
16 Feb 2021 
 
Dear members of the Commission,  
 
Please find below my submission on the capabilities, structures and staffing of the Defence 
Forces. Though the issues facing you are wide ranging, I have stuck to those of which I have 
better knowledge. I am sure you will be well served by submissions from other quarters on 
other issues. 
 
In terms of prioritising the capabilities I have described below, I believe reorganising and 
revitalising the helicopter component of the AC will be the most necessary in terms of 
meeting the escalating series of domestic security possibilities I have laid out. The fleet will 
require replacement in the mid term anyway, doing it properly as part of a needs based 
analysis will be preferred.  
 
The provision of a QRA capability is almost a standalone one, separate from the threats 
described in the section on helicopters. To my mind, it is a question of sovereignty to 
provide this service ourselves. On the international stage, our impartiality on the UN 
Security council can be questioned if we profess to be neutral but maintain a bilateral 
defence agreement with the UK, or indeed, any other country to provide something so 
basic. 
 
As regards airlift capabilities, the AC has a long standing need in many areas to deliver 
proper long range, high capacity air transport. I have scratched the surface below. 
 

 
 
 
 

 
  

 
Lastly, I wish you good luck in your endeavours. Many current and former members of the 
Defence Forces are putting great faith in your success.  
 
Best regards 
 

 
  

 
 



Capabilities 1 
 

Replacing the AW139 fleet : a case for urgency 
 

Introduction 
 
During the firefighting season of 2018, the Air Corps dropped thousands of tons of water on 
fires throughout Ireland. Each drop involved lifting over 1000kg out of a water source, flying 
at very low level in turbulence and smoke, often in mountainous areas. Power demands on 
the engine and transmission would vary almost instantly between ‘all of it’ and ‘almost 
none’ as the aircraft pulled water from confined areas in the hover, accelerated as quickly as 
possible to a safe airspeed, manoeuvred to the drop and released its load. On each lift, the 
crewman who would be lying on the deck of the aircraft cabin for the best view of the 
bambi bucket, could feel the floor move away from him as the aircraft tried to lift a lake. 
This is a good example of how to increase the fatigue life on the structure of an aircraft 
beyond its’ years or flying hours. Metal bends, but bend it often enough and cracks will start 
to appear. 
 
Arriving in Air Corps service in 2006, the oldest of the AW139 fleet is now approaching 
fifteen years old. Originally bought for Army support and ATCP tasks in the then benign 
security environment, it was expected that they would last for up to thirty years. Experience 
gained through operational and maintenance experience, and actual usage versus that 
which was forecasted, means that a life time closer to twenty years will be more accurate. 
Beyond that time, maintaining a fleet as small as six aircraft as a viable means of delivering 
required capabilities will prove increasingly unlikely, as major unscheduled maintenance 
tasks becomes more probable.  As per the example above, the aircraft have been put 
through the mill compared to some of the more benign types of civilian flying that other 
AW139s with higher hours might endure.  This article contends that, with the timelines 
involved in aircraft replacement being as long as they are, the time to start looking at the 
eventual replacement for the primary operational helicopter fleet is now. 
 
Although the focus of recent years has been on ATCA tasks such as HEMS in the form of EAS, 
it is quite likely that a return to more normal, purely military tasks, may well occur in the 
near future. You don’t simply buy a new helicopter ‘just because’. You buy one because you 
have identified a specific capability that the state needs to have available, either on an 
ongoing basis or as an insurance policy. In determining these military needs for an Air Corps 
helicopter, you will need to look at both the domestic and international situation. The 
domestic situation will largely result from the reaction of the various armed groups in 
Northern Ireland to the effects of the eventual resolution of Brexit negotiations at the end 
of this year. The international situation is in view for the first time in an Air Corps aircraft 
replacement competition, as the previous restriction on using Air Corps aircraft overseas 
was deleted from the last white paper. In addition, international actors may also act to 
destabilise either the EU, UK or Ireland directly if they find value in doing so and this too 
must be borne in consideration. In a world where liminal warfare has become a threat in 



Europe and elsewhere, I believe that such international actors would view the post Brexit 
situation in Northern Ireland very much as an open goal to be exploited. This forms the basis 
of the security related considerations of my assessment. 
 
Planning Considerations 
 
In looking at a replacement for the AW139, we must look at what we are replacing. It was 
selected as a winner in a tender competition, the final entrants of which also included the 
Blackhawk and EC145.That competition recognised the domestic security situation at the 
time as benign. Roles such as EAS and fire fighting were not envisaged, there was no NVG 
capability at the time and the main effort was envisaged to be preparing a pre Re-org Army 
for overseas missions and air ambulance tasks. The Brexit referendum was a decade away 
and notions of successful foreign interference in Western elections would have seemed 
paranoid. Syria and Ukraine were both intact countries and the vast movement of refugees 
across the Mediterranean had not yet occurred. In that seemingly distant past, the purchase 
of the AW139 was not entirely inconsistent with reality, although the initial assessment that 
four airframes ( numbers five and six were options on the contract ) would be adequate was 
always overly optimistic. Experience has shown that, not only has the operational picture 
changed, but that the initial maintenance related availability figures were optimistic too.  
The numbers of machines available each day to fly is not as high as it was initially promised 
to be. Being able to rely on a fleet of just six aircraft to replace the eight Allouettes and five 
Dauphins has not entirely worked, some days there’s just not enough machines. 
 
The aircraft itself has proven extremely popular world wide, with the most recent major 
customer being the USAF. It is a mid sized machine and with a crew of three, it will also 
carry around nine fully equipped troops. The Air Corps machines weigh in at 6400KG max all 
up weight and have an endurance of about three hours to tanks dry. They are not fitted with 
anti ice protection, which has proven a draw back in Irish conditions. Newer versions of the 
machine can work up to 7000kg, can be fitted with an auxiliary fuel tank giving an extra hour 
plus of fuel and are fitted with anti ice kit. There is also provision for self defence equipment 
such as chaff and flare dispensers.  
 
In recognising that now is the  right time to start considering a replacement, as a rough 
guide, we can use the following timeline. One year to assess all the likely needs of the DF 
and other users, and to project the concept of ops for the new helicopter fleet. Allow 
another year plus to really get into the detail of nailing down the specs of the replacement 
needed to meet that requirement ( remember , there will be operational, airworthiness and 
maintainability considerations here ) and advertise a tender. Once you have made your 
decision, it could be up to two years before a machine hits the ramp in Baldonnel, 
depending on the type chosen. During this time, the AW139 fleet is getting older and 
ongoing or increasing operational needs must still be met, so you can’t just send away all of 
301 Squadron at once to get to know the new heli. Allow another year at least to get to an 
Initial Operational Capability ( which you will have defined in year one ) for the whole 
squadron, at which point you can stand down your existing fleet. As you can see, the 
process can add up to about five and a half to six years quite easily if any slippage occurs.  
 



With that in mind, I’ve set out three security related scenarios that would result in the 
purchase of different fleets and with different timelines to delivery required. There are 
several assumptions being made here. One is that there is no version of Brexit that will be 
painless for Ireland in a security sense because even if the legal border is in the Irish Sea, the 
illegal EU/UK border will still be on land.  The most fanciful assumption is that the ongoing 
retention crisis as it pertains to pilots, technicians and aircrew will be largely resolved in the 
coming years. It is still necessary to acknowledge that there will be a shortage in these areas 
at the coalface of operational units for the next decade due to long lead times to replace 
highly trained personnel up to aircraft commander and aircraft inspector levels. In 
considering the effects this has on delivering identified, essential, capabilities this throws up 
some surprising results in terms of aircraft selection. 
 
SECURITY RELATED SCENARIOS – Domestic Use of Helicopters in Land Operations 
 
Scenario One: Status Quo, more or less. 
 
Brexit results in only a marginal or no increase in political violence in NI, with associated 
security implications in the border region. Although the new border between the UK and EU 
will be in the Irish Sea, the land connection to the UK remains at the border as currently 
exists. This means there will be an increase in criminality and smuggling of all kinds, even if 
the increase is comparatively limited. The low population density and terrain along the 
coasts in the northwest, along with a reduced NS capability due manning issues, means that 
access to the EU from the UK or vice versa in this area will become attractive for those 
whose resources can extend to reasonably robust boats. Foreign interference in political 
discourse via the cyber realm considered highly probable. 
 
This will result in No 3 Ops Wing being tasked with providing additional ISR along both the 
land border and in the littoral areas mentioned, while also continuing with all other military, 
ATCP and ATCA taskings. 
 
This scenario is one which reflects little to no change to the DF in terms of domestic and 
overseas involvement from now. It is the most benign and perhaps optimistic analysis. It will 
result in a requirement for an increased amount of mid sized helicopters with capabilities 
not less than those of the current fleet. What aircraft these will be remains subject to 
tender but it should be an aircraft that is already in service with an operator with a similar 
operational output and which is expected to remain in production for some time, thereby 
assuring adequate through life support. 
 
The surprise answer in this case  may well be more AW139s, albeit either of the fully 
militarised models currently on the market, namely the AW139M of the Italian Air Force, or 
the MH139 of the USAF. Both are essentially AW139s with the differences being in the 
defensive aides fitted and machine gun mounts and radar, flir specs. Basically, the model 
closest to the desired spec will win and that aircraft will roll off either the production line in 
Philadelphia or Vergiate. The selection of additional AW139s has several bonuses for this 
scenario. Firstly, they are actually a highly capable aircraft for their size. Secondly, the 
training burden associated with introducing a new aircraft is dramatically reduced but not 
eliminated. Thirdly, it reduces the draw on the existing fleet meaning that, if a Mid Life 



Upgrade is carried out, they could well last out to the originally planned thirty years. In 
order to allow for the downtime such a large scale upgrade would involve, four extra 
machines should be purchased. This would then also account for EAS, the extra detachment 
that was unforeseen at the time the original fleet was bought, and for an increase in border 
ops, either as a detachment or from Baldonnel. 
 
 As the legacy fleet rotates through upgrades, the flying hours used will be spread across a 
fleet of ten instead of six aircraft and the continuing demands of ops and training will be 
met by an adequate number of aircraft each day – basically, if crews are available, then 
aircraft will be too. To be clear, this is not anticipating a very significant increase in usage. 
It’s more a case of putting the fleet numbers where they should already be. In accounting 
for the extra training requirements this will generate to provide crews, the existing training 
fleet of H135 aircraft should be increased to not less than four aircraft.  
 
Scenario Two : Increased Activity 
 
A modest increase in post Brexit violence results in a large increase in helicopter activity to 
move the limited number of troops remaining around the border area, including littoral tasks 
as already described and with a specific focus on EOD transport with all necessary 
equipment and security internally on one aircraft. This is as a result of continuing pilot and 
technician shortages which will likely prevent placing a large number of crews on continuous 
standby. Foreign interference to stoke sectarian tensions in the cyber realm considered 
highly probable. 
 
This scenario, which I believe is not unlikely,  will mandate a further increase in medium 
sized aircraft but also introduces a need for heavy lift aircraft. This need is driven by the EOD 
+  security transport requirement. Specifically, it will require an aircraft capable of easily 
loading an EOD team, it’s robot and associated security ( likely one Inf section at a 
minimum). In practice, this team will have to be lifted by one aircraft as even with an 
accelerated training drive, crews and technicians will still be in short supply. Having two 
medium lift aircraft on standby 24/7 would require twice the personnel resources of one 
heavy lift machine.  
 
In addition, a further increase in medium lift aircraft will also be required as an increase in 
tasks such as ISR, recce and convoy security can be anticipated. Use of helicopters for 
movement of personnel that would be considered HVTs will also occur at this level, similar 
to the old ‘Annex F’ flights that routinely operated by King Air from Baldonnel to Belfast 
each week. Of note, an increase in training capability will also be required. As already 
mentioned, this should result in the lease or purchase of extra H135 or similar in addition to 
the outsourcing that is already occurring. 
 
I foresee in this case a requirement for either twenty two medium sized aircraft, based on 
the training, trooping and EOD lift requirements, or fifteen medium sized aircraft and five 
heavy lift aircraft in the CH 47F size class. The training fleet should be increased to not less 
than six aircraft, more if operational taskings for 302 Sqdn also increase.  
 
 



Scenario Three: Severe Threat 
 
A large scale containment operation is required along the border area in order to deal with 
violence returning to previous levels. This may result from a contested result in a border poll 
or a successful Scottish Independence referendum provoking Unionist paramilitaries to adopt 
a Carson style approach to assuring UK mil presence in NI with associated Republican 
response. No 3 Ops Wing would be tasked with increased ISR, normal military tasks and 
maintaining assets sufficient to stand up an airborne QRF of approx. Coy Strength.  
 
The greatest threat to domestic security in the near to medium future comes from the 
reactions by the various armed groups in NI ( and potential third nation sponsors ) to a 
border poll. In short, I would see an entirely peaceful acceptance of any result by all parties 
as the least likely of all options. In the event that violence returns to previous levels, we 
cannot assume that Ireland will be spared from direct threat. In fact, the reverse is more 
probable. We must be clear that the Ireland of today is not the Ireland of the 60s – 90s in 
terms of its’ position in the world. More would be expected of us on the international stage 
in terms of defence expenditure to meet this threat, especially as a member of the UN 
Security Council. The people of the state too would expect to see more being done in their 
name to counteract a return to violence and prevent its spread here.  
 
 In this case, an increased heli force including plentiful armed light recce, medium lift and 
heavy lift will be required. A standing capability to airlift a QRF equal to one Inf Coy will be 
needed. This requirement is based on the fact that while boots on the ground are essential 
in dealing with this kind of conflict, there are not now, and will not be, enough of them to 
deploy operationally at any kind of short notice. Every other conflict in modern times where 
this issue has been faced has become a helicopter war ( Vietnam, Algeria, Rhodesia, 
Afghanistan as examples).   
 
Strength and establishment will not be entirely dissimilar to scenario two but increased 
consideration will need to be paid to defensive aides and airframe survivability. The major 
difference will be an increased requirement for ISR capable airframes for use in direct 
support of border Inf Bns. These will be essential to fill in the inevitable gaps that arise when 
relying on a purely ground based force with limited observational horizons.  
 
This scenario will likely preclude the use of the AW139 as a primary operational type, as it 
has not been tested for survivability in the same way that , for example, a S70i Blackhawk 
has. It must be expected that any paramilitary group arising in NI today will not be guided by 
the IRAs ‘Green Book’ which precluded use of force against Irish security forces. In this 
regard, attrition replacements must be possible – this once again means an aircraft with an 
open production line. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



SECURITY RELATED SCENARIO – Naval Support 
 
GOC AC is the director of military aviation in Ireland and there is no good reason that should 
change. This means that any future use of helicopters by an expanded NS ( that includes an 
MRV or other ship capable of heli ops ) will be AC lead and crewed. Littoral ops are 
mentioned in the scenario above and these can largely be provided by a shore based fleet. 
This section briefly considers the use of helicopters from NS vessels as a separate operation.  
 
 
Scenario One – Equipped for, but not with. 
 
This scenario foresees the purchase of an MRV or similar that is intended to be capable of 
hosting helicopters on a temporary basis, but not have one permanently assigned as part of 
the ships equipment. Such a vessel will have a helideck but may or may not have hangarage.  
The simplest way of providing an aircraft to support a vessel of this type would be to use the 
land based fleet. It will however have a number of critical drawbacks. Operating at sea 
involves a number of problems for aircraft not designed for the task. These range from 
having limited ability to land or take off in rough seas beyond a given pitch, roll and heave of 
the deck to the effects of saltwater corrosion on airframes and associated downtime and 
maintenance costs. If the intention is to bring personnel and equipment to and from the 
ship while it is underway off the coast of Ireland then the effects should be reasonably 
minor as long as existing maintenance actions are taken. If the intent is that an AC 
helicopter should be based onboard in support of a humanitarian operation or similar, then 
the effects on an untreated airframe are so severe that a purchase of extra helicopters 
should be made to account for the increased down time that can be expected once an 
annual inspection comes around.  
 
This model of operation is suitable for underway replenishment, short term maritime 
counter terrorism ops, medevac of injured crew or rescued survivors but not a whole lot 
else. The projected sea conditions in the North Atlantic over the next thirty years make it a 
questionable option to choose. 
 
Scenario Two – Based on board 
 
In this option, we consider a selection of vessel and helicopter that are both intended to be 
used as part of a combined package at all times. Helicopter selection in this case will 
absolutely involve a separate type to the land based fleet. The reason for this is that there 
will be several airframe and landing gear features in particular that are simply not needed 
on a land based fleet, but which allow for a far greater operational utility in a maritime 
aircraft. For example, a Harpoon system to ‘lock’ a landing aircraft to a moving deck would 
be essential. Indeed, it was a feature of the Dauphin helicopters which previously operated 
in the LE Eithne. Aircraft in this category can expand national capabilities in terms of 
maritime patrol by providing greater over the horizon radar visibility to the host ship – no 
one will argue that the projected number of fixed wing maritime patrol aircraft will be 
sufficient to provide total coverage and in this role alone, a ship based helicopter would 
represent a justifiable purchase. Such an aircraft can also be used, in both domestic and 



international ops, for organic SAR, ISR, troop movement, vertical replenishment and 
humanitarian aid delivery.  
 
Assuming that one helicopter will be assigned to the ship, I forecast a requirement for at 
least three to be bought – two to insure one airframe at all time for operations and a third 
to insure one for training at most times. Tender specifications for this aircraft will have to be 
very tightly controlled, and considered at the same time as those of the vessel itself– there’s 
no point buying a Wildcat when the roles you have in mind are better suited to a Seahawk 
or MRH90. 
 
 
Capability Consideration – UAVs 
 
There will no doubt be many submissions to the Commission that advocate increased use of 
larger unmanned aerial vehicles as a panacea for all our aviation and aircrew related 
problems. I would urge caution in this regard. The first reason I would do so is that the 
through life cost savings on a Medium Altitude Long Endurance UAV system are neither 
significant or proven in terms of purchase, operating costs or personnel when considered 
versus a manned maritime patrol aircraft for example.  
 
The second reason is that as unmanned systems proliferate away from sole use by larger 
states and into the hands of non state actors, an increased effort will be made to develop 
counters to them. These counters will then also proliferate to an extent and the cycle 
continues. What this means for us is that a unmanned system that may be used overseas 
could find itself subject to interference in the way that a manned aircraft is not. In the worst 
case scenario control of our aircraft could be usurped to some other agenda. UAVs can also 
be shot down with little political repercussions, but a major impact would be felt by a small 
budget DF like Irelands. 
 
Closer to home, we can expect over the next thirty years that the Atlantic may once again 
become a contested environment as former Cold War competitors increase their activity in 
that area. We have already seen extensive GPS jamming occur in the eastern Mediterranean 
and Northern Scandinavian areas as a result of Russian military activity. It would be 
irresponsible to expect less in the Atlantic. This will have an effect on airline traffic, but 
extensively so on UAVs which often use GPS as their primary source of information for 
navigation. Such jamming would be especially effective in denying UAV operations in our 
own back yard if accompanied by datalink interference and other electronic warfare 
activities. We might not be the direct target, but if operating in the area we would be 
collateral damage.  
 
This is not to say there is no place for unmanned systems in areas such as persistent ISR be 
it along the border or over the sea, but I do think that if unmanned resources make up any 
more than 30% of the assets in any given role, we will be overexposed.   
 

 
 



Capabilities 2 
 

Irelands Air Policing – A Question of Sovereignty 
 

Every so often, the issue of the control of Irelands airspace bubbles to the surface of public 
attention. Previously it has come up when Russian military aircraft have flown close to our 
west coast, without activating the transponders that routinely transmit one aircrafts 
position to another and to air traffic control. This activity took place in the Shannon Flight 
Information Region, where most of Europes’ trans-Atlantic air traffic passes enroute to 
Ireland or further afield.   
 
When the topic arises, the positions taken typically fall into several camps:  

1) This isn’t a problem because we are neutral  
2) Interceptor aircraft are too expensive. 
3) We should buy missiles instead, they’re somehow cheaper. 
4) This is somehow someone elses problem. 

 
The purpose of this section is to provide a bit of background on what the policing of Irelands 
airspace actually is and what it is not. What is realistic and what is not, this from a point of 
view of both national ambition and financial sense. Hopefully, I’ll be able to dismiss some of 
the myths that have grown up around this topic and point the conversation at what might 
be a reasonable solution. 
 
Where and what are we talking about? 
 

 
 
Firstly, let’s talk about the size of the area we need to consider as this defines the actual air 
policing package we need. This picture above is the Shannon FIR or Flight Information 
Region. As you can see it’s quite a bit bigger than Irelands landmass alone. At its most 
westerly extreme, it is a bit over two hundred nautical miles from Shannon Airport. It reflects 



the airspace we would be expected as a state to police. Note that I am saying police, not 
defend or secure. This brings us to the next main point. What is air policing? 
 
Air policing, as opposed to air superiority or intercepting or some of the other loosely related 
terms thrown around is the use of interceptor aircraft, in peacetime, to maintain the integrity 
of a given piece of airspace. Great, what does that actually mean? It means that you are 
maintaining the safety of your airspace from interference or other disruption using military 
assets. The crucial factor however is this is a peacetime function. You are using fighter 
aircraft in the interceptor role because, in the same way that peacekeeping is not a job for 
soldiers but only soldiers can do it, only fighter aircraft have the requisite capabilities in 
terms of physical performance and onboard sensors to practically carry out this task.  
 
Okay. Let’s drill down into that a little to see what that might actually mean in practice in 
Ireland. Taking the example mentioned at the top of this article of Russian ( or anyone elses, 
but it’s usually Russian in our case ), military aircraft flying through the Shannon FIR, close 
to the west coast and all the international air traffic that that automatically involves. They are 
not transmitting with their transponders and as a result, no one else in the area knows exactly 
where they are. To get to that position, they will have already been tracked towards the area 
by NATO aircraft from, for example, Norway. What is your new fighter aircraft doing in this 
case. It’s pretty simple. They are flying close by the ‘visitor’ with their own transponder on, 
thereby providing everyone in the area, including air traffic control with an idea of where 
they are so that safe separation of all the airliners, cargo aircraft, private jets etc can be 
maintained. They will also be frequently calling them on Guard Frequency – the international 
emergency channel - giving the position, altitude and heading of the aircraft so that normal 
air traffic flow management can take place and keep people from being put under time or fuel 
pressure to make their destination. This happens on a not irregular basis, most pilots flying 
over Ireland will have heard it at some point, I certainly have. Some will present air policing 
in the Irish context as creating an impenetrable shield over Ireland in some fantastical war 
against the US, EU, Britain or Russia. Something that is unwinnable and therefore a waste of 
money to attempt. It’s nothing like that at all, it looks a lot more like this more benign but 
still dangerous scenario. Air policing is providing for the safe use of our airspace by airlines -  
tourists, business travellers, packages and presents. 
 

 
A Russian TU 95 Bear. Old, fast and very long ranged -it is a frequent visitor to Irelands west coast. 

 
 
 
 



Is that all that it is? Of course not. Already, when Ireland is the host of major international 
summits etc, an air defence element is part of the security package. At the moment this is 
provided by short range surface to air missiles of the Artillery Regiment of the Army and Air 
Corps PC-9M trainers which can be armed with either rockets, machine guns or both. These 
PC-9s are directed by ground based radar to intercept and identify aircraft who are closing in 
on the location being secured. Sometimes even helicopters have been used, being able to 
more easily stay with slow moving targets. ‘Great’ you say – we already have this capability 
then? Not quite. Let’s have a look at what an air policing package actually involves. 
 
An Air Policing Package – What’s in the Box? 
 
Radar 
 
To intercept an aircraft, first you have to know roughly where it is. Maybe you get a 
handover from a NATO country further North, or maybe the aircraft is coming from the other 
direction and you need to find out for yourself where they are. So let’s talk about radar.  
 
We’ve all seen the scene in the movie of the intense air traffic controller hunched over a 
screen of dots surrounded by little tags of information, skilfully talking down the damaged or 
lost aircraft to a safe landing. All that information on the screen, the height, the speed and 
very often the location of the aircraft isn’t coming from the radar on the ground, its coming 
from the aircrafts’ transponder. This is called Secondary Surveillance Radar and this is what 
most air traffic controllers use the world over to direct aircraft around the place, but it relies 
on the aircraft telling you everything about itself. Turn off the transponder, no information 
and no dot on the screen. 
 
What we all usually think of as ‘radar’ is called Primary Radar. This is different in that it 
sends out pulses of radio waves, these bounce off an object and return to the antennae, telling 
you where the object is, as a dot without any other information on your screen. It has its 
limitations over distance however, being subject to physics just like everything else. From 
ground level, the radio wave you transmit will eventually meet the horizon and head off into 
space. Anything above that horizon you can still see. Anything below that horizon is 
invisible. Nevertheless, it’s the primary means of detecting non cooperative traffic globally. 
Some countries are able to get around the horizon problem by either putting more fighters 
into the air ( a costly proposition, especially if there’s nothing out there that day ) or by using 
Airborne Early Warning ( AEW ) aircraft. These are basically primary radars and an air 
traffic control unit taken into the air on a converted airliner/ cargo plane / business jet. Still 
costly, but cheaper than an extra squadron or two of fighters. 
 
To simplify what I’m talking about here as much as I can, consider you’re in a dark basement 
trying to direct your friends around the room. The game is that anyone who bumps into 
anyone or anything else loses. Secondary radar is when all the players hold a candle up – 
everyone can see where the others are. You can now control them around the room and keep 
everyone in the game. But, one player doesn’t have a candle and is walking through the 
middle of everyone anyway. You turn on your Primary radar, in this case a flashlight that you 
shine around the room, positively identifying where everyone is. There’s a few boxes at the 
back of the room you can’t see behind though. This is your radar horizon. Your AEW is 
someone standing at the top of the stairs turning on the light switch, everyone is now visible..  
 



Ireland, needless to say, does not have a primary radar capable of the distances we are talking 
about here. It is the most basic part of the air policing package. 
 
Interceptors 
 

 
A Russian Mig 31 – a classic ‘high and fast’ Cold War pure bred interceptor 

 
There’s scope here for a long an utterly pedantic description of what’s an interceptor vs 
what’s a fighter jet vs what’s a Lead in Fighter Trainer. I’ll try to skip that as much as possible 
by saying that while there are pure bred interceptors out there, it is usually something that 
a multi role fighter does as opposed to is. It is important to establish what the 
characteristics of an aircraft performing an intercept are as this on its’ own steers the herd 
of available options away from the fairy tales and towards the realistic. An interceptor must 
be able to go from a standing start, take off quickly, climb to altitude rapidly, take direction 
from a ground or airborne station to proceed at high speed until it makes contact with its 
own onboard sensors. It must stay with the target until such a time as it is relieved by 
another jet or until the target is no longer an issue in the airspace protected.  
 
So, what does this rule out? Firstly,  it rules out armed trainers. One of the arguments 
frequently put forward is that somehow, we can do this on the cheap by combining a 
training aircraft with an interceptor. You can’t. The geometry of an intercept and the ranges 
and speeds and heights involved mean that an armed trainer just does not cut it in terms of 
performance, no matter what their sales brochures say. Even if it is a jet with a sufficiently 
pointy looking nose and a few missiles under the wings. More or less all of the likely 
contenders in this category might be able to reach the height of, for example, a Russian TU 
95 Bear, they might be able to even match it for speed for a short while. But they won’t do it 
over the distances required for the time required. Once you start hanging things like 



external fuel tanks and weapons under the wings, even the theoretical options fall off the 
list quickly.  
 

 
The Leonardo M346FA – an example of a training aircraft converted to a light fighter role, not an interceptor suitable to Irish needs. 

 
What these interceptor criteria rule in, are proper full size fighter jets. Not because you have 
any intention of bombing or shooting anyone necessarily, but because they are the only 
existing piece of technology in the world that can actually do the job. Even at that, you need 
to balance off a lot of factors to pick the right jet. Ireland actually has two competing 
requirements, a short range interceptor on the East coast to cover the Irish Sea and the 
actual landmass of Ireland, and a long range interceptor on the West coast to cover our part 
of the Atlantic. The old-school short range machines are high performance aircraft which 
sacrifice more or less everything for pure performance. The long range ones sacrifice some 
of the agility and raw power for range and sustained high speed. Most countries however 
can’t support two types of fighter fleets and it’s definitely beyond us. We need a machine 
that can do both reasonably well. 
 
At its minimum, that’s what your air policing package will need. Primary Radar ( with the 
inherent command and control that goes with it ) and fighters to actually go up and carry 
out the intercept. Simple eh? There’s actually a lot of implied purchases, manpower and 
training tied up in that but nothing insurmountable. A few additions, however, massively 
improve your capability. For the sake of argument, let’s look at some of those.  
 
 
 
 



Tankers 
 

 
An Airbus A400 refuelling a French Air Force Mirage 2000 fighter aircraft. The A400 is also a highly capable transport aircraft. 

 
Look at those interceptor criteria again, the ones about range and speed. Fighter jets move 
inherently fast. To go faster, close a distance quickly or get to altitude even more rapidly, 
they may use something called afterburner. Afterburner is basically a function on military jet 
engines which sprays fuel into the exhaust, usually doubling the thrust of the engine. The 
problem is that it typically uses something in the region of four times as much fuel as 
normal max thrust. Now look at the interceptor requirement to either stay with the target 
aircraft until relieved, or until it clears your airspace. The get there quick bit and the stay 
there for a long time bit are in competition with each other for fuel. There are basically two 
ways of solving this problem. Lots of extra fighter jets at different bases along the coast, or 
tankers.  
 
Air to air refuelling tankers are usually larger aircraft based on existing airliners or cargo 
planes that act as petrol stations in the sky. Scrambling with or shortly after your fighter jet, 
they proceed at a much more serene pace to where they need to be, at which point they 
can transfer fuel to the receiver by various means. Are tankers expensive? Yes, but a lot less 
so than another squadron of fighter jets. If you’re smart, you’ll combine your tanker 
purchase with Irelands already identified need for a large transport aircraft and maybe save 
yourself some money…  
 
Either way, a tanker aircraft acts a force multiplier – one aircraft that dramatically enhances 
the utility of the jets you need as a basic part of the system. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



AEW 
 

 
A SAAB 340 AEW+C aircraft. Such an aircraft acts as a force multiplier and gains greater effectiveness from a fighter fleet. 

 
Previously the domain of only the richest countries, an increasing number of nations are 
availing of Airborne Early Warning aircraft to act as another force multiplier. Providing the 
ability to recognise targets at long range and low level, they also provide command and 
control over long distances and beyond the radar horizon imposed on ground based line of 
sight systems. This means not only can you direct your fighter aircraft exactly where you 
want them to be, thereby saving fuel and time, you can also keep your higher HQ in the 
overall picture without them even having to put on a flight suit. This is massively 
oversimplifying the utility of an aircraft like this and its suitability to the specific needs of 
Ireland in terms of range, but if purchased as part of an overall system, it would transform 
the airspace information capability of the state even further. 
 
In big picture terms, that’s what you want in the box when you buy an air policing package. 
 
Available options – What’s on the Shelf? 
 
There are so many different options available on the market that to go into all of them is 
unrealistic and ends up in a top trumps style contest. That’s before you get to the whole 
argument about twin engine vs single engine safety overwater argument. For now, it’s 
enough to put forward the options in broad outline. 
 
 
 
 



Surface to air missiles only 
 
Included here only because there’s always one person who will say ‘just get missiles’ 
because they think that this will be somehow cheaper. Modern long-range surface to air 
missile systems are not significantly less expensive than fighter jets. They also have an issue 
in how many times you can use them. They have an even bigger issue in that your solution 
to what may only be an airliner with a broken transponder is to blow it out of the sky. There 
are many good reasons why the Defence Forces should upgrade its SAM capability, but 
these are largely related to the blended warfare now being rolled out globally with the 
increasing use of basic drones and larger unmanned aerial systems. They are not an air 
policing option. 
 
Second hand equipment 
 
So, we’ve established we probably don’t need a top of the range stealth fighter to achieve 
the goals we’ve set out. How about something second hand? For the primary radar, maybe. 
It’s certainly not subject to the same stresses as a fighter jet. For the aircraft itself, I would 
say no. With all aircraft, the real money spent is not in the capital outlay, it’s in through life 
support. What that means is that if you buy an ageing fighter jet from someone else, it’s 
likely going to be several generations old in technological terms. You have to ask; does it still 
have support from the original manufacturers? Are some of the parts still in production 
anywhere? Bear in mind that some of the most modern aircraft out there have had issues in 
sourcing microchips that went out of stock since the aircraft were designed. Older machines 
are always heavier on maintenance per flying hour as well and in the initial few years, 
Ireland would have to do more flying than most to build up its organisational experience, 
doctrine etc. You could end up buying very expensive hanger ornaments. My own view is 
that while the sticker price might be lower, you may very well not get value for money on a 
fleet of second hand aircraft as your first modern fighter purchase. 
 
Buying brand new 
 
This is usually the bit that people look at when they say, ‘it’s too expensive’. The capital 
outlay for a new fighter is large, no doubt about it. As an initial outlay, it can easily run into 
multiples of the Defence Budget in total. Even assuming paying the costs over years, it 
would still stretch the coffers but the aircraft could last for up to thirty years. Certainly an 
option, but if you are buying something to last that long, you should be buying from the top 
end of the scale so that at the end of its life, it’s still reasonably capable. This then pushes up 
the cost again… 
 
Can’t someone else do it? 
 
The option favoured by the Baltic States and Iceland whose airspace is policed by NATO. 
And also Ireland, whose airspace is policed by the UK, a NATO member. If you’re wondering 
if this means we are sacrificing our neutrality, you’d be completely correct to do so. It 
doesn’t really match with the whole preventing the use of our national territory 
requirement. Make no mistake, the airspace above our country is part of that territory. How 
this plays out in practice is if the UK becomes involved in a conflict with a third party. That 



third party wishes to use Irish airspace to transit a cargo aircraft home. The RAF wish to 
intercept it and force it to land. We have no organic means of preventing either the transit 
or the interception from taking place. That’s the option we’ve gone for as a nation. As it 
stands, under a deal agreed on Irelands behalf buy the DoD and the IAA, the RAF is the 
organisation that polices Irish skies. I’m not pointing fingers at the UK in any way for this – 
as I’ve already pointed out, there’s a flight safety risk if the service isn’t there – but there’s a 
real sovereignty and foreign policy issue here, regardless of who the external party 
supplying the capability is. Neutrality is impinged by this whether the provider is from the 
UK, EU or US. 
 
Leasing the package 
 

 
A Swedish Saab Gripen fighter jet. Leasing them would be a solution almost purpose built for Ireland. 

 
This, I believe, is the option we should be going for as a nation that is dipping our toe into 
the modern air policing pool for the first time. It has pros and cons as all options do, but it 
has several advantages over and above the rest. A bit of background. Since the early 2000s, 
the Swedish aircraft producer Saab have been providing package deals to smaller airforces 
who were usually replacing Soviet era aircraft with modern equipment, but whose budget 
didn’t extend all the way to the latest jets. Hungary and Czech Republic both went for the 
leasing option of 12- 14 Saab Gripen fighters. These specific aircraft deserve a mention as 
they were designed from the ground up to be low maintenance and low cost but still very 
capable. They were almost custom designed for the Irish situation of not having very many 
technicians or the cash to operate one of the classic fighters of that era. 
 
By leasing, we also avoid two problems. The ageing aircraft/ increasing maintenance / less 
flying conundrum that affects any aircraft eventually. At the end of the contract, we can 



either stipulate a more modern version or look elsewhere. It also gives us a decade to 
determine exactly what it is we need in air policing from a position of greater experience. 
Maybe after ten years, we decide that the Gripen does all we need and more. Maybe we 
decide on a different model altogether, but the option will exist. 
 
The other crucial factor here is price. The Czech government pay €78m a year for their 
twelve Gripens including pilot and technician training. This is just a bit more than we pay as 
a state for four + one spare Search and Rescue helicopters. It sounds like a lot, but it’s not by 
any means out of reach. It merely requires us to look at the Defence budget realistically. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Any talk of advancing the states air policing capability must take place against the 
background of certain realities. Pilot and technician retention in the Air Corps has been 
temporarily stabilised by the Covid 19 crisis. Once normal service is resumed in the aviation 
industry, we can expect that without some action to make staying in service a viable option, 
Air Corps personnel will begin to leave in numbers again. Personnel retention underpins 
every capability.  
 
Additionally, there are other needs in the Air Corps too and air policing will not exist in a 
bubble. 
 
The discussion on what capabilities the Air Corps should acquire will ultimately boil down to 
policy. In practical terms there is a good argument to start with expanding or replacing the 
fleet we have now – transport, maritime patrol and helicopters. Politically however, it 
remains to be seen how long we can continue with our current air policing policy. It is not a 
question of money, but rather one of sovereignty and neutrality. If we say that those things 
matter to us, then it’s an issue that must be addressed in public. 
 
  



Capabilities 3 
 

Irelands Airlift Needs – A Humanitarian Example 
 

After over a year of Covid 19, we are now seeing signs that real vaccine rollout  is on the 
horizon. Recent developments have shown that nations which signed up to the Covax 
agreement will have doses for 20% of their population in the coming months, with more to 
follow. That, however, will not be the end of the story. We know that unfortunately, vaccine 
distribution in conflict zones and other highly disadvantaged areas is reduced below that of 
other countries. One 2018 paper showed that in sixteen countries 12% of the global 
population accounted for 67% of global VPDs or Vaccine Preventable Diseases. Neither is 
this a faraway problem: in Europe, Ukraine, which between 2012 – 2013 had a DPT 3 
coverage level of 76%, dropped to 23% in 2014 when conflict broke out. 
 
This means a number of things. The first is that a lot of people all over the world, be they 
refugees, internally displaced people or simply living in an area of conflict will not have 
access to a coronavirus vaccine long after the end of 2021. This is not only a humanitarian 
tragedy in its’ own right, it also provides a reservoir of people who may become infected 
and facilitate the spread of Covid 19 back into areas where the virus may otherwise be 
suppressed by high vaccine uptake. We can take it for granted that strategies are already 
being drawn up by organisations such as the UNHCR and the WHO to achieve vaccine 
distribution in these parts of the world. We may also take it for granted that, as always, Irish 
men and women will be part of the various state and non-state groups that travel to these 
areas to help those less fortunate than themselves. This, however, is not the thrust of this 
section, neither the vaccine distribution nor getting the people where they need to be. The 
thrust of this section is what do we do as a state when we have to get them out. 
 
Despite providing personnel for service on UN sponsored missions over an unbroken period 
spanning decades, Ireland has always relied on outside elements, be they foreign military or 
civilian companies for almost all its airlift needs. Simply put, no government since the 
foundation of the state has seen fit to provide the Air Corps with the type of strategic 
transport capability that other nations have considered essential. Looking around at some of 
the other European neutrals, they have made formal provision for their own airlift capability 
either through direct ownership of transport aircraft in cases like Austria or Sweden, or 
through membership of the multinational Heavy Airlift Wing in the case Finland.  
 



 
A C 17 of the multinational Heavy Airlift Wing, of which Finland is a member. 

 
This policy of not providing for ourselves has directly caught us out in the past and left us 
exposed far more often than that. In 2011, Ireland deployed a CASA CN 235, Gulfstream GIV 
and a Learjet 45 to Malta with the intent of evacuating Irish citizens from Libya. Neither 
aircraft was ideally suited to the task of evacuating large numbers of people. The Casa, as a 
maritime patrol aircraft, was permanently fitted with an array of internal equipment that 
prevented it from carrying as many passengers as its transport configured equivalents in 
other countries. The Learjet  - the much maligned ‘government jet’ is a much smaller 
aircraft, but all the same it was able to use its’ specialised equipment to medevac an English 
family. Both aircraft were restricted to using what are known in aviation circles as ‘prepared 
surfaces’. That is to say, properly maintained runways at airports.  
 

 
An Air Corps Casa Cn 235 maritime patrol aircraft, one of two in service and due for replacement. 



 In 2006, an Air Corps Gulfstream GIV, the older, bigger and even more maligned 
‘government jet’ was used to bring Irish citizens home from Syria. Within two hours of 
receiving notice to move the aircraft was airborne with a team from the Dept of Foreign 
Affairs. The first stop was in Cairo then on to Damascus to drop off the team. The aircraft 
repositioned to overnight in Cyprus. When the diplomatic efforts had seen success, it 
returned to Damascus the next day to pick up the Dept Foreign Affairs team and also the 
Irish citizens in need of evacuation. This is known as ‘non-combatant evacuation’ and is one 
of the key reasons that nations maintain a state owned and taskable transport fleet. The GIV 
was retired from service however in 2014 when it was decided at a Departmental level that 
effecting repairs on an undercarriage issue discovered during routine maintenance would be 
too expensive and that the aircraft should be sold. The aircraft is still flying in private hands 
in the US, but when it left Air Corps service, the ability to carry out any kind of strategically 
relevant airlift largely went with it. 
 

 
The now retired Gulfstream GIV. Not a true airlifter, it nevertheless allowed long range medevac and non-combatant evacuation missions 
to take place.  

 
 
Fast forward to 2020 It may seem like a long time ago now, in the way that 2020 seemed 
long generally, but you may remember that as the Covid 19 situation in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo deteriorated, the security situation for foreign observers in the UN 
mission went downhill with it. As a state, we were unable to bring our observers home as 
other nations did. Or reinforce them. Or change their situation in any meaningful way. This 
was because we had no aircraft that could get to them in short order.  
 
Also in 2020, as the world scrambled for supplies of PPE and normal logistics channels dried 
up, it was Aer Lingus, no longer state owned, that provided aircraft to make the long 
distance flight to China. All of this points to a relevant question. If airlines are no longer 
flying into an area for health or security reasons and charter companies look to their 
insurance policy before justifiably turning you down, how do you move essential goods for 
the state? How do you recover Irish non-combatants who, for whatever reason, have found 



themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time? How do we bring our peacekeepers home 
if they need to be evacuated or are injured? If you send people into harms’ way, you should 
have some way of getting them out of it. You owe them that duty of care. As the then 
Taoiseach, this objective reality was realised by Leo Varadkar when he directed that that the 
Chief of Staff of the Defence Forces examine the possibility of providing the Air Corps with a 
transport aircraft suitable to the needs of the state. Those needs have not diminished or 
changed in these few short months. 
 
So, what are the options available? Firstly, it’s important to know what Ireland needs.. 
Looking at the examples above which were successful, they had common characteristics – 
they were just outside the periphery of Europe with a convenient jumping off point ( Malta, 
Egypt and Cyprus ) and they involved low numbers, especially in terms of non-ambulatory 
casualties. Where things didn’t work out so well in the DRC, the factor was distance. Had the 
Irish non-combatants in Libya been further south towards the oil fields or as far as the 
Chadian border, distance again would have been the limiting factor. So, range is critical in 
any new transport if we want to able to move either military personnel or members of 
NGOs into or out of an area when the normal means are not available due to war or disease.  
 
Capacity is the next critical factor. So far, we have been lucky that the number of people we 
have had to deal with have been relatively small and largely uninjured. Add in larger 
numbers or even a modest number of stretcher cases and the capacity of a mid-range 
transport aircraft such as the airlift version of the existing Casa 235 is eaten up very quickly. 
This means that the size and carrying capacity of the new aircraft matter. These two factors 
on their own eliminate a lot of the potential aircraft on sale, but the last factor to consider is 
the one that will define the aircraft that would actually end up with an Air Corps roundel on 
the side of it. Do we require a pure-bred military airlifter like the ubiquitous C 130 Hercules, 
or a modified airliner such as the Airbus Multi Role Tanker Transport based on the A330 you 
will be familiar with from RTE coverage of the PPE runs to China? 
 

 
A Norwegian C 130 Hercules – practically the default transport aircraft of the western world. 

 



Without going down the rabbit hole of comparing individual aircraft types, this last choice 
results in two very different capabilities. The converted airliner will get there quicker, it uses 
existing airport infrastructure, it carries more people in greater comfort (that’s important 
when you’re dealing with casualties). The pure-bred military airlifter is likely flying slower 
through rougher weather at a lower altitude but is more suited to landing at unprepared 
sites without sustaining damage and, crucially, needs much less functioning infrastructure 
when it gets to its destination. On arrival, it simply lowers its ramp door at the back allowing 
people and cargo to step on or offload. This is compared to airliner-based solutions needing 
the airstairs and support vehicles of a major airport. To put it in an Irish perspective, imagine 
a tsunami in Salthill and being able to land at the now closed airport in Galway vs having to 
land at Shannon or Knock and make the rest of the journey by whatever means you can 
source in a disaster zone. Neither the airliner or airlifter option is wrong, they both just do 
different things and that needs to be acknowledged at the outset. Neither is waiting for 
disaster to strike the sole role these aircraft will carry out. An indigenous capability to 
perform humanitarian relief, effecting peacekeeper rotations or simply offering X days a 
year of service to the UN are all valid options that are in keeping with the foreign policy of 
Ireland Inc. 
 

 
The interior of a French Air Force Airbus A330 in medevac configuration. 

 
To come back to our original scenario of Irish NGOs or peacekeepers, a year from now, in a 
situation that is deteriorating fast due to a security or disease related crisis. Normal service 
to the area is not available due to the very threat that demands their evacuation. How far 
along will the process of providing airlift for the Air Corps be at that point? An aircraft on 
the apron in Baldonnel, ready to go? An evaluation process ongoing, to go in a file with the 
many other evaluations of this capability over the years? Maybe it will be a forgotten 
political promise, driven into the background of summer 2020. Either way, the Air Corps 
have, up to now, stretched to the very limit the capability of the aircraft they have been 
provided with. We have, as a state, been lucky that it was enough. Luck however is not 



eternal and relying on it makes for very poor policy. With predictable and identifiable 
threats on the horizon, we would do well to use the time we have to address them. 

 
 

 

  



Structures  
 

I will touch only briefly on the internal C2 structures of the DF. The existing structures are, I 
believe, only suited to a predominantly land based organisation, with a heavy lean towards 
infantry. This has been to the detriment of the more technologically driven branches of the 
DF – the NS and the AC. This had less of an impact in previous times, when each service 
largely operated in independent primary roles such as SAR or Ministerial Air Transport. In 
the modern era of joint operations at almost every level, the structures are archaic and 
obsolete. 
 
It is my view that they existing command structures be replaced with something more akin 
to a Joint Chiefs of Staff style arrangement, whereby the head of each service has 
significantly more leeway in the execution of their duties. This would include the ability to 
run their own promotion competitions with their own service specific promotion 
requirements. The new ‘Air Component Chief’ would also be allowed to re-structure their 
own command to achieve best results. For example, if the old photography section of the 
AC could be better employed as an ISR cell in support of the new PC 12NG Spectre aircraft, 
then the decision to make those changes and all it would imply in terms of moving positions 
within the establishment, allowances etc should be up to them. 
 
The GOCs of each Army command may feel aggrieved by this solution, they will lose most, 
being replaced at the top table by one Land Component Chief, but I do feel it is a solution 
that gives each service the same voice. Ultimately, a proper joint command with real 
authority vested in each service is in the overall interest of the state. 
 
In regards to the current state of the Reserve Defence Forces, the outlook over the next few 
years is not short of calamitous. They may well cease to exist. The way to build our way out 
of this situation is to increase usage of our reserve component on a day to day basis, with 
associated pay and employment protections put in place. For the Land Component Reserve, 
I believe a move away from being combat arm lead to support arm lead is critical to its 
success. Nevertheless, I believe some combat arm reserves should remain. As a means of 
constantly training and maintaining their skills, I suggest that they may be used primarily as 
a Red Team enemy force during exercises. This would have the added bonus of not drawing 
on other PDF units to support training to their own detriment. 
 
For the likes of an AC reserve, which requires some very specific skills, I include the case 
below. 
 

 
 
 
 



Making the case for an Air Corps Reserve 
 

The commission on the Defence Forces will have many things to consider. These will 
encompass a wide spectrum ranging from policy to pay. One thing to be considered will 
undoubtedly have to be the reserve component of the Defence Forces and the ability of the 
state to use it effectively. Ironically, it is some of the successes of the re-entrant programme 
that was rolled out to address shortages that have amply demonstrated that the 
commission should also look at re-establishing the Air Corps Reserve. Ranging from 
experienced NCOs in the Heli Handling role to the more high-profile reinforcement of 
Maritime Operations under NVG, the re-entrants have started to have a visible effect. It 
shows that small numbers of experienced personnel can have an outsized impact. A reserve 
component would expand the pool of experienced personnel that would then remain 
available to the state. 
 
Firstly, why are we talking about this when we are also recognising success in the re-entrant 
programme? The re-entrant programme was introduced, initially directed at officers only, as 
a means of addressing the pilot shortages that had risen to crisis level over several years. It 
met with some measure of success, with a small number of personnel returning from post 
Air Corps jobs overseas. It has only met with greater success, in terms of numbers, since the 
severe impacts of the Coronavirus pandemic have decimated the airline industry world-
wide. This has meant a number of recent departures for the civilian world have made a 
welcome return to Baldonnel. It is perhaps not a coincidence that it is since these extra 
pilots have returned recently, that skillsets such as NVG winching with NS vessels have seen 
a run out on social media. Even where they were not directly involved, their presence was 
able to free up other crews from duty rosters, daily ops and routine training that would 
otherwise occupy their time. They have shown that numbers matter when it comes to 
maintaining capability. Unfortunately, as it is likely that the numbers of re-entrants will 
almost certainly decline once the airline industry begins to recover in the next year or two, a 
more long-term solution to keeping hard won experience in the Air Corps is required to 
complement this method. We cannot rely on global catastrophes as part of a suitable HR 
strategy.  
 
That’s they ‘why’ addressed: re-engagement has had limited success outside of the current 
pandemic, but it has shown the rationale behind maintaining access to experienced 
personnel to be correct. This will undoubtedly continue to be the case as the fixed wing 
fleet continues to be replenished with the introduction of the CN 295 replacement for the 
existing CASA maritime patrol aircraft. The next appropriate questions are what would an 
Air Corps reserve component look like and what would it actually do? 
 
In answering these questions, we must understand that aviation is a package deal. If you 
cannot provide all the component parts of that package, you’re not going flying. This means 
technicians, engineers and NCO aircrew are as important to any future reserve as pilots. 
Equally, quality assurance in terms of training and past performance is especially critical for 
a small organisation like the Air Corps. In order to meet these needs, the opportunity to 
serve on a future Air Corps Reserve should, unfortunately, be limited to ex members of the 
Defence Forces. The requirement to train up outside entrants from civil backgrounds would 



likely use up more resources than they would be able to pay back in terms of utility. By 
targeting this solution at all ranks and trades, a balanced force structure can be maintained, 
rather than just having one group overwhelming others. In short, the establishment of such 
an organisation would essentially be a shadow version of it’s full time partner, likely up to 
Comdt / Flt Sgt level. It should be obvious that not everyone will want, or be able, to be part 
of such a service after leaving the Air Corps so the establishment should be filled on a 
strictly voluntary basis.  Thankfully, many jobs in aviation work on a time on / time off 
rotation and personnel in those jobs would be ideal candidates, provided that employment 
protection measures are suitably robust.  
 
In terms of usage – what would a reserve component bring to the service? In practical 
terms, what would they do? After all, high end tasks like NVG winching or NVG formation 
flying require constant training and currency, which may or may not be available to our 
notional ex member depending on their post Air Corps employment. The answer is that the 
Air Corps can leverage their existing experience in roles such as EAS, trooping or just basic 
currency flying with junior pilots and crewmen in order to increase their familiarity with 
certain operational profiles. Using this prior experience, full time members can be freed up 
to focus on the higher end flying tasks and the supervision of daily flying operations. In 
addition, in the event of an emergency, such as the 2018 fire season or heavy snows, a 
reserve component provides a ‘break glass’ pool of personnel that can be used quickly 
either in direct support of operations by flying those tasks, or they can backfill fulltime 
members in other roles. With the pressures that will surely come on the fixed wing fleet to 
maintain operational output as a result of Brexit while also converting to the new Maritime 
Patrol Aircraft, the benefit of backfilling may be felt here more keenly than elsewhere on a 
day to day basis. Simply put – an ex CASA CN 235 pilot or technician providing a maritime 
patrol from hanger floor to flight line frees up a fulltime member to get to grips with the 
new maritime patrol aircraft that will cover our seas for the next quarter of a century.  
 
The sticking point is of course available flying hours. This is why the retention of technician 
skills must be a central pillar if this new establishment is to be considered. Retaining 
experienced technicians in this way, even on a part time basis, would have the intention of 
accelerating ongoing maintenance to the extent that the reserve service would be self-
sustaining – it should not be taking up flying hours that are needed for the normal training 
and professional development of fulltime crews, rather it should help generate the 
availability of enough hours to at least cover its own activities. As an active reserve, the 
difference should be blurred anyway, as they will be directly supporting the Air Corps 
existing operational output.  
 
This will be a critical difference from what we have experienced previously with the existing 
DF reserve component. The output of this new active reserve will be fully incorporated into 
the daily activity of their fulltime parent unit. If a smooth as possible transition from fulltime 
to part time service is facilitated, the difference to the unit should be that pilot X or 
technician Y is now only available for a few days a month as opposed to fulltime. This will 
have several further downstream effects. There will be an almost self-defined limit on what 
these people will be able to offer. The continuity is unlikely to be there to hold a position as 
the subject matter expert in any particular area in any realistic way. Compared to now 
however, the repository of knowledge and skills will be much more accessible and utilisable 



by the Air Corps. Keeping a flexible approach to how such reservists are used will also be key 
– some will only be able to do one or two weekends a month, perhaps enough for a 
maritime patrol or two. Others will perhaps be able to spend more time in uniform, perhaps 
as much as a four day EAS shift a month. Depending on the nature of their post AC 
employment, some will be able to spend months at a time effectively on fulltime duty if 
their work is seasonal. It is in the interests of the Defence Forces to engage with these 
people on individual terms where possible to get the best possible result for both the willing 
‘exer’ and the state.  
 
There will of course be a cost of doing business. For pilots in particular, a certain level of 
currency on individual aircraft types is mandatory amongst all civil and military operators. If 
the pilot happens to be flying the same type in their civilian employment, basic currency 
requirements may be met with very little effort on behalf of the AC. For those whose 
primary operational type in the Air Corps has no civilian counterpart, investing a certain 
number of flying hours in annual emergency procedures and type rating flights will be 
required. Similarly, individual disciplines within each fleets’ operational repertoire require 
more or less flying hours depending on the complexity of the role. For example, nighttime 
maritime winching has a comparatively high amount of training hours associated with it, 
daytime single aircraft troop transport, less so. If the reservist pilot is not practicing these 
high-level disciplines in their own civilian employment, it may be necessary to limit them to 
certain types of flying. All of this should not put decision makers off the idea of a reserve – if 
good use is made of it, it will still add more than it takes away on a daily basis and provide a 
priceless pool of personnel in the event of an emergency. 
 
The other main cost of doing business for an active reserve will of course be employment 
protection. If a persons’ job is put at risk by reserve service, they are unlikely to put 
themselves forward for it. Financial security for themselves and their family will likely 
overcome any desire to stay involved in the Defence Forces. This necessity to deal with the 
interests of the larger Army reserve forces and their employers will almost certainly be 
addressed by the commission. As such, an early reinstatement of an Air Corps reserve may 
well be a useful tool for the department, as problems will become apparent ahead of time 
and with much smaller numbers. Whilst serving, in this regard, as a canary in the mine for 
problems, an Air Corps reserve could also be used to highlight the benefits to employers of 
having reserve members in their organisation. For some, this can be as simple as increased 
flying hours and proficiency for furloughed pilots from airlines. For others, it can be the 
greater access to industry best practices as crews and technicians from different 
organisations will come together on a frequent basis. This cross pollination of ideas can also 
be used by the Air Corps itself as it ramps up operations of its rejuvenated fleet on the fixed 
wing side and deals with what is becoming a legacy fleet on the helicopter side of the house. 
 
There are other issues that will of course arise, chiefly around remuneration and especially if 
people effectively serve fulltime for months at a time. This would be a very different beast 
from the traditional twenty-eight days of annual training and a summer camp of days gone 
by. It would need to be treated differently too. None of these problems are insurmountable 
however and could likely be finalised as the commission on defence, or ideally an earlier 
political intervention on DF pay generally, addresses these issues.  
 



The future, post Brexit and post Covid 19, is close at hand and likely to be complex. 
Everything from tensions over fisheries and increased counter terrorism operations are 
likely on the domestic front. Overseas, humanitarian missions in regard to vaccine delivery 
to disadvantaged nations, and security for these deliveries, are also likely. There is no good 
reason the Air Corps cannot be part of the solution to these new operational problems, and 
no good reason a reserve component cannot be part of that Air Corps. 
  



Staffing 
I suspect that many submissions will highlight the need for greater pay, conditions and 
representation for members of the DF. I will leave this to them except to say that many 
members who would otherwise have stayed have left because of they could no longer 
provide a decent quality of life for their families. Given what is asked of them on a routine 
basis, these needs must be addressed. 
 
One point I would draw increased attention to is the NCO promotion system, which I believe 
is unfit for purpose, for the Air Corps at least. The system as currently exists does not fairly 
reward skills, ability or service with promotion. Take for example a technician on the EAS 
roster. Their frequent time away and small numbers puts them at a disadvantage compared 
to a NCO in other units who may be more free to attend courses without affecting the AC 
operational outputs. This then sees more junior people getting promoted which leads to 
disillusionment, which leads to retirements, which leads to smaller numbers, which leads to 
less availability to do courses. 
 
In addition, the movement of people between units does not spread knowledge around as it 
is intended to. Rather, it takes the specific skills from the unit that needs them and gives to 
a unit where they are inapplicable. A system which recognises the service of such NCOs is 
long overdue. One sample idea that could increase their chances within the current system 
would be to recognise every one hundred days on EAS duty as equivalent to an overseas trip 
for the purpose of calculating promotion points. Most overseas missions require ninety days 
to be eligible for a medal, so one hundred days in EAS seems like a fair number given the 
responsibilities they hold. 
 
Overall however, a new system of NCO promotion is required, which keeps at heart the idea 
that these are the people who have traditionally been seen as the holders of the tacit 
knowledge and culture of individual units. 
 
  



Other Comments 
 

Regardless of the Terms of Reference laid down for the Commission, I feel obliged to 
comment on the relationship between the civil side of the DoD and the DF. It has achieved 
some notice of late in the media, but for serving and retired members of the defence 
Forces, it was certainly not news. 
 
Like many others, during more than twenty years in the DF, my opinion of the DOD moved 
on a sine wave , between a certainty that they were incompetent and destroying the place 
by accident to the sure knowledge that they were maliciously doing it on purpose for some 
inexplicable reason. At no point did I feel that they had the interests of the DF or the 
security of the state at heart. This is not a position unique to myself.  
 
Latterly, I have come to believe that the problem is as much a function of work group 
culture as it is structural. This means that even with a change of structure the issues may 
still remain. I do believe that a clean out of the upper levels of the department is required 
and that the new arrangement should have much more professional education on defence 
matters before being allowed take up an appointment, and much less say in the day to day 
running of the DF. This is not to lessen the requirement for civilian oversight of the military, 
merely to suggest that each side should complement the role of the other. The current 
position is adversarial and in my view irrecoverable as things stand. 
 
On this topic, regretfully, I do not believe that implementation of the commissions’ 
recommendations will occur under the current DOD. Simply, they do not manage change 
well. They have not managed the status quo well. They have allowed capabilities to atrophy 
and be lost both through inaction ( personnel crisis ) and decision ( loss of long range air 
transport capability ). The impetus to change will not come from inside the DOD, it will 
require external review and continuing political oversight to get them up to an acceptable 
level of performance as a department. As an apparently immovable object, this will require 
them to be met by an unstoppable force, plus a bit more. If the political will is there to apply 
this force through Dail Committees or otherwise remains to be seen.  
 
 




