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Safeguarding U.S. Civil Airlift

A vital aviation partnership that strengthens national security and
enables an effective national & global response to humanitarian crises

Nnaca.aero



Commercial partners move more
than 90% of military personnel
and 40% of essential air cargo
for the U.S. Department of
Defense (DoD).

Source: https:/www.atalink.org/hall-of-
fame/20H5y3IPtVEDIf3gSwx|44

CRAF at a Glance

« CRAF assists military air transportation
missions including global deployments,
redeployments, exercises and Special
Assignment Air Missions, and
Channel Flights.

« CRAF carriers also provide flights for
non-combatant evacuation operations
around the world.

« CRAF carriers have become
well-seasoned in military operations
and can operate to almost anywhere
in the world on short notice.

Source: https:/www.af.mil/About-Us/Fact-Sheets/Display/
Article/104583/civil-reserve-air-fleet/

INntroduction

To German citizens gazing skyward from Berlin during the summer
of 1948, the steady parade of aircraft landing at Tempelhof Airport
was a symbol of hope, relief and resistance. In response to the
Soviet blockade of road, rail and water routes to Allied zones of
the occupied city, the United States launched Operation Vittles, a
massive aerial supply mission that delivered 2.3 million tons of food,

fuel and supplies to West Berlin via 278,000 airdrops.

U.S. and U.K. military aircraft deployed during the 15-month airlift
included the Douglas C-47s, C-54 Skymasters, C-82s, C-74s and
YC-97s. But this massive, life-saving effort was also supported
by the Douglas DC-3 - a civilian version of the C-47 - and marked
a significant milestone in the role of civilian aircraft in support of

military operations.

The role of civil aviation is today enshrined by longstanding policies
that acknowledge the capabilities of non-military aircraft in military-
led air missions. These aircraft, operated by member companies
of the Civil Reserve Air Fleet (CRAF), continue to serve as critical
assets for U.S. military forces as they respond to security threats,

humanitarian emergencies, and natural disasters around the world.

The National Air Carrier Association (NACA) is proud to be the
voice for many of these innovative companies, which include
CRAF partners across the country. Today, these and other aviation
operators, move more than 90 percent of military personnel and 40
percent of essential air cargo for the U.S. Department of Defense
(DoD).23

Despite providing these vital capabilities, CRAF members are under
stress from economic, operational and regulatory headwinds. Unless
addressed, these challenges could threaten DoD’s mobilization
capabilities. Understanding these threats and exploring their
solutions is a first step toward preserving the viability of CRAF
members and other carriers that serve a vital role in global defense

and security.
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About the U.S. Civil Reserve Air Feet

CRAF is a critical government program designed to augment U.S. military airlift capabilities in times of national emergency, during
military operations requiring transportation beyond the capacity of military aircraft alone, and for day-to-day operations where

commercial aircraft can provide a less costly alternative to military platforms.

Established in 1951 during the Korean War, the program is a partnership between DoD and commercial airlines. Airlines participating
in CRAF commit a portion of their currently flying fleets to be available for military use during emergencies, ensuring the U.S. retains
global strategic mobility while minimizing the need for a larger standing military airlift fleet that would be much more costly. In
return, participating U.S. airlines that are FAR Part 121 certificated by the FAA, and approved by the Commercial Airlift Review Board
(CARB) under 10 U.S.C. §2640, 32 C.F.R. Part 861, and DODI 4500.53, gain access to DoD contracts and the allocation of peacetime

cargo and passenger transportation.

The CARB is empowered to make decisions To qualify for CARB approval an airline must:

regarding suspension and reinstatement of air
A. meet, at a minimum, the safety standards established by the
Secretary of Transportation under chapter 447 of title 49;

carriers, as well as to make recommendations to

the Secretary on issuing waivers in emergency
situations.t These rules and the oversight B. have at least 12 months of experience operating services in air
transportation that are substantially equivalent to the service

conducted by the CARB ensure that Air Mobility
sought by the Department of Defense; and

Command and USTRANSCOM have the necessary

confidence in the capability of commercial carriers C. undergo a technical safety evaluation.*

to perform missions supporting DOD during Furthermore, the law sets out minimum conditions for the

peacetime and contingency operations. inspections carried out under the Defense Secretary’s authority.
The inspections shall be conducted in accordance with standards

In support of military missions, CRAF carriers established by the Secretary, after consultation with the Secretary

have developed expertise that allows them to of Transportation, and shall include, at a minimum, the following:

share much of the same airspace - and burden 1. An on-site capability survey of the air carrier conducted at least

- associated with operations in dynamic areas of once every two years.

operation. From Korea to Ukraine, the effective

2. A performance evaluation of the air carrier conducted at least
operation of CRAF carriers is backed by decades once every six months.

of experience working in partnership with U.S.
3. A preflight safety inspection of each aircraft conducted at any

time during the operation of, but not more than 72 hours before,
and the foundational aspects of the CRAF, DoD each internationally scheduled charter mission departing the
would incur unnecessary risk. United States.

military services. Without this specific experience

4. A preflight safety inspection of each aircraft used for domestic
charter missions conducted to the greatest extent practical.

5. Operational check-rides on aircraft conducted periodically.®




Recent Operations

CRAF carriers have been activated only three times in the history of the
program: August 1990 - May 1991 to support Operations Desert Shield and
Desert Storm, February 2002 - June 2003 for Operation Iraqi Freedom,
and August 22, 2021, to assist in the evacuation of personnel and civilians
from Afghanistan.” However, CRAF carriers serve a variety of lower-profile

missions to relieve the burden on military aircraft and personnel.

In addition to DOD missions, CRAF carriers have been instrumental in
noted national interest operations. From early distribution of personal
protective equipment to the distribution of vaccines, CRAF carriers were
vital to America’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic. In 2022, during

a scarcity in the supply of U.S.-produced baby formula, CRAF carriers -
acting at the direction of the Food and Drug Administration - flew baby

formula from Europe to U.S. destinations for distribution.

CRAF carriers continue to augment the nation’s airlift capabilities. In

2022, they flew 490 cargo missions to support Ukraine’'s defensive efforts
against the Russian invasion, including 56 passenger flights to Poland in
support of administration strategy. That year, President Joe Biden also
ordered more troops to NATO's Eastern flank as Russia moved a step closer
to a large-scale invasion of Ukraine. Today, CRAF carriers continue to

support U.S. efforts in the region.®

With efficiency borne of the high utilization of capital-intensive
commercial airline assets, ongoing day-to-day CRAF operations reinforce
the benefits of an aviation partnership that augments DoD airlift
requirements during emergencies when the need for airlift exceeds the
capability of military aircraft. Today it remains one of the best examples

of industry and government cooperating to offset a gap in military

capabilities and capacity, while minimizing the cost to taxpayers.
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Our commercial industry
partnerships provide critical
transportation capacity,
petroleum infrastructure, global
networks, and contracts to
meet day-to-day and wartime
requirements.”

- Gen. Randall Reed, (USAF) Commander,
United States Transportation Command

Source: Statement Before the Senate Armed Services Committee on the
State of the Command 3/5/2025 (https:/www.armed-services.senate.gov/
imo/media/doc/general _reed_written_testimony.pdf)




INndustry Challenges

By supplementing U.S. airlift capabilities, CRAF carriers perform a vital public service through the use of cost-effective,

commercially owned aviation assets. While American airlift capabilities remain second to none, allowing any decline in the CRAF

fleet - whether caused by economic or regulatory factors - jeopardizes the nation’s ability to respond to evolving threats and

unforeseen contingencies. Trends and factors negatively impacting CRAF members include the following:

Recruitment & Retention Challenges

U.S. airlines continue to face a pilot shortage with the
potential for adverse effects on the availability of crews for
CRAF operations. The airline industry as a whole is currently
2,000 pilots short of demand - a shortage predicted to reach
more than 38,000 airline pilots by 2032°, fueled in part by a
wave of early retirements that occurred during the pandemic
and is expected to peak over the next five years. Pilots
required for CRAF activations are often highly experienced
and in demand, creating a competitive environment that

could hinder airlines’ ability to meet CRAF commitments.

In addition, recruiting qualified mechanics into the industry
has been very challenging. A high proportion of current
Airframe and Powerplant mechanics are in their mid-to-
late 50s, triggering an anticipated accelerating wave of
retirements. The Aviation Technician Education Council
(ATEC), in its 2024 Pipeline Report, projects a 9% shortage
in certificated mechanics caused by retirements - growing
to nearly 20% by 2028 - just to meet commercial aviation

needs.” It's imperative for industry to draw substantial

numbers of mechanically skilled workers into our workforce
before that expertise - and the mentoring opportunities that

go with it - are irrevocably lost.

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) projects more
than 13,000 openings annually for aircraft mechanics and
technicians over the next decade.” In addition, Boeing's
Pilot and Technician Outlook 2024-2043 projects that North
America will require 123,000 new maintenance technicians
over the next 20 years, and 716,000 worldwide.” In this
context, enroliment levels at the aviation maintenance
technician schools (AMTS) raise significant alarm. ATEC
reports that AMTS have about 35% unfilled seat capacity
currently, citing program awareness and insufficient
marketing as challenges to increasing enrollment.™
Furthermore, the availability of qualified instructors is
causing a bottleneck for current students. ATEC estimates
that the population of Designated Mechanic Examiners
needs to increase by 30% just to accommodate the current
flow of graduates, with even more needed to support future

demand growth.*
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The U.S. airline industry will experience
31,000 mandatory pilot retirements
over the next 10 years, despite increases
in first-year pilot salaries.

(Source: Presentation - 2024 Updated Industry
Forecast on Pilot Scarcity, Allegiant Travel Company.)




An Evolving Fleet

Older, wide-body aircraft, such as the Boeing 747 and
McDonnell Douglas MD-11, once central to CRAF operations,
are being phased out of commercial fleets. However, retiring
these aircraft in favor of more fuel-efficient planes is a
significant cost for carriers and financially difficult to justify,
especially given the low utilization rates of DOD-dedicated
missions and the lack of demand from some commercial

applications.

Moreover, many airlines that participate in the CRAF program
for day-to-day operations and formal activations are also
facing a shortage of aircraft due to lingering supply chain
issues, production backlogs at many manufacturers and
certification delays for passenger-to-cargo conversion

of extended range models. Slowdowns in the delivery of
aircraft already has impacted the commercial market and, if
not abated, soon could have significant impacts on aircraft
available for CRAF operations. These delays, coupled with the
increase of costs associated with them, render the business

case for fleet replacement less viable for many carriers.

AN EVOLVING FLEET:
Changing Reqguirements,

Nodernizing Aircraft

CRAF carriers

Aircraft serving CRAF 522
Aircraft by Segment:

Long-range international 391
Short-range international 126
Domestic 5

428

258
133
37

Operational Pressures

Airlines operate in a highly competitive and cost-sensitive
environment. Because the CRAF program relies on dual-use
capability, commercial viability is what enables readiness for
military activation. Costs have risen substantially in recent
years due to labor, the regulatory environment, and inflation. In
addition, pressures on international operations have increased,
potentially leading to reallocation of aircraft, different
acquisitions and long-term fleet planning strategies in the

broader commercial market.

Because participation in CRAF requires operational sacrifices,
such as operating to austere locations, training, and readiness
costs, which may not be fully offset, this could lead to airlines
choosing more lucrative commercial operations over military

charter trips for both cargo and passenger airlift missions.

Source: NACA and https://www.af.mil/About-Us/Fact-Sheets/Display/Article/104583/civil-reserve-air-fleet/



The Way Forward

To address these challenges, the following actions should be

considered to modernize and sustain the CRAF program:

- Empanel a board of airline and government SMEs to examine the

economic realities faced by carriers. Though the next contract
will not begin until FY2031, government and industry should re-
examine contract vehicles and regulations to ensure continued

robust participation.

« Formal congressional briefings to educate the relevant
committees of jurisdiction on the critical role the civil airlift

plays in our national defense infrastructure.

« As authorized in the latest FAA Reauthorization Bill,
implementation of changes that permit the use of simulator
time toward the 1,500-hour training rule. While preserving
the highest training and safety standards, this change would
increase the speed at which pilot candidates advance through

the training pipeline.
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You can't win the fight if you
can't get there, and you can't
sustain the fight without

Air Mobility.

- Gen. John D. Lamontagne
Commander, USAF Air Mobility Command
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CRAF remains a critical component of U.S.
strategic airlift capability. However, without
significant adjustments to address the
challenges of an evolving aviation landscape,
the program’s ability to meet future demand

may be jeopardized.

From its inspiring post-war origins to current
missions flown by NACA members in modern
fleets of A-300 and B-700 series aircraft, the
nation’s ongoing military and mobility readiness
depends on this vital public-private partnership
that continues to protect American national
security and responds to urgent humanitarian
crises impacting the nation and its allies around

the world.




Founded in 1962, the National Air Carrier
Association (NACA) represents U.S. air carriers
operating under Part 121 of the Federal Aviation

Regulations. Our members provide aviation
services—both scheduled and charter—adapting
to the evolving needs of the U.S. military,
travelers, and businesses.

NACA's associate members bring expertise
across aviation services, maintenance,
consulting, and logistics, reinforcing the
industry’s innovation and operational excellence.

<,

NATIONAL AIR CARRIER ASSOCIATION
1735 N Lynn Street

Suite 105

Arlington, VA 22209-3928

(703) 358-8060
admin@naca.aero

naca.aero
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