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Lockheed-Martin F-35A on its first night flight, 18 January 2012.

THE NEXT GENERATION FIGHTER CLUB:
HOW SHIFTING MARKETS WILL SHAPE

CANADA’S F-35 DEBATE

by Marco Wyss and Alex Wilner

Introduction

he international market for fighter jets is in for a

period of tumultuous change. New aircraft that

incorporate ‘fifth-generation’ technology will

soon be entering the production phase, and are

expected to enter military service in the coming
decade. When they do, some producers of combat aircraft will
find themselves overshadowed by rising challengers; others
may cease to exist altogether. With little doubt, the fighter jet
industry will become increasingly polarized. The Americans
and the Russians will retain their preeminent positions but
they will be joined by China. Europe, on the other hand, is
likely ‘heading for the exit.’

Shifting technological demands and the future structure
of the fighter jet industry will leave a mark on Canada’s air
force. Global trends in the production of military hardware
matter because where Ottawa buys its weapons can be just as
important as what it buys. The arms trade is a political mine-
field. There are costs associated with procuring fighter jets
that go well beyond the monetary value of each aircraft. The
arms trade and the transfer of sophisticated military technol-
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ogy between states are as much driven by political demands as
they are by strategic rationales. All things considered, and
notwithstanding the ongoing debate over Canada’s planned
purchase of the Joint Strike Fighter (JSF), the Lockheed
Martin F-35 Lightning II, the simple truth is that Canada has
very few palatable alternative options.
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The JSF remains a contentious albeit
promising program. The aircraft is being
produced by a US-led consortium of eight
(unequal) partners, of which Canada is a
junior member.! When it goes operational,
the F-35 will be the most sophisticated
multi-role fighter in the sky. While falling
short of introducing a full-blown techno-
logical revolution, the F-35 and its emerg-
ing fifth-generation contemporaries repre-
sent the future. Already, Canada’s main
allies have signaled their intent to fly
F-35s. For Canada, doing the same guaran-
tees interoperability. And given that uncer-
tainty is the only certainty in international
relations, ensuring Canadian pilots are fly-
ing the best machines into future combat
will go a long way in making sure they can
do their jobs safely and expeditiously.
Naturally, the JSF has its faults. The pro-
gram has suffered from a number of pro-
duction and testing delays, and it appears
to be exorbitantly expensive. But the bot-
tom line remains: if Canadians are set on
equipping their military with the most
advanced arms available, political consid-
erations and market demands all but guar-
antee that their only choice of aircraft is
the F-35.

A CF-18 Hornet in a Nordic setting. They are rapidly nearing the end of their service lives.

[ u

Our argument is structured as follows. We begin by out-
lining the traditional arguments offered by both proponents
and opponents of the F-35. We turn next to a discussion of the
evolving global fighter jet industry, illustrating how fifth-gen-
eration aircraft will transform the market. In the third section,
we discuss the theory and policy of purchasing weapons. We
then conclude by reflecting upon Canada’s procurement
options in light of global market shifts and practical consider-
ations.

The F-35: Today’s Debate
n July 2010, Canada signaled its intent to purchase 65 F-35

Lightning IIs.*> That decision led to a fierce national debate
that eventually became a central theme of the

Second, JSF supporters suggest that nobody can predict
the nature, ferocity, or geographic location of future combat
missions, so it would be prudent for Canada to prepare for
any and all possible scenarios by equipping itself with the
best hardware available. The 2011 Libyan air war is a case in
point. Few envisioned that Canada would be called upon to
support NATO in enforcing a UN-mandated mission in North
Africa. That Canada sent seven CF-18 fighter jets (along with
several reconnaissance aircraft and air-refueling tankers) to
Libya, and dropped 330 laser-guided bombs on targets in the
first three months of combat alone caught analysts by sur-
prise. The Libyan conflict demonstrates once again that
Canadian fighter pilots could be tasked at any moment with
carrying out unpredicted, multilateral combat missions well
outside Canada’s ‘traditional’ field of opera-

federal election held in May 2011. The debate
is marked by several competing claims.

In general, proponents of the F-35 rely
upon four arguments. First, they suggest that
Canada needs to replace its ageing CF-18

“In general,
proponents of
the F-35 rely upon
four arguments.”

tions. The F-35 allows Canada to hedge against
the ‘unknown unknowns’ of international
affairs. Despite what the Israeli military histor-
ian and theorist Martin van Creveld describes
as the “fall of air power,” and notwithstanding
the role helicopters and drones have in counter-

Hornets with a sophisticated fighter jet so as to

protect its sovereignty and regional interests. The complexity
of safeguarding Canadian sovereignty, adds Lieutenant-
General (ret’d) Lloyd Campbell, a former Chief of the Air
Staff of Canada’s air force, requires a manned aircraft rather
than an Unmanned Aerial Vehicle (UAV), or a combat drone.?
Simply put, the F-35 will help ensure Canada can continue to
defend its national interest while effectively partnering with
the US in the North American Aerospace Defence Command
(NORAD).
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insurgency operations such as Afghanistan,
manned fighter aircraft are not yet obsolete.*

Third, proponents point to Canada’s history to illustrate
that Ottawa rarely — if ever — operates in a theatre of war with-
out its allies. If Canada wants to use air power to do anything
other than defend its sovereignty in the coming decades, mili-
tary interoperability with its allies will be of paramount impor-
tance.” Whenever Canada has deployed its CF-18s internation-
ally — the 1990-1991 Gulf War, the 1998/1999 Kosovo Air
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Campaign, and the 2011 Libyan Air Campaign — it has done
so as part of a coalition. The US, the UK, Australia, Denmark,
Italy, the Netherlands, Turkey, and Norway are all likely to be
flying F-35s by 2020. The benefit of joining them is guaran-
teed interoperability. Canada can decide to fly different air-
craft into combat, but there are risks in doing so when part of
a coalition. In the early phases of the Libyan conflict, for
instance, Sweden’s contribution to the mission — eight JAS
Gripen fighter jets — was grounded at the Sigonella airbase in
Sicily, because the base carried jet fuel incompatible with
Swedish aircraft. “This really should have been investigated as
soon as we arrived,” offered Lieutenant Colonel Mats Brindsjo,
head of the Swedish Air Operation Center, “but we didn’t have
time with all the other details.”® Unfortunately for the Swedes,
anticipating the finer details is a prerequisite of participating
in a theatre of conflict. When Canada flies F-35s alongside its
allies in a future combat environment, it will ensure its pilots
have the right tools to work effectively and safely with others.

Finally, and most importantly, the F-35 is a fifth-generation
fighter. As a class of fighters, these aircraft feature all-aspect
stealth with internal weapons, extreme agility, full-sensor
fusion, integrated avionics (the entire suite of electronic com-
munications, navigation, display, and control instruments), and
some or full supercruise (the ability to fly continuously at super-
sonic speed without use of afterburner).” Although the F-35 is
not designed to supercruise and operates in afterburner,® the
aircraft does integrate the other major fifth- generation proper-
ties, significantly reducing its vulnerability. Furthermore, the
synthesis of data in the cockpit gives the pilot a better overview
of the tactical situation in line with the doctrine of network-
centric warfare. Lieutenant-General André Deschamps, the cur-
rent Chief of the Air Staff of the Royal Canadian Air Force,
argues that the F-35 is “... revolutionarily different in terms of
capability.” It will have a qualitative edge over older, fourth
generation models like the CF-18, and upgraded models, like
the F-18 Super Hornet. The only comparable operational fifth-
generation aircraft is the F-22 Raptor, flown exclusively by the
United States Air Force. But Washington is phasing out the
Raptor’s production, having placed all its hopes on the F-35.1

This Lockheed Martin F-22 Raptor performed precision aerobatics at the Fort Worth
Alliance Air Show 30-31 October 2011.

Opponents of the F-35 counter in a number of ways. First,
they suggest that Canada was too hasty in siding with the JSF
and propose that other aircraft should be considered. They
also point to the conflict in North Africa for insight, illustrat-
ing that Canada’s CF-18s have done an exemplary job in
Libya. Why buy the superbly-expensive F-35 if cheaper, less
sophisticated options — like the Super Hornet — would meet
Canada’s needs? To F-35 critics, the Libyan air war highlights
the continued utility of this generation of aircraft, so the best
bet for Canada is to allow for a competitive tender that consid-
ers alternatives to the JSF. As India’s and Australia’s pur-
chases of fourth-generation fighters have recently demon-
strated, sophisticated aircraft can be purchased from a number
of sources, and, as the US is now doing to its fleet of F-15s
and F-16s, older aircraft can be upgraded to extend their ser-
vice.!! Canada could, critics suggest, also purchase an alterna-
tive to the F-35. Yet this criticism neglects the fact that these
countries are trying to fill medium-term gaps in national capa-
bility rather than replace fifth-generation options altogether.
Australia has signalled that it will fly the F-35 and India has
bought into Russia’s fifth-generation fighter project. Neither is
replacing these future purchases with upgraded fourth-genera-
tion fighters. Instead, they are ensuring they have the short-
term capability to properly defend their interests in the time it
will take them to integrate newly-acquired fifth-generation
fighters into their fleets.?

Second, some critics suggest that the F-35 is not as effec-
tive a fighter jet as proponents make it out to be. Winslow
Wheeler, the Director of the Straus Military Reform Project at
the US Center for Defense Information, takes issue with the
“performance rhetoric” that accompanies the F-35, arguing that
its stealth capabilities are overblown, the aircraft is “bulky,”
and its engine less effective than presumed.'® Other critics sug-
gest the aircraft will lack the capability to communicate in
Canada’s Arctic until the proper software is made available in
2019.!* The F-35 also has ‘experienced some bumps’ during its
testing phase. In March 2011, for instance, an F-35 Lightning
II experienced dual-generator failure. All F-35s were grounded
and testing put on hold until the problem was solved. Other
critics claim that the F-35’s multi-role capability
compromises on individual criteria better met by
separate and different models of aircraft.'> At the
very least, critiques conclude, Canada should
wait to confirm its F-35 purchase until all testing
has been completed. Admittedly, the F-35 is still
being tested, and there remain many unknowns
with respect to its performance. But as tests pro-
ceed, they apparently reveal flight characteristics
which are similar to and better than those of the
F/A-18 Hornet.'® In addition, alongside stealth,
the JSF’s “real strength,” explains Lloyd
Campbell, “is its integrated defensive and offen-
sive sensor systems that provide the aircraft with
the ability to see, identify, and counter everything
around it, day or night.”'” Arguably, it is highly
likely that the F-35 will outclass previous genera-
tions of fighters.

Third, critics point to the JSF’s cost. Much
of the debate in Canada and elsewhere has cen-
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tered on the program’s rising price tags. Canada has commit-
ted $9 billion for the purchase of 65 aircraft, along with simu-
lators, spare parts, and other hardware. Critics contend these
figures are grossly inaccurate. Wheeler pegs the unit cost of
each F-35 at $155 million, not the suggested $70 million that
the Canadian Government cites. And Canada’s Parliamentary
Budget Officer (PBO), in March 2011, forecast the total own-
ership cost for 65 F-35s over a period of thirty years at nearly
$30 billion. Others, however, such as David Perry, a doctoral
candidate and a defence analyst with the CDA Institute, have
illustrated the difficulty of accurately pinpointing the overall
and unit costs of the JSF. Comparing figures attributed to
Canada’s Department of National Defence, the PBO, and the
US Government Accountability Office, Perry writes, “is mis-
leading as doing so essentially compares apples and oranges.”!8
The F-35 is certainly expensive, but how expensive is unclear.

Finally, in light of threats by US Senators John McCain
and Carl Levin to oppose shifting defence budgets to cover the
JSF’s cost overruns, there are fears that the US might scrap the
F-35 altogether. US Defense Secretary Leon Panetta ‘rattled a
similar sabre’ in November 2011 when he warned that drastic
cuts to the defence budget would lead to the cancellation of
the program.!® Notwithstanding fiscal constraints, these fears
are unfounded.?® Despite gross cost overruns, the JSF program
is considered essential to US national security. Washington
has placed all its hopes for the future equipment of its armed
forces on the F-35, which is the only manned fighter currently
under development in the US. Dropping the program alto-
gether would leave the US without a next generation fighter,
and few means to credibly project air power in the coming
decades. Likewise, the JSF was designed to replace a variety
of aircraft types and will retain a quasi-monopoly on the
Western fighter market as a result.?! That many air forces are
contemplating replacing their rapidly ageing fourth- genera-
tion fighter fleets with next generation models like the F-35,
should give the Americans a way to recoup some of the costs
of the program. Besides the nine JSF partners, Singapore and

The high technology cockpit of the Lockheed Martin F-35 Lightning 1.

Israel are planning their own purchases. And in coming years,
the US may eventually widen the circle of potential F-35 cus-
tomers. It seems prepared to offer the aircraft to Japan (Japan’s
acceptance of the F-35 announced 19 December 2011-Ed.),
and India, for instance, and there are indications that
Washington may eventually — in the coming decades — extend
a version of the jet to the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and
Saudi Arabia.?

The F-35: Tomorrow’s Debate?

Making an informed decision with respect to Canada’s
next fighter jet requires going beyond the current debate
and taking global factors into consideration. Of greatest con-
cern are the shifting dynamics of the global market for combat
aircraft. For the most part, Canada’s F-35 debate has yet to
properly take these factors into consideration. If Canadians
want to equip their air force with the best available tools, it
makes sense to focus upon next generation technology. There
is little point in looking backwards. The future rests with
fifth-, not fourth- generation fighters. While critics are right to
point to the F-35’s flaws and costs, neither criticism negates
the fact that the future of the global fighter jet industry will
eventually be centred around fifth generation technology. It is
where that technology is based that will determine Canada’s
purchasing options.

Fourth-Generation Fighter Market

urrently, the global market for combat jets is dominated

by fourth-generation fighters and their upgraded cousins,
known as 4+ and 4++ generation fighters. Fourth-generation
aircraft integrate pulse-Doppler radar and look-down/shoot-
down missiles (which help localize and detect targets) and
increased manoeuvrability. The upgraded 4+ and 4++ fighters
include additional capabilities: high agility, sensor fusion, and
reduced signatures; and an active phased-array radar (a system
with an electronically guided beam), partial stealth capability,
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and, to some extent, supercruise capability, respectively.? In
today’s conflict environment, these aircraft remain highly
competitive. During the Libyan Air Campaign, for instance,
the French Rafale, the Swedish Gripen, British-flown
Eurofighter Typhoons, and US F-16s have all performed well.

In terms of market distribution, only twelve countries
build fighter aircraft. Although the industry is primarily pri-
vately owned, few military development programs can survive
without the support of their respective governments. It is
usual, then, to equate the production of a jet aircraft with a
national program. Currently, China, France, India, Japan,
Russia, Sweden, and the US develop and build fighter jets.
Pakistan also has an indigenous program, the JF-17 Thunder,
but it is largely controlled by China, which co-developed the
fighter.”> And a multinational European consortium, consisting
of Germany, Italy, Spain, and the UK, came together to pro-
duce the Typhoon.

exceptionally incapable of securing an order for its fighter.
For example, in November 2011, the UAE, despite an aggres-
sive marketing campaign and personal involvement by French
President Nicholas Sarkozy, handed France a “stinging
rebuke” by sidelining the Rafale.?® The affordable and simply
designed Pakistani JF-17, on the other hand, might eventually
prove a successful export, especially to developing countries.

The small group of producing countries solicits bids
from and supplies a broad range of countries. Most of the
combat aircraft exported since 2005 have gone to India,
Israel, or the United Arab Emirates, whose purchases account
for roughly one-third of global sales. While India and China
are mainly supplied by Russia, other countries, such as Israel,
the UAE, South Korea, and Singapore procure most of their
combat aircraft from the United States. Sweden has sold
smaller batches of Gripens to the Czech Republic, Hungary,
and Thailand. Germany and the UK have had some limited
success selling the Eurofighter
to Austria and Saudi Arabia.*®
Australia is purchasing - as
mentioned earlier — two dozen
Super Hornets from the US to
bridge the gap until the delivery
of its F-35s.3! Producing coun-
tries are also courting smaller
buyers, like Switzerland, in
order to secure orders.??
However, the most hotly con-
tested procurement programs are
those of the rising powers of
India and Brazil. In April 2011,
India’s Medium Multi-Role
Combat Aircraft program — a
US$10 billion project to pur-
chase roughly 125 fighters —
finally whittled the international
competition down to the Rafale

Boeing F-15 Silent Eagle launches an AIM-120 air-to-air missile.

and Typhoon, ‘dealing a blow’

Of all producers, the market is dominated by the US and
Russia. Their 4+ and 4++ generation aircraft — the various
modernized versions of the US F-15 (like the F-15 Silent
Eagle), F-16, and F/A-18 and the Russian Su-30MK, Su-35,
MiG-29SMT, and MiG-35, respectively — are (and are
expected to be) exported in fairly large quantities.?® Between
2005 and 2009, the US exported 331 new aircraft (and pro-
duced a similar amount for their own use) while Russia
exported 215 fighters. These figures translate into a 34 and 22
percent share of the global market respectively. Exports by
other countries, which primarily supply their own air forces,
are comparatively small. In the case of China (41 exports)
this is intentional. Beijing’s primary concern is to equip the
People’s Liberation Army Air Force as quickly as possible,
which is in line with its 2008 White Paper and its anti-access/
area denial defensive strategy.”” But the three European pro-
ducers, who are keen to recoup the costs of their programs
with external sales, have so far failed to penetrate the market.
In the past five years, Sweden sold 37 Gripens, the Eurofighter
consortium exported only 24 aircraft, while France has yet to
sell even one Rafale abroad.”® To date, Paris has proven
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to US producers.** With respect
to the Brazilian program, which is worth an estimated US$ 4
billion to US$ 7 billion, the Super Hornet, Rafale, and Gripen
are still in the running. The program is, however, suffering
delays.’ More generally, in light of crumbling Western
defence budgets, jet-makers are increasingly focusing upon
the promising Asian market.%

Clearly, the production and purchase of fighter jets is a
vibrant and highly competitive affair. Indeed, combat aircraft
dominate global arms transfers. According to the Stockholm
International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), fighter jets
and their related weapons and components account for 33
percent of the global “volume of transfers of major weapons”
among and between states. Consider further that of the top
100 arms-producing companies in the world, the top three
built combat jets, and the top ten either produced jets or com-
ponents and weapons for jets.>

*Update — However, on 13 February 2012, the Indian Air Force
announced its intention to purchase 126+ Dassault Rafales for
fighter force modernization.
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Despite encountering recent technical problems,
the US F-22 Raptor is currently the only fully devel-
oped and operational fifth generation aircraft. As noted,
however, its production has been halted.* The US is
relying completely upon the JSF, which it will use to
replace its existing fleet. Originally, the F-35 was to
have been built in separate configurations for the US
Air Force, Navy, and Marine Corps respectively.
However, due to technical problems, testing delays, and
budgetary concerns, the development of the short take-
off and vertical landing type was put on probation, and
the plans for an alternative jet engine were discontin-
ued.* Today, the Pentagon plans to buy roughly 2400
units over the next three decades, with another 600
aircraft slotted for export. Following the 2008 global
financial crisis, however, and with the resulting auster-
ity measures being enacted by a number of govern-
ments, F-35 purchases might be scaled down.*!

Nonetheless, the F-35 will be the first fifth-gener-
ation combat jet available for purchase, and it remains
far ahead of its potential competitors in terms of test-
ing. Despite minor setbacks, the F-35 flew over 750
times between the start of flight testing in 2006 and
March 2011, and in October 2011, its short take-off
and vertical landing capabilities were successfully
demonstrated aboard the USS Wasp.**And while the
program’s cost overruns and production delays have

Fifth-Generation Leap

ar and technology go hand-in-hand. As Martin van

Creveld has noted, “... war [and the hardware to wage
it] is completely permeated by technology and governed by
it.”¥ Yet, technology evolves, and, as a consequence, arms
markets change. Canadians would be wise to avoid being
unduly swayed by current market forces in contemplating
their next fighter purchase. The dawning age of the fifth-
generation fighter is going to pro-

been worrying and troublesome, the development pro-
gram is moving ahead. In July 2011, for instance, an
F-35 was delivered to Eglin Air Force Base in Florida where it
will be used to train new pilots. It is the third production
model supporting testing missions.*> And according to the
director of the JSF program, US Vice Admiral David Venlet,
the F-35s “... are ahead of their goals for the [2011] test pro-
gram” and have “actually gone beyond what they were consid-
ered to be behind in 2010.”* If so, the F-35 testing phase may
be back on track.

duce global winners and losers.
Although the US began developing
the JSF, its second fifth-generation
model, in the 1990s, other countries
are catching up. In the near future,
the US will be joined, first by
Russia, and then by China. Of
importance to Canadians, it is
unlikely that any European producer
will be able to maintain their current
position in the emerging market.
Like it or not, the era of the European
fighter is coming to a close, and the
industry could, in time, become a
“US-Asian duopoly.”®*® And until
(and unless) the Japanese or South
Koreans make serious commitments
to take their own next generation
projects beyond the drawing board,
the only realistic option for Canada’s
fifth-generation purchase rests with

the United States, Russia, or China.

Russian Sukhoi T-50 in full display mode, 17 August 2011.

Vvol.

12, No. 2, Spring 2012 e Canadian Military Journal

23

Reuters RTR2Q11E by Sergi Karpukhin.

AEROSPACE POWER



Other than the US, Russia has made the greatest progress
in developing a next generation fighter. Even though the
Russian aircraft industry is today a mere shadow of its former
Soviet-era self, Moscow has made strides in

is increasingly discovering export markets as a lucrative
source of revenue. In the medium term, Chinese fighter jets
will probably compete with 4+ generation types produced by

recent years. It has undertaken enormous
efforts to modernize its air force and is reor-
ganizing the partially privatized aviation
industry.*’ Like the US, it began developing
a fifth-generation aircraft in the 1990s. In
early 2010, the prototype, designated the

“Shifts in the global
market for fighter jets
will have political and
policy ramifications.”

Europe, Russia, and the US for orders from
developing countries. Most recently, in May
2011, it was reported that China had given
— rather than sold — 50 upgraded JF-17 air-
craft to Pakistan.’* As China’s military needs
are met, it may well seek other trading part-
ners. In the longer term, the Chinese might

Sukhoi T-50 or PAK-FA, underwent test

flights. At the August 2011 MAKS international air show in
Zhukovsky, the jet made its first demonstration flight.*¢
Although it suffered engine problems at Zhukovsky, and has
yet to undergo a number of important

supersede the Europeans in the global mar-
ket, and their fifth-generation aircraft — which will likely be
affordable — will be a significant competitor for the respective
US and Russian models and 4++ generation types.

developmental hurdles before it can be
properly compared to the F-35, the
PAK-FA promises to be a highly com-
petitive aircraft. Although its precise
capabilities remain classified, it
appears to have the attributes of a fifth-
generation fighter.*’ It has also gained
international support; India has bought
into the project, and is banking upon
Russia to provide it with its next gen-
eration fighter.*®

As for China, its aircraft industry
has made an apparent quantum leap.*
Beijing has made huge investments in
the state-controlled aviation industry in
hopes of modernizing its air force.
Until recently, China imported aircraft

from Russia, or produced licensed Or The Chinese J-20 stealth fighter on approach for landing at Chengdu, China, 13 January 2011.

modified versions of Russian models.
But in the meantime, China has also made its own indigenous
advances. The Chengdu J-10 is Beijing’s first modern fighter
jet. And in early 2011, China took the world by surprise by
unveiling the prototype of its fifth-generation fighter, the
J-20.%° While little is known about the aircraft, it appears to
integrate Russian engines and technology. If so, it is possible
that China’s recent advances were the result of purchasing,
reverse-engineering, and then further developing Russian jet
technology. However, since Russia already considers China to
be a potential market competitor, export licenses for aviation
technology are not always approved.’! The situation is differ-
ent in the case of Western states. Despite the Chinese arms
embargo, the US and European countries continue to export
dual-use technology to China. While on one hand it is profit-
able to do so, it is also possible that some of this equipment
may have found its way into the J-20 program.

What is probable, however, is that the Chinese will have
their own operational fifth generation aircraft within a dec-
ade.” Since the 1990s, China has reformed and strengthened
its armaments industry with the goal of building strong, reli-
able, and self-sufficiently equipped armed forces. The aviation
industry and the air force in particular, received preferential
treatment in this process. Although the Chinese have yet to
draw level with the US and Russia, they will catch up. And
although China has prioritized equipping its own air force, it
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That leaves Europe... In all likelihood, European produc-
ing states will continue to assert their market position for
some time yet, bolstered by their 4+ generation aircraft. But
that there is currently no European development program for a
fifth-generation fighter suggests they may be facing eventual
market extinction. It will be difficult for the Europeans to
make up the development shortfall with regard to fifth-genera-
tion fighters, especially taking current fiscal concerns into
consideration.’> Given the costs of leaping into the next gen-
eration of fighter technology, no individual European country
— such as France or Sweden — is likely to remain in the game
for very long. Averting a European decline will require the
establishment of another multinational consortium — like the
one behind the Eurofighter. But a consortium, which will ide-
ally be joined by French and Swedish expertise, is unlikely to
take root, given that several European states — including the
UK, Italy, Denmark, the Netherlands, and Norway — have
already partnered with the US on the F-35 project.® None are
likely to eagerly pitch in for another expensive — and risky —
program. Only slightly more promising is Anglo-French coop-
eration. Both nations have significant armament capabilities,
and have declared their willingness to engage in defence and
armament cooperation. Joint development of an unmanned
aerial vehicle is one small but concrete step in this direction.’’
But against this overall background, it is unlikely that a fifth-
generation combat aircraft will be developed in Europe.
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Eurofighter G. Lee.

for “direct military involvement”, and/
or to provide grounds for testing newly
developed technology. In terms of
power, states trade arms in order to have
access fo and influence over foreign
leaders, to signify and solidify a com-
mitment to defend another state, to
influence regional balances of power, to
— establish a regional presence, and to
gain access over scarce or strategic
resources.>

On the demand side, states are
motivated to purchase and acquire for-
eign armaments for internal, regional,
and systemic rationales. In the first
instance, foreign weapons can help a
regime defend itself against internal
threats or help it drive domestic mod-
ernization programs. In terms of
regional dynamics, weapon transfers
can guarantee a state’s security, help it

A Eurofighter Typhoon.

fight and win a war, and let it gain influ-

The Politics of Procurement

hifts in the global market for fighter jets will have politi-

cal and policy ramifications. The purchase, sale, and trade
of military equipment differ markedly from the trade of other
goods. “Arms sales,” explains subject matter authority Andrew
J. Pierre, “are foreign policy writ large.”*® According to Keith
Krause, a Canadian political
scientist and currently the

ence over neighbours. Systemically,
acquiring weapons can allow a state to pursue “status, power,
and prestige”.%° This schema is echoed by Barry Buzan, a
Professor of International Relations at the London School of
Economics, and Dr. Eric Herring of the University of Bristol,
who suggest that states effectively follow a combination of an
“action-reaction model” — states strengthen their armaments
because of the threats they perceive from other states — and a

Combat aircraft in production and development (as of 2010/20m)
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“domestic structure model” — states are motivated to arm
themselves because of internal forces.°!

In either case, politics often informs both a producer’s
motivation to transfer arms to another state and a recipient’s
motivation to acquire arms from another state. This was par-
ticularly evident during the Cold War, when opposing Western
and Eastern blocs duelled over global political support by
using the arms trade as an instrument of foreign policy. The
acquisition of arms from one of the two superpowers was
widely acknowledged as evidence of a state’s allegiance.
Clients became allies. But the politicking behind the Cold
War’s arms trade was nothing new. “Arms transfers have been
used at least since the Peloponnesian Wars,” writes Krause, “to
achieve the political, military and economic goals of states and
rulers.”®> The same principle exists today. What distinguishes
the arms market from, say, the automobile market, is the perva-
sive influence of political considerations in driving policy,
shaping decisions, and influencing state behaviour.®® This is
especially evident when it comes to fighter jets. When one
government decides to purchase sophisticated military hard-
ware — like combat jets — produced by another state, it is not
only thinking about improving the quality of its armed forces,
but also about the political and strategic signals it is sending to
other countries (and its own citizens) with its purchase.

The transformation of the market for combat aircraft will
change the political and military balance of power. Future
competition for orders between Beijing, Washington,
and Moscow will be motivated by both economic and
political considerations. Rather like the Cold War, ‘the
name of the game’ will be to create mutual dependency
between the leading players with those on the ‘buy’ side.
By choosing their source of imports, buyer countries
will reveal their geostrategic alignment. And given that
there will be fewer suppliers in the market; these politi-
cal and military dependencies will inevitably increase.

Conclusions

here does that leave Canada? Ideally, it will buy

its next fighter from an ally. This goes beyond
ensuring continued military interoperability. At issue is
that Ottawa must avoid sending an unintended political
message with its purchase. Likewise, buying from a
friendly state will pre-emptively ‘grease the wheels’ in
the event spare parts are needed during a crisis or con-
flict. Getting caught in an international dispute in which
Canada’s interests rest on one side of a political divide,
while the pieces it needs for its aircraft are stranded on
another, would be foolish. And it is also important that
Canada signs off with a producer that will survive over
the long haul, which will ease with maintenance and
future developments.

Given that upgraded fourth-generation jets will eventually
go obsolete, and that the emerging fifth-generation market will
be dominated by the US, Russia, and China, Canada has but
one choice: the F-35. Given its political and social history, its
normative and ideological preferences, and its alliance part-
nerships, Canada is in no position to buy Russian or Chinese
military hardware. The political and strategic ramifications of
replacing an American-led initiative like the F-35 with a
Russian or Chinese program would be monumental, if not
catastrophic.

The JSF program has proven to be an exorbitantly expen-
sive, imperfect, and risky endeavour. Canadians are right to
debate the merit and cost of their participation. And yet,
Canada has few viable alternatives. Arguments suggesting
Canada can replace its ageing CF-18s with ‘souped-up,’
fourth-generation versions, ignore the bigger picture: these
aircraft, no matter the upgrades, will eventually go the way of
third- and second-generation aircraft — that is, to the dump.
Flying a modern air force will require investing in fifth-gener-
ation technology, and unless Canadians are prepared to sacri-
fice American, European, and Western political relations as
well as general goodwill in order to fly Russian or Chinese
jets into combat, the F-35 is the only remaining option. And,
of course, Ottawa should not presuppose that Moscow and
Beijing would be willing to sell Canadians their most sophis-
ticated hardware.
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