prompted
an upgrade program to increase the lift capacity of
its aircraft to the IL-76MD variant. The AN-124
provides super-heavy airlift options for Russian
forces, which supplements road and rail transport
in-country. Fleet replacement costs may impede
further improvements in Russian airlift capacity.
Arguably, the USAF are the champions of force
projection, with its large fleet of medium, heavy,
and super-heavy airlifters. This was shown during
Desert Storm and Shield, when about half-million
personnel and over 550,000 tonnes of freight was
airlifted into theatre using military, and commercial
aircraft. But, USAF heavy lift air capacity is largely
capped since production of the C-17 ceased.
Recent upgrades to the C-5 Galaxy increases its
payload capacity. But, it remains to be seen if the
USAF fleet is large enough to support state-on-state
type conflicts. The need to airlift heavy armour and
large field hospitals may remain for some time yet.
Australia has invested in a modern and balanced
fleet of approximately 40 airlifters, from the light C27J battlefield airlifter to medium and heavy types.
Their air mobility fleet, combined with utility
helicopters, is capable of battlefield manoeuvre,
and long-range expeditionary force projection and
sustainment.
Clearly, there is demand for increased airlift
capacity by the world’s military forces. Demand
arises from the need to upgrade or replace aged
fleets, and to build a balanced airlift fleet to project
and sustain forces, while maintaining the tempo of
battlefield manoeuvre. Sealift and air charters will
always supplement military airlift; but, if the future
sees the return to state-on-state conflict then more
armour and heavy equipment will require rapid
transport to staging areas than in the past. If so, then
the potential lack of heavy, and super-heavy airlift
capacity may be a constraint to future rapid force
projection.
Key Points




Military airlift supplements land transport, and
sealift.
Military airlift capacity may be insufficient to
meet current and future requirements.
The high cost of modern airlifters may be
affecting airlift capacity.
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