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F-35 MAY NEVER BE READY FOR COMBAT
Testing Report Contradicts Leadership’s Rosy Pronouncements

BY DAN GRAZIER AND MANDY SMITHBERGER

The F-35 Joint Strike Fighter program is the most expen-
sive procurement program in Pentagon history. It’s been 
plagued by schedule delays, gross cost overruns, and a slew 
of underwhelming performance reviews.1 Last month the Air 
Force declared its variant “ready for combat,”2 and most press 
reports lauded this as a signal that the program had turned 

a corner. But a memo issued from the Pentagon’s top testing official, based 
largely upon the Air Force’s own test data, showed that the Air Force’s decla-
ration was wildly premature.

Dr. Michael Gilmore’s latest 
memorandum is damning. The F-35 
program has derailed to the point 
where it “is actually not on a path 
toward success, but instead on a 
path toward failing to deliver the full 

Block 3F capabilities for which the 
Department is paying almost $400 
billion.”3 The 16-page memo details 
just how troubled this program is: 
years behind schedule and failing 
to deliver even the most basic capa-

bilities taxpayers—and the men and 
women who will entrust their lives to 
it—have been told to expect.

The Pentagon’s top testing office 
warns that the F-35 is in no way 
ready for combat since it is “not effec-
tive and not suitable across the required 
mission areas and against currently 
fielded threats.” (Emphasis added) As 
it stands now, the F-35 would need 
to run away from combat and have 
other planes come to its rescue, since 
it “will need support to locate and 
avoid modern threats, acquire tar-
gets, and engage formations of enemy 
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Inspector General Finds Army Unable to 
Account for Trillions in Taxpayer Dollars

BY MANDY SMITHBERGER 

The Department of Defense is the only federal agency unable to get a clean 
audit opinion.1 A recent Department of Defense Inspector General (DoD 

IG) report provides another example of the profound financial management 
problems at the Pentagon.2 

The IG found the Army “did not adequately support” $2.8 trillion in adjust-
ments in one quarter and $6.5 trillion for the year (yes, that’s trillion with 
a “T”).3 The number is so high because the same financial accounts could 
be corrected, reclassified, and reconciled multiple times. Each time such an 
adjustment was made, it was calculated as a separate transaction, and those 
adjustments added up. In one example that DoD IG spokeswoman Bridget 
Ann Serchak provided AMI Newsire, unsupported adjustments totaled to 
$99.8 billion for a $.2 billion balance.4 

The IG’s findings echo a 2013 Reuters investigation into the Navy by Scot 
Paltrow, which found that Defense Finance and Accounting Service super-
visors pressured accountants to plug in false numbers to make the Navy’s 
totals match the Treasury Department’s accounts. “The accountants contin-
ued to seek accurate information to correct the entries” after they met initial 
deadlines, Reuters reported. “In some instances, they succeeded. In others, 
they didn’t, and the unresolved numbers stood on the books.”5 

Jack Armstrong, a former DoD IG official who audited the Army General 
Fund, told Reuters the Army numbers were likely similarly fudged in this 
instance. “They don’t know what the heck the balances should be,” he said.6 

Congress required the entire Pentagon to pass a complete financial audit 
by September 30, 2017, and both the Democratic and Republican platforms 
call for auditing the Pentagon.7  Mike McCord, DoD’s Comptroller, antici-
pated last winter that “it will take a couple more years.”8 

Meaningful progress on auditing the Pentagon would require budgetary 
consequences for this kind of behavior.  n

1 Luke Johnson and Ryan Grim, “GAO Cannot Audit Federal Government, Cites Department of 
Defense Problems,” Huffington Post, January 19, 2013; Mandy Smithberger, “Will the Pentagon 
Ever Be Able to Be Audited?” Straus Military Reform Project, March 28, 2016. 

2 Department of Defense Inspector General, Army General Fund Adjustments Not Adequately Docu-
mented or Supported, July 26, 2016. (Hereinafter DoD IG Report) 

3 DoD IG Report, p. 5. 
4 Norman Leahy, “Weak oversight and sloppy accounting cause $6.5-trillion mystery in Army 

financial statements,” AMI Newswire, August 4, 2016. 
5 Scot J. Paltrow, “Special Report: The Pentagon's doctored ledgers conceal epic waste,” Reuters, 

November 18, 2013. 
6 Scot J. Paltrow, “U.S. Army fudged its accounts by trillions of dollars, auditor finds,” Reuters, 

August 19, 2016. 
7 Office of the Under Secretary of Defense (Comptroller) / Chief Financial Officer, Financial 

Improvement and Audit Readiness (FIAR) Plan Status Report, May 2015; Committee on Arrange-
ments for the 2016 Republican National Convention, Republican Platform 2016, July 18, 2016, p. 25; 
Democratic Platform Committee, 2016 Democratic Party Platform, July 21, 2016, p. 40. 

8 Scott Maucione, “DoD focusing on threats, not modernization in budget,” Federal News Radio, 
November 30, 2015. 
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fighter aircraft due to outstanding 
performance deficiencies and limited 
weapons carriage available (i.e., two 
bombs and two air-to-air missiles).”4  
In several instances, the memo rated 
the F-35A less capable than the air-
craft we already have.5 

The memo from the Director, 
Operational Test & Evaluation makes 
very clear that the constant stream 
of positive pronouncements made 
by the Joint Program Office and Air 
Force generals have been false. State-
ments that General Hawk Carlisle, 
the Air Force’s Air Combat Com-
mander, recently made to the press6  
and that Joint Program Office chief 
Lt. Gen. Christopher Bogdan has 
made in testimony on Capitol Hill7  
are directly contradicted by the facts 
reported in the memorandum. “The 
F-35A will be the most dominant air-
craft in our inventory because it can 
go where our legacy aircraft cannot 
and provide the capabilities our com-
manders need on the modern battle-
field,” General Carlisle said during 
the IOC announcement.8 According 
to Dr. Gilmore, however, this is not 
the case and there is evidence that 
the Air Force knew this already. 
Before declaring its variant ready for 
combat, the Air Force conducted and 
presumably read its own evaluation. 
The DOT&E memo clearly states that 
the findings contained within are 
“fully consistent” with the official 
report of the Air Force’s own internal 
Initial Operational Capability (IOC) 
Readiness Assessment Team report.9 

Limited Combat Ability

The Air Force stated to Congress 
that its Initial Operational Capability 
(“combat ready”) declaration would 
be based on the ability of the cur-
rent F-35A (Block 3i) to perform three 
basic missions: close air support, 

interdiction, and limited attacks on 
enemy air defenses.10 

The services are taking delivery of 
new F-35s in succeeding “block” ver-
sions, with each block adding incre-
ments to the previous block’s incom-
plete combat capabilities. The version 
equipping the Air Force’s IOC squad-
ron, the Block 3i, is an interim ver-
sion in which the earlier Block 2B’s 
obsolete computer has been replaced 
with a new one. Meanwhile, sched-
ule slippage continues on the F-35 
program’s Block 3F development 
effort, intended to incorporate all 
the contractually mandated combat 
capabilities.

The Air Force’s current configura-
tion can only carry two long range 
air-to-air missiles (but no dogfight-
ing short-range heat-seeking mis-
siles) and two bombs to attack tar-
gets on the ground. This very limited 
weapons load-out is the result of 
ongoing software deficiencies, not of 
any potential (though untested) abil-
ity of the plane to carry more types of 
weapons.11 Larger numbers of weap-
ons would have to be carried exter-
nally, however, which compromises 
the aircraft’s range and stealth.

The next software version, Block 
3F, which is currently suffering major 
development problems, should even-
tually allow the F-35 to employ the 
larger variety of weapons originally 
specified in 2001, but these planes are 
still years away from being opera-
tionally tested, much less actually 
reaching the fleet.12 So for the time 
being, even if the current F-35 could 
perform in combat (which DOT&E’s 
memorandum makes clear it can’t), 
the small and non-diverse ammo 
load means any fight the F-35 finds 
itself in had better be a short one.

Another of the F-35’s basic short-
comings is the lack of a usable can-
non. The Block 3i aircraft lacks the 
ability to employ the cannon because 

the software needed for it is a Block 3F 
development and has yet to be com-
pleted. This issue has been reported 
many times before.13 Now we learn 
there are doubts that the most recent 
version of the plane’s complicated 
helmet, which is the only way to aim 
the cannon, will be accurate enough 
to reliably hit air-to-air or ground 
targets.14 

This latest DOT&E report also 
makes public another problem with 
the cannon on the Air Force’s variant 
of the plane, the F-35A. This is the 
only variant that includes an internal 
cannon. The variants for the Marine 
Corps and Navy both use an exter-
nal belly-mounted gun pod. In order 
to keep the F-35A stealthy, the inter-
nal cannon sits behind a small door 
that opens when the cannon is fired. 
Now we know that the simple action 
of opening the small door causes the 
plane to turn slightly because of the 
door’s drag, possibly enough to cause 
the cannon to miss. The DOT&E 
memo reports that these door-
induced aiming errors “exceed accu-
racy specifications” which will make 
it quite difficult for pilots to hit tar-
gets.15 And since the Air Force’s F-35 
only holds 181 rounds—as opposed 
to 511 for the F-16 and 1,100 for the 
A-10—every bullet will count.

F-35 Close Air Support Threatens 

Troops on the Ground

As the debate continues about the 
future of the close air support mis-
sion, one thing is certain: the F-35 
simply is not ready to support 
ground troops, and there are plenty 
of reasons to doubt it ever will be. 
The F-35’s ability to perform any 
CAS right now is extremely limited. 
As the DOT&E memorandum clearly 
states, “The F-35A in the Block 3i 
configuration has numerous limita-
tions which make it less effective 
overall at CAS than most currently-

F-35 MAY NEVER BE READY
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1
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fielded fighter aircraft like the F-15E, 
F-16, F-18 and A-10.”16 As mentioned 
earlier, the F-35A, now declared 
“Initially Operationally Capable,” 
can only carry two bombs, both of 
which are too big to be safely used 
near friendly troops. And even if 
these bombs could be used in CAS, 

the plane has to immediately fly back 
to its base to re-load after only one 
pass over an enemy formation. For 
F-35As, that base is likely to be far 
from the battlefield since the plane 
needs an 8,000 foot concrete runway 
with a massive logistical footprint, 
thus seriously slowing CAS response 
times.17 

Air support for friendly troops 
fighting the enemy is exactly where 
the lack of a usable cannon is most 
distinctly felt—and the F-35 won’t 
have a usable and test-proven can-
non until 2019 at best. Cannons are 
the most effective weapon in far 
more CAS situations than rockets 
(which the F-35A currently does not 
carry) or a couple of guided bombs 
(which it does). This is true especially 
when the plane needs to engage a 
target in a “danger close” situation, 
with the enemy in very close proxim-
ity to friendly troops. A GBU-12, the 
smaller of the two bombs the F-35A 
can currently employ, is a 500-pound 
bomb. At 250 meters (820 feet), a 500-
pound bomb has a 10 percent chance 
of incapacitating a friendly soldier 
based on the military’s risk-estimate 
table.18 That might not seem like 
much, but history has proven that 
most firefights actually take place at 
considerably less than 100 meters.19  
If F-35As are the aircraft providing 

CAS, this means that enemies clos-
ing with our troops will have plenty 
of room—150 meters or more—to 
maneuver free of fire from above.

An effective cannon on the plane 
closes that gap. The F-35 is supposed 
to eventually use a 25-millimeter can-
non. The risk-estimate factor for that 

weapon is 100 meters. Of course the 
safe distance depends on how accu-
rate the aircraft platform and aiming 
system is. As noted in the DOT&E 
memo, the simple act of opening 
the cannon door on the Air Force’s 
variant pulls the plane to one side—
which could shift the bullet impacts 
either closer towards friendly troops 
or away from the enemy’s, thereby 
rendering the attack dangerous or 
useless.

But that presupposes the F-35 
will actually be able to stay over the 
battlefield long enough to be on hand 
to drop its bombs or fire its cannon 
when needed. The F-35 is a notori-
ous gas-guzzler that relies heavily 
on aerial tankers to stay on station 
for any length of time. According to 
the memorandum, “the F-35 has high 
fuel burn rates and slow air refueling 
rates that extend air refueling times 
and decreases overall on-station 
time.” Unfortunately, the troops on 
the ground can’t call a time-out when 
their air support has to leave the bat-
tle to re-fuel or reload.

The high fuel burn rate and high 
drag of the F-35 creates a plane that 
has “short legs” and inadequate on-
station times. All variants and ver-
sions of the F-35 share this problem. 
Current short-legged fighters miti-
gate this deficiency by rotating flights 

of planes back to the tanker while 
another remains over the battlefield. 
But with the well-documented prob-
lems the services’ maintainers have 
keeping the F-35 flightworthy,20 it is 
doubtful there will be enough flyable 
planes to make such a rotation practi-
cal any time soon. Actual current F-35 
sortie rates reveal the severity of the 
problem: today’s F-35s are flying one 
sortie every 5 days. In other words, a 
squadron deployment of 12 F-35s to 
Afghanistan or Syria—such as is typ-
ical for F-16s or A-10s—would only be 
able to put up slightly more than one 
two-ship mission a day to cover the 
whole country.

Future Development in Jeopardy

The program is supposed to have 
truly combat-capable F-35s—Block 
3F—ready for operational testing at 
the end of the System Development 
and Demonstration process, which 
is now scheduled to be at the end of 
2018. Dr. Gilmore reports that while 
some progress is being made in the 
simpler developmental flight-test-
ing process, the pace has fallen far 
behind that which is necessary to 
complete the Block 3F testing within 
the remaining schedule and budget. 
And this is the point in the devel-
opmental flight-test plan where the 
most complex capabilities are added 
to the plane. He estimates developmen-
tal flight testing will need to continue 
at full capacity for at least another 
year to “complete the planned testing 
of the new capabilities and attempted 
fixes for the hundreds of remain-
ing deficiencies.”21 It will simply be 
impossible to complete operational 
testing by the 2018 deadline.

Dr. Gilmore pointed out that how 
“the program will be able to complete 
the volume of work remaining at 
the integrated test centers while the 
staffing begins to ramp down is not 
known.”22 

Unfortunately, the troops on the ground can’t call a 
time-out when their air support has to leave the battle 
to re-fuel or reload.
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This is all further evidence of 
program mismanagement. There 
is still a long way to go to complete 
the development phase of the JSF 
program, but rather than budgeting 
to resource that adequately, program 
officials seem to be focused more 
on expanding future procurement 
budgets.23 JSF Program officials 
both inside the government24 and 
at Lockheed Martin25 have repeat-
edly expressed their desire to ramp 
up from low rate initial production. 
They want Congress to authorize a 
block buy of 465 planes—with com-
mensurate large pre-payments—for 
the United States and foreign mili-
tary partners beginning in 2018. But 
not one official has expressed the 
need for funding the extra people 
and extra flight hours essential to 
keeping the development program 
from sliding further behind.

Ramping up production means 
we will be buying more airplanes 
that will require ever more fixes in 
order to be deployable. The GAO has 
already estimated it will cost $1.7 bil-
lion to upgrade planes bought early 
in the program just to fix the deficien-
cies so far identified in development 
testing.26 These fix-costs will certainly 
rise as the services continue buying 
new F-35s and as the more stressful 
operational testing gets started in the 
next few years.27  

As new problems are identified, 
the schedule and cost will be affected. 

And most certainly no funds have 
been programmed for fixing the far 
larger number of deficiencies that 
will be uncovered in the growing 
backlog of remaining developmental 
tests—not to mention the additional 
deficiencies sure to be uncovered 
in the subsequent operational tests. 
Ramping up production instead of 
funding adequate development and 
testing may stick the services and the 
taxpayers with hundreds of unusable 
F-35s because the DoD budget can’t 
afford the fixes necessary to make 
them combat capable.28 These planes 
would then become little more than 
very expensive sources of spare parts 
on the flight line.

Future Testing on Shaky Ground

The most worrisome news in this 
report is that officials in the Air Force 
and the Joint Program Office seem to 
be ramping up production and simul-
taneously slow-rolling future testing 
of the F-35. Dr. Gilmore reports that 
“plans and support for preparing for 
adequate IOT&E have stagnated.”

As evidence, he reports that the 
Joint Program Office has not cre-
ated a realistic plan to provide pro-
duction-representative aircraft for 
combat testing. Dr. Gilmore says the 
program will not be able to produce 
enough F-35s in the necessary final 
configuration to proceed with opera-
tional testing. “Due to the lengthy 
program delays and discoveries dur-

ing developmental testing, extensive 
modifications are required to bring 
the OT aircraft, which were wired 
during assembly to accommodate 
flight test instrumentation,…into the 
production representative configu-
ration required,” the report states.29  

It goes on to say that more than 155 
modifications have to made to the 
23 planes needed for the upcoming 
combat (“operational”) testing and 
that some of these have not even been 
contracted yet, meaning that the start 
of IOT&E will be further delayed.

Not only has the Joint Program 
Office failed to create an adequate 
operational testing plan, it has failed 
to fund and test the equipment essen-
tial to conduct the tests. This includes 
no funding for flight-testing the Data 
Acquisition Recording and Telemetry 
pod, an instrument mounted to the 
F-35 that is used to simulate the air-
craft’s weapons. This is essential for 
reporting and analyzing the results 
of each simulated weapons firing. 
There can be no such tests until the 
pod is cleared for function and safety 
in conditions that the plane will fly 
during the engagement and weapons 
testing. 

The report also states that the 
simulation facility needed for the 
most complex and combat-realistic 
of the operational test scenarios is 
still not on track to be delivered on 
time, despite 15 years of Joint Pro-
gram Office promises that it would 
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be.30 This is the Verification Simula-
tor, which is supposed to provide 
multiple ultra-realistic, thoroughly 
test-validated pilot cockpit simula-
tors operating together to enable 
operational testing of multi-ship tac-
tical scenarios with large numbers of 
advanced threats. It’s the only way 
to test many of the F-35’s capabilities 
because the test ranges cannot real-
istically replicate the full spectrum 
and quantity of targets and threats 
the F-35 combat formations would 
confront. Beginning in 2001 Lock-
heed Martin engineers were under 
contract to create this complex simu-
lator facility, but the project fell so 
far behind that DOT&E questioned 
whether it would be ready in time 
for operational testing. Rather than 
reinvigorating that project, the JPO 
moved the entire simulator develop-
ment to a Navy lab.31 That lab is now 
in the throes of trying to take over 
this monumental design, fabrication, 
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and verification-testing task. Accord-
ing to the DOT&E memorandum, 
the Verification Simulator will not 
be ready for the currently planned 
IOT&E start date in 2018—and per-
haps not until two or more years later.

The Last Honest Assessment of 

the F-35 Program?

This DOT&E memo clearly exposes 
the Air Force’s F-35 IOC announce-
ment as nothing more than a public-
ity stunt. 

Unfortunately, Dr. Gilmore’s 
memo may prove to be one of the 
last honest assessments of the F-35 
program the Congress, White House, 
DoD, or American people receive. 
Dr. Gilmore’s position as Director, 
Operational Test & Evaluation is an 
appointed one, made by the Presi-
dent. He has proven himself to be 
an independent, principled actor. He 
has resisted the temptation that sev-
eral, though certainly not all, of his 

predecessors failed to resist: to act on 
behalf of their future employers in 
the defense industry by signing off 
on ineffective operational test plans 
or watering down reports of opera-
tional test failures to make it appear 
as though all is well for continued 
program funding.

And so it may be again in a few 
months. With a new Administration, 
there may well be a new head of oper-
ational testing. Unless a competent 
and courageous operational tester, 
one not beholden to industry, occu-
pies that office, the men and women 
who have to take these weapons into 
combat will be in danger of receiv-
ing flawed tools that could cost them 
victory and their lives. With all the 
evident foot-dragging that has taken 
place so far, a skeptical observer 
could be forgiven for believing that 
those in charge of the F-35 program 
may be attempting to run out the 
clock on Dr. Gilmore’s tenure.  n

http://www.pogo.org/straus/issues/weapons/2016/the-f-35-still-failing-to-impress.html
http://www.pogo.org/straus/issues/weapons/2016/the-f-35-still-failing-to-impress.html
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/08/air-force-declares-f-35a-ioc-major-milestone-for-biggest-us-program/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/08/air-force-declares-f-35a-ioc-major-milestone-for-biggest-us-program/
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/3035572-DOT-amp-E-AF-IOC-Memo.html
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/3035572-DOT-amp-E-AF-IOC-Memo.html
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/3035572-DOT-amp-E-AF-IOC-Memo.html
http://www.cnn.com/2016/08/02/politics/air-force-f-35-combat-ready/
http://www.arpc.afrc.af.mil/News/ArticleDisplay/tabid/267/Article/626221/af-leaders-testify-on-f-35-progress.aspx
http://www.af.mil/News/ArticleDisplay/tabid/223/Article/885496/air-force-declares-the-f-35a-combat-ready.aspx
http://www.af.mil/News/ArticleDisplay/tabid/223/Article/885496/air-force-declares-the-f-35a-combat-ready.aspx
http://breakingdefense.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2013/05/F-35_IOC_Joint_Report_FINAL.pdf
http://breakingdefense.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2013/05/F-35_IOC_Joint_Report_FINAL.pdf
http://www.myaviationblog.com/f-35-lightning-ii-can-it-fire-all-its-weapons-2015-10-26/
http://www.dailytech.com/Report+Air+Forces+Spoiled+F35+Superjet+Has+No+Code+to+Shoot+It
http://www.dailytech.com/Report+Air+Forces+Spoiled+F35+Superjet+Has+No+Code+to+Shoot+It
http://www.americanthinker.com/articles/2016/01/5_reasons_why_our_f35s_are_too_dangerous_to_fly.html
http://www.americanthinker.com/articles/2016/01/5_reasons_why_our_f35s_are_too_dangerous_to_fly.html
http://www.trngcmd.marines.mil/Portals/207/Docs/TBS/MCWP%203-23.1%20Close%20Air%20Support.pdf
http://donaldmsensing.blogspot.com/2003/06/infantry-rifle-combat-distances.html
http://donaldmsensing.blogspot.com/2003/06/infantry-rifle-combat-distances.html
http://www.pogo.org/straus/issues/weapons/2015/pentagon-testing-office-calls-foul.html
http://www.pogo.org/straus/issues/weapons/2015/pentagon-testing-office-calls-foul.html
https://www.flightglobal.com/news/articles/us-pursuing-smaller-hybrid-block-buy-for-f-35-426610/
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-lockheed-fighter-airforce-idUSKCN0RE22220150914
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-lockheed-fighter-airforce-idUSKCN0RE22220150914
https://www.f35.com/news/detail/jsf-block-buy-could-reach-500-fighters
http://www.gao.gov/assets/670/669619.pdf
http://www.gao.gov/assets/670/669619.pdf
https://www.airforcetimes.com/articles/air-force-gets-100th-f-35
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/2717126-DOT-amp-E-2015-F-35-Annual-Report.html#document/p7/a279183
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/2717126-DOT-amp-E-2015-F-35-Annual-Report.html#document/p7/a279183
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/2717126-DOT-amp-E-2015-F-35-Annual-Report.html#document/p23/a27919
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Senators Vote to Keep Bomber Price Secret
BY DAN GRAZIER

The Senate Armed Ser-
vices Committee issued a 
severe blow to transpar-
ency and fiscal respon-
sibility this summer. In 

a closed-door vote, they eliminated 
a requirement to disclose the devel-
opment cost of the Air Force’s new 
B-21 stealth bomber. The Committee 
voted 19 to 7 to prevent the American 
people from knowing how much of 
their money will be sunk into this 
latest questionable weapons project.1 

Price estimates released for the 
program are cause for concern. Last 

year the Air Force told Congress the 
program would cost $33.1 billion.2  
This year they updated their esti-
mate to $58.4 billion—an increase 
of more than $25 billion, or 76 per-
cent. The significant difference in 
the estimates has been attributed to 
“human error” by the Air Force Sec-
retary, and we can’t help but worry 
that similar mistakes will flourish 
in the dark.3 And an estimate is not 
the same as the actual contract value. 
The figures may vary significantly 
in this case because the Air Force is 
purchasing the B-21 with a cost-plus 

contract in which Northrop Grum-
man will be reimbursed for expenses 
it incurs during what is expected to 
be a long development process. This 
is the information the Senators voted 
to withhold from taxpayers.

Senate Armed Services Commit-
tee Chairman John McCain (R-AZ) 
fought this secrecy. He had included 
language in the 2017 National 
Defense Authorization Act requir-
ing the Air Force to release the dol-
lar amount of the B-21’s Engineering 
and Manufacturing Development 
or Congress would withhold funds 

B-21: THE POLITICAL ENGINEERING BEGINS
By spreading contacts across the country in key congressional districts, the defense industry can keep Congress in its 
pocket for the B-21 bomber program.

contractor:
BAE Systems

new hampshire:
Sen. Kelly Ayotte
(armed services cmte)

Sen. Jeanne Shaheen
(armed services cmte)

contractor:
Pratt & Whitney

connecticut:
Sen. Richard Blumenthal
(armed services cmte)

Sen. Chris Murphy
(appropriations cmte)

contractor:
Northrop Grumman

virginia:
Sen. Tim Kaine
(armed services cmte)

contractor:
GKN Aerospace

missouri:
Sen. Claire McCaskill
(armed services cmte)

Sen. Roy Blunt
(defense appropriations subcmte)

contractor:
Orbital ATK

ohio, district of:
Rep. Mike Turner
(house armed services cmte, 
tactical air and land subcmte)

contractor:
Janicki Industries

washington:
Sen. Patty Murray
(defense appropriations subcmte)

and district of:
Rep. Rick Larsen
(house armed services cmte, 
strategic forces subcmte)

contractor:
Spirit Aerosystems

kansas:
Sen. Jerry Moran
(defense appropriations subcmte)

contractor:
Rokwell Collins

iowa:
Sen. Joni Ernst
(armed services cmte)
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from the program. “[T]he American 
people deserve to know how many 
of their hard earned tax dollars will 
be spent in these initial phases as we 
embark on a major defense program 
expected to exceed $100 billion in 
total,” the Arizona Senator wrote in 
a letter to Secretary of the Air Force 
Deborah Lee James on March 10.4 He 
stood firm in his position and was 
one of the seven to vote against the 
secrecy provision.

But the Air Force has resisted 
releasing the figure by claiming the 
contract price would allow potential 
adversaries to divine some of the new 
plane’s capabilities, like its range and 
how many weapons it can carry. Ran-
dall Walden, head of the Air Force’s 
Rapid Capabilities Office, responded 
to Senator McCain’s language with a 
letter saying there is a “strong corre-
lation between the cost of an air vehi-
cle and its total weight.”5 

As the Project On Government 
Oversight wrote previously, the Air 
Force’s argument against releasing 
the contract price is dubious at best.6  

Officials apparently felt no qualms 
about releasing an artist’s rendition of 
the proposed design. They were also 
eager to announce where some of the 
plane’s subsystems will be built to 
begin the process of lining up politi-
cal support to ensure its survival in 
future budget battles.7 Any potential 
adversary sophisticated enough to 
figure out the plane’s weight based 
on the price would certainly be able 
to learn much more about the plane’s 

capabilities and how it might perform 
based on the contractor information 
the Air Force has chosen to release. 
I learned a great deal about how the 
plane will come together after only 
an hour of Googling.8

The American people need to 
know the contract price to hold those 
in charge accountable. We applaud 
Senators McCain, Kelly Ayotte 
(R-NH), Tom Cotton (R-AR), Joni Ernst 
(R-IA), Dan Sullivan (R-AK), Lindsey 
Graham (R-SC), and Ted Cruz (R-TX) 

for opposing the effort to keep this 
information from the public. Unfor-
tunately, Senator Bill Nelson (D-FL) 
was successful in keeping this infor-
mation secret, garnering the support 
of Senators James Inhofe (R-OK), Jeff 
Sessions (R-AL), Roger Wicker (R-MS), 
Deb Fischer (R-NE), Mike Rounds 
(R-SD), Thom Tillis (R-NC), Mike Lee 
(R-UT), Jack Reed (D-CT), Bill Nelson 
(D-FL), Claire McCaskill (D-MO), Joe 
Manchin (D-WV), Jeanne Shaheen 
(D-NH), Kirsten Gillibrand (D-NY), 
Richard Blumenthal (D-CT), Joe Don-
nelly (D-IN), Mazie Hirono (D-HI), 

Tim Kaine (D-VA), Angus King 
(I-ME), and Martin Heinrich (D-NM).

Defense contractors have a long 
history of underbidding in order to 
win contracts.9 United Technologies 
Corporation was caught doing so, for 
instance, when, in the 1980s, the com-
pany deliberately low-balled its bid to 
build F-15 and F-16 engines to win the 
contract over rival General Electric.10  

A federal judge in Ohio ordered that 
company to pay $473 million under 
the False Claims Act in 2013 for mis-
leading the Air Force. This practice of 
underbidding creates problems later 
when costs inevitably rise once real-
ity asserts itself and it becomes clear 
the contractors can’t deliver on their 
promises. 

Moreover, there are a number of 
large programs putting pressure on 
the Pentagon’s budget, and lawmak-
ers make long-term budgeting deci-
sions with the best information avail-
able. When Congress budgets using 
deliberately understated figures, they 
end up approving more new pro-
grams than we can afford and creat-
ing severe problems down the road. 
Later Congresses are then left to deal 
with busted budgets, all so a defense 
contractor could edge out the compe-
tition.

We are disappointed with the out-
come of this vote, as much by the fact 
that there wasn’t bipartisan support 
for disclosure as by the effort to block 
transparency. National security and 
open government issues should not 
be political.  n

1 John M. Donnelly, “How Senators Quietly Voted to Keep Bomber 
Costs Secret,” Roll Call, June 3, 2016. 

2 Mark Thompson, “The Air Force’s $25 Billion Bomber Blunder,” Time, 
August 25, 2015. 

3 Martin Matishak, “Air Force Brushes Off $27 Billion Accounting 
Error,” The Fiscal Times, August 25, 2015. 

4 Lara Seligman, “McCain Demands Air Force Release B-21 Bomber 
Contract Value,” Defense News, March 26, 2016. 

5 Anthony Capaccio, “Air Force Says Disclosing Bomber's Secret Cost 
Would Aid Enemies,” Bloomberg, April 19, 2016. 

6 Scott Amey, “B-21 Comes with a Stealth Final Price Tag,” Project On 
Government Oversight, April 7, 2016. 

7 “Air Force Secretary, Chief of Staff Brief Reporters,” March 7, 2016. 
8 Dan Grazier, “Business as Usual Building a New Bomber,” Straus Mil-

itary Reform Project, March 17, 2016.
9 Perry M. Smith, Daniel M. Gerstein, Assignment: Pentagon: How to Excel 

in a Bureaucracy, Fourth Edition (Revised), Washington, DC: Potomac 
Books, Inc, 2007, p. 54. 

10 Federal Contractor Misconduct Database, “Submitting False Invoices 
on Jet Engine Contract,” Project On Government Oversight. 
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Artist rendering of the B-21

http://www.rollcall.com/news/policy/senators-quietly-voted-keep-bomber-costs-secret
http://www.rollcall.com/news/policy/senators-quietly-voted-keep-bomber-costs-secret
http://time.com/4010526/the-air-forces-25-billion-bomber-blunder/
http://www.thefiscaltimes.com/2015/08/25/Air-Forces-Brushes-27-Billion-Accounting-Error
http://www.thefiscaltimes.com/2015/08/25/Air-Forces-Brushes-27-Billion-Accounting-Error
http://www.defensenews.com/story/defense/air-space/2016/03/16/mccain-demands-air-force-release-b-21-bomber-contract-value/81858726/
http://www.defensenews.com/story/defense/air-space/2016/03/16/mccain-demands-air-force-release-b-21-bomber-contract-value/81858726/
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2016-04-19/air-force-says-disclosing-bomber-s-secret-cost-would-aid-enemies
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2016-04-19/air-force-says-disclosing-bomber-s-secret-cost-would-aid-enemies
http://www.pogo.org/blog/2016/04/b-21-comes-with-a-stealth-price-tag.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JyTuGjWekPk
 http://www.pogo.org/straus/issues/weapons/2016/business-as-usual-building-new-bomber.html
https://books.google.com/books?id=dPLJjhMVBHIC&pg=PA54&lpg=PA54&dq=defense+contractor+underbidding&source=bl&ots=qgoaPzFMJt&sig=CY0Uskj4NI4J250e7JT3SneKTig&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwi_m-q5lZnNAhXBHR4KHXBwAj04ChDoAQg6MAU#v=onepage&q=defense%20contractor%20underbidding&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=dPLJjhMVBHIC&pg=PA54&lpg=PA54&dq=defense+contractor+underbidding&source=bl&ots=qgoaPzFMJt&sig=CY0Uskj4NI4J250e7JT3SneKTig&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwi_m-q5lZnNAhXBHR4KHXBwAj04ChDoAQg6MAU#v=onepage&q=defense%20contractor%20underbidding&f=false
http://www.contractormisconduct.org/misconduct/1120/submitting-false-invoices-on-jet-engine-contract
http://www.contractormisconduct.org/misconduct/1120/submitting-false-invoices-on-jet-engine-contract


9www.pogo.org/straus

Nukes in Turkey Raise Concerns 
About Weapons Throughout Europe

BY LYDIA DENNETT

After the recent military 

coup attempt in Turkey, 

multiple organizations have 

raised appropriate concerns 

about the 50 U.S. nuclear 

bombs stored at a Turkish 

Air Base less than 70 miles 

from the Syrian border. 

While this new interest is warranted, 
the security vulnerabilities of the 131 
American B61 nuclear bombs cur-
rently deployed at military bases in 
Belgium, Italy, Germany, and the 
Netherlands have been a growing 
concern for almost a decade. 

These nuclear bombs are relics of 
Cold War perceptions of reassurance, 
and are now more of a liability than 
a legitimate international security 
strategy. Given how uncertain the 
security situation is in Europe, par-
ticularly in Belgium and Turkey,1 it’s 
time to consider just how useful—or 
not—these weapons actually are. 

In 2012, and again in 2013, the Proj-
ect On Government Oversight wrote 
to the Secretary of Defense question-
ing the military efficacy of keeping 
these bombs in Europe when faced 

with mounting costs and troubling 
security concerns.2 Although these 
weapons are protected by U.S. mili-
tary personnel, the overall security of 
the sites where they’re stored is the 
responsibility of the host nation. This 
can be dangerous if, as almost hap-
pened in Turkey, there is an abrupt 
change in national leadership. And 
Dan Lamothe of The Washington Post 
reported that one of the Turkish offi-
cers detained after the coup attempt 
was the commander of the base 
where the nukes are kept.3  

In addition to the security vulner-
abilities posed by the nuclear bombs 
being stored in Turkey, they aren’t 
even a credible deterrent. The Incirlik 
Air Base is the only European base 
with B61 bombs that does not have 
nuclear-capable aircraft to deliver the 
bombs. Meaning, if NATO did make 
the devastating decision to use the 

weapons, they couldn’t without first 
deploying a nuclear-capable fighter-
bomber to Incirlik to pick them up.

Even absent turmoil within a host 
nation’s government, there can be 
security problems. A 2008 U.S. Air 
Force Blue Ribbon review found that 
security at the European sites var-
ied widely, and most did not meet 
U.S. nuclear weapons protection 
standards.4 Some security require-
ments—including armored vehicles 
and perimeter fencing—were under-
funded, leading the review to con-
clude: “the [United States Air Force] 
must continue to emphasize to its host 
nation counterparts their require-
ment to honor security commit-
ments.”5 Just two years later, a group 
of peace activists jumped the fence 
around the Kleine Brogel Airbase 
in Belgium. They wandered around 
the base for an hour, near buildings P
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containing nuclear weapons vaults, 
before they were finally stopped by 
a soldier carrying an unloaded rifle 
and without readily available ammo. 
They posted a video of their break-in 
on YouTube.6 

Then, in the wake of the terror-
ist attacks in Belgium earlier this 
year, Belgian authorities discov-
ered video surveillance footage of 
a nuclear power facility, indicating 
the Islamic State’s possible interest in 
nuclear materials. The New York Times 
reported, “This is especially wor-
rying in a country with a history of 
security lapses at its nuclear facilities, 
a weak intelligence apparatus and a 
deeply rooted terrorist network.”7 

All of these incidents should have 
set off major alarm bells given how 
catastrophic the results would be 
if nuclear material ended up in the 
wrong hands. 

POGO has found that the U.S. con-
siders three main potential terrorism 
scenarios when assessing security:

1. The creation of an improvised 
nuclear device on site by suicidal 
terrorists. 

2. The use of conventional explo-
sives on site to create a radiologi-
cal dispersal device, also known 
as a dirty bomb.

3. The theft of nuclear materials in 

order to create a crude nuclear 
weapon off-site.8 

The vulnerabilities at the Euro-
pean bases outlined in the 2008 
report could prevent security forces 
from protecting nuclear material in at 
least one, if not all, of these scenarios. 
As Eric Schlosser in The New Yorker 
points out, while the nuclear weap-
ons stored in Europe contain coded 
switches to prevent the unauthor-
ized use of the bombs, these codes 
can by bypassed with time and the 
right training.9 And if someone with 
know-how and malicious intent were 
able to break into one of these sites, 
it would take very little time to use 
conventional explosives to create a 
dirty bomb. 

Since the 2008 Air Force report, 
NATO allies have been working 
on improvements to the security of 
these European bases, and NATO 
has contributed over $300 million in 
upgrades to B61 storage facility infra-
structure. Last year, satellite images 
analyzed in a Federation of American 
Scientists piece by Hans Kristensen 
showed that upgrades to the security 
perimeters at the bases in Turkey and 
Italy were underway.10 

But POGO has found that other 
problems identified in the 2008 
report still have not been addressed. 

Security experts told POGO that 
the storage of weapons within cer-
tain facilities designed to improve 
protection may actually provide an 
attacking force with a fortified “cas-
tle.” An attacker could then use the 
reinforced shelter to buy time—an 
extremely dangerous prospect in a 
terrorist situation. 

The presence of U.S. nuclear 
weapons in Europe is often seen as 
an essential part of the NATO alli-
ance, used to “assure allies, and 
deter adversaries.”11 But that can only 
work if these weapons are kept safe, 
secure, and credible. A quick glance 
at the most recent Pentagon bud-
get shows that the U.S. is more com-
mitted to the NATO alliance than 
ever, setting aside $3.4 billion for the 
European Reassurance Initiative, a 
four-fold increase over last year—
yet the Defense Department doesn’t 
once mention the nukes deployed in 
Europe in the documents justifying 
the program’s cost.12  

With a new Administration com-
ing this January, there is an oppor-
tunity to re-evaluate how the U.S. 
deploys its assets. Is the presence of 
U.S nukes in Europe really a mean-
ingful way to reassure our allies that 
we are committed to their security, or 
is it instead creating an expensive and 
unnecessary risk to the region?  n

1 Tim Hume, Tiffany Ap, and Ray Sanchez, “Here's what we know about 
the Brussels terror attacks,” CNN.com, March 25, 2016; Chandrika 
Narayan, Faith Karimi, Farida Fawzy, and Shanna Pavlak, “Turkey 
coup attempt: How a night of death and mayhem unfolded,” CNN.
com, July 17, 2016.

2 Letter from Project On Government Oversight to the Honorable Leon 
E. Panetta, Secretary of Defense, about B61 bombs in Europe, February 
1, 2012; Letter from Project On Government Oversight to the Honor-
able Chuck Hagel, Secretary of Defense, about B61 bombs in Europe, 
April 17, 2013. 

3 Dan Lamothe, “The U.S. stores nuclear weapons in Turkey. Is that such 
a good idea?” The Washington Post, July 19, 2016. 

4 Major General Polly A Peyer, Chair, United States Air Force Blue Rib-
bon Review, Air Force Blue Ribbon Review of Nuclear Weapons Policies 
and Procedures, February 8, 2008, pp. 51-52. (Hereinafter Air Force Blue 
Ribbon Review) 

5 Air Force Blue Ribbon Review, p. 54.
6 Ancienne chaîne d' ACTION POUR LA PAIX, “Bomspotting Train-

ers,” YouTube video. Filmed February 2010. Posted February 2010. 
7 Alissa J. Rubin and Milan Schreuer, “Belgium Fears Nuclear Plants 

Are Vulnerable,” The New York Times, March 25, 2016.
8 Project On Government Oversight, U.S. Nuclear Weapons Complex: Y-12 

and Oak Ridge National Laboratory at High Risk, October 16, 2006. 
9 Eric Schlosser, “The H-Bombs in Turkey,” The New Yorker, July 17, 2016. 
10 Hans M. Kristensen, “Upgrades At US Nuclear Bases In Europe 

Acknowledge Security Risk,” Federation of American Scientists, Sep-
tember 10, 2015. 

11 Michaela Dodge, U.S. Nuclear Weapons in Europe: Critical for Transatlan-
tic Security, February 18, 2014. 

12 Taxpayers for Common Sense, “Brussels Sprouts Cash,” February 19, 
2016; James McKeon, “European Reassurance Initiative lacks Reas-
surance,” Center for Arms Control and Non-Proliferation’s Nukes of 
Hazard Blog, February 9, 2016; Department of Defense, Office of the 
Under Secretary of Defense (Comptroller), European Reassurance Initia-
tive: Department of Defense Budget Fiscal Year (FY) 2017, February 2016. 
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http://fas.org/nuke/guide/usa/doctrine/usaf/BRR-2008.pdfhttp://fas.org/nuke/guide/usa/doctrine/usaf/BRR-2008.pdf
http://fas.org/nuke/guide/usa/doctrine/usaf/BRR-2008.pdfhttp://fas.org/nuke/guide/usa/doctrine/usaf/BRR-2008.pdf
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http://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/the-h-bombs-in-turkey
http://fas.org/blogs/security/2015/09/nuclear-insecurity/
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http://www.taxpayer.net/library/weekly-wastebasket/article/brussels-sprouts-cash
http://nukesofhazardblog.com/european-reassurance-initiative-lacks-reassurance/
http://nukesofhazardblog.com/european-reassurance-initiative-lacks-reassurance/
http://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/defbudget/fy2017/FY2017_ERI_J-Book.pdf
http://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/defbudget/fy2017/FY2017_ERI_J-Book.pdf
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PENTAGON ADMITS:

Half of War Spending 
Account Is Slush
BY MANDY SMITHBERGER

The Overseas Contingency Opera-
tions (OCO) account was designed to 
support unanticipated and difficult-
to-plan costs for operations in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. But over time—
particularly to circumvent spend-
ing caps established by the Budget 
Control Act and subsequent bud-
get deals—it’s become a slush fund 
for programs with little connec-
tion to our current war efforts.1 A 
recent story at Inside Defense reveals 
we grossly underestimated just how 
slushy this fund has truly become.2 

Even according to the Penta-
gon’s own accounting, $71 billion in 
OCO spending went to non-war pro-
grams from 2001 to 2014.3 The defi-
nition for OCO became increasingly 
squishy as Congress and the Penta-
gon sought opportunities to increase 
Pentagon spending despite the statu-
tory spending caps. For example, in 
2014 the definition of OCO expanded 
to include “readiness shortfalls.”4  

Even under this expansive defini-
tion Pentagon officials couldn’t come 
up with enough war costs to hit their 
OCO spending goal, so this year’s 

OCO request included $5 billion for 
non-war related spending.5 Or so we 
thought. What Inside Defense reveals 
is that $30 billion—more than half 
of the total $58.8 billion request—is 
actually for “enduring requirements” 
that should be funded out of the base 
budget.

Enduring requirements are fore-
seeable and usually included in the 
base budget to enhance planning. As 
some programs became more pre-
dictable, DoD even moved them from 
OCO to the base budget as appropri-
ate. For example, the DoD moved 
funding for the Joint Improvised 
Explosive Device (IED) Defeat Fund 
to the base budget in fiscal year 2010 
“[d]ue to the enduring nature of the 
threat.”6 The DoD had determined for 
several programs “that certain ele-
ments of the associated military oper-
ations have become stable enough to 
be planned, financed, and executed 
within the DOD’s base budget.”7  

Shifting enduring require-
ments to OCO seems to be a further 
break from budgetary discipline. A 
recent report by the Stimson Center 

revealed many enduring require-
ments had slipped into OCO. They 
estimated the FY 2017 OCO request 
included $22.7 billion for fully or 
partially enduring requirements that 
should be fully or partially funded 
through the base budget. They also 
highlighted how disconnected from 
war spending OCO spending has 
become: in FY 2008—when OCO 
spending was at its peak to date of 
$187 billion—the ratio of OCO to 
troop levels was about $1 million 
per troop; this year’s request breaks 
down to $4.9 million per troop—an 
increase of nearly 500 percent. The 
Pentagon’s admission that more than 
half of these costs are not for current 
overseas operations may help explain 
the discrepancy between troop levels 
and spending.8  

The Government Accountability 
Office is reviewing the OCO account 
and whether funds have been used on 
enduring requirements.9 Meanwhile, 
the House has included an additional 
$18 billion for the Defense budget 
beyond the $582.7 billion requested. 
Even a modicum of accountability 
should compel Congress to remove 
that additional funding lest they 
reward the Pentagon’s misleading 
accounting. As House Budget Com-
mittee Ranking Member Chris Van 
Hollen (D-MD) asks, “Are they really 
saying we are going to be in indefi-
nite war? OCO is designed to capture 
short-term costs as a result of overseas 
contingencies. The name says it. It’s 
not a contingency if it’s forever.”10  n
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