VI: Military aviation
Eglin Air Force Base • Hurlburt Field • Duke Field • Fort Rucker • Camp Shelby
National Guard Combat Readiness Training Center • Tyndall Air Force Base
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U.S. Air Force photo by Master Sgt. John R. Nimmo Sr.
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Coping with tough times
The region has felt the
sting of cuts, but steps are
being taken to protect
what’s here and try to lure
in some more...

Mississippi

Alabama

Florida

Louisiana

GCAC illustration, Google Earth map

F

or a couple of years now experts have
been sounding the sequestration
alarm, warning that billions of dollars
in cuts to military budgets would take
a toll on the Gulf Coast, where 47 military sites
have a big impact on the economy.
And now it’s begun.
Budget cuts have claimed jobs at every base in
the region, and furloughs
loom for federal worker.
The Navy canceled shows
by the Blue Angels flight
demonstration team, and
U.S. Navy
elsewhere units have been
disbanded for budgetary reasons. The 728th Air
Control Squadron at Eglin Air Force Base, Fla.,
was disestablished in May 2013, and the 815th
Airlift Squadron at Keesler Air Force Base,
Miss., is going away.
Particularly worrying for military communities
is the ongoing talk about a Realignment and
Closure Commission. States are ready to spend
millions to protect what they have.
But even in an age of tight budgets, there’s an
upside. Activities at bases shut down will go
somewhere, and this region has already benefited in the past from BRAC changes. And contractors? With less money available to develop

By Tom McLaughlin
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Three Gulf Coast I-10 bases are among
the nation’s largest in replacement value
12 bases aviation focused, including
pilot training, weapons development
Region hosts three commands, one
involved in aviation activities
Contractors in region awarded $71
billion from military between 2000-2012
Home to one of the nation’s four ANG
combat readiness training centers

new systems and equipment, the Pentagon has
to look for ways to improve what it already has.
And that could means dollars for smaller area
contractors.
David Goetsch, former college professor, economic development council president and chairman of a task force created to protect Florida’s
bases, points out that in a tight financial environment, the emphasis turns to keeping existing
hardware, or “instead of building new things,
upgrading the old things.” Aerospace companies
have made money for years keeping “legacy”
aircraft running, Goetsch said.
Fort Walton Machining, an Okaloosa County,
Fla.-based aerospace industry contractor, is one
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example. The company, which
has a contract with Lockheed
Martin to design and assemble
parts that will go into the F-35,
this year signed a $24 million
deal to produce items to upgrade
CH-47 Chinook helicopters, first
built in the 1960’s.
Fort Walton Machining is on
pace in 2013 to have the second
best year in its 25-year history,
and expects to add as many as 40
workers to help handle the uptick in business, according to
Greg Britton, the company’s
U.S. Air Force photo
chief executive officer. And there The last sortie of an MC-130E from Duke Field, Fla. The 919th is changare still a lot of big contracts to ing to a new mission.
be had, Britton said.
“We’re finding that for everybody there are a
The bases bring in federal dollars through paylot of opportunities out there,” he said.
checks, and they’re a source of income for local
“Everybody,” of course includes businesses
businesses that provide services, from lawn care
like Britton’s that have been drawn to Northto defense equipment. Between 2000 and 2012,
west Florida by its 21 military sites. Northwest nearly 67,000 contracts valued at $71 billion
Florida derives about 35 percent of its regional were awarded to contractors in the seven metrooutput from defense spending. In Okaloosa
politan areas between New Orleans and Panama
County, the home of Eglin, an estimated 60 per- City, Fla. The places of performance varied
cent of economic activity is military related.
widely, from inside the region to outside.
The ongoing development of the F-35 offers
Today every branch of the military is repreopportunities as well. Companies that have con- sented along the Gulf Coast, with installations
tracted with Eglin for years have already picked ranging in size from a 14-acre Army outpost to
up contracts to do work for the F-35, Goetsch 24-square-mile Eglin Air Force Base.
said. “Sequestration has not slowed that down.” The military presence goes back 400 years,
and the connection to aerospace reaches back
100 years to when naval aviation training was
Overview
introduced to Pensacola, Fla. In the years before
The 47 military sites between New Orleans
and Northwest Florida are involved in a host of World War II, other air fields were established
activities, including training, research and devel- in the region, in part because of the number of
opment and operations. They have a combined days with good flying and training conditions.
plant replacement value of $20.3 billion, accord- Today on the Gulf Coast aviators receive
ing to the Department of Defense Base Structure training and technical personnel get schooling.
Report Fiscal Year 2012 Baseline. Some are small, The region is a logistics center and the place
but three are among the nation’s most expensive where some of the smartest aerial weapons are
developed. Outside of the Department of Deto replace. A dozen support aviation-focused
fense, it’s also a key location for Coast Guard
missions, including pilot training.
Photo page 68: Eglin Air Force Base F-35s fly in formation May 13 during an aerial refueling sortie.
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activities, including an aviation training center at
Mobile Regional Airport.
The 21 military sites in Northwest Florida encompass a total of 509,297 acres. Eglin sprawls
across three counties and is one of the largest
military bases in the world. Its dominion extends over 134,000 miles of air space and
123,000 miles of water range. Two other bases,
Duke Field and Hurlburt Field, are part of the
Eglin complex, where some 15,000 military and
associated personnel are stationed. Eglin’s facilities, from labs to training ranges, are used by
every branch of the military and contractors.
Second to Eglin in size is the 28,824 acre Tyndall Air Force Base near Panama City. It’s a pilot training base and one six bases nationwide
hosting F-22 Raptors. Close by is the Naval Surface Warfare Center, one of the Navy’s key research and development centers.
Naval Air Station Pensacola is Florida’s westernmost military installation. The complex includes Saufley Field and Corry Station, all in
Pensacola, and NAS Whiting Field to the east in
Milton. The complex employs 9,600 military
personnel and 6,800 civilians.
Outside of Florida, the largest concentration
of bases along the I-10 corridor is in South Mississippi. The largest is Keesler Air Force Base in
Biloxi, home of an electronics training school,
including cyber training.
The Air National Guard’s Combat Readiness
Training Center makes its home at GulfportBiloxi International Airport, one of four such
readiness centers in the nation. The airport also
hosts the Army National Guard’s 35-acre
1108th helicopter repair depot, which does helicopter maintenance for nine states in the Southeast, Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands. Not far
away, also in Gulfport, is the Naval Construction Battalion Center, the East Coast Seabees.
North of Gulfport and south of Hattiesburg is
Camp Shelby, one of the largest training ranges
in the nation, and further to the west near the
Mississippi and Louisiana state line is ASA’s
John C. Stennis Space Center, where Naval ac-

tivities including a special forces training site
and oceanography work take place.
Just outside the I-10 corridor in South Alabama is Fort Rucker, where the Army trains
helicopter crews. Several air fields are situated
nearby for use in flight training. Mobile also is a
center for U.S. Coast Guard activities, including
the Aviation Training Center. Louisiana is home
to NSA JRB New Orleans and NAS New Orleans East Bank.
Military education

The U.S. military operates a premier postsecondary education system. Thousands of men
and women enter the military and wind up
learning a skill that follows them to civilian life.
A massive military education complex in the
Gulf Coast region annually schools military and
civilian personnel from every branch of service,
other federal agencies and allied nations. Skills
attained range from air traffic control to cyber
security, pilot training and more. In addition, the
Gulf Coast is where experienced military personnel come to hone their skills.
Naval Air Station Pensacola is home of the
Naval Education and Training Command, responsible for Navy training worldwide. NAS
Pensacola houses hangars, classrooms and laboratories in a huge facility known as The Mega
Building, where aviation specialists for the
Navy, Marines, Coast Guard, Air Force and
Army, as well as those from allied nations, receive training.
Not far away, the runway at Saufley Field is
used for “touch and go” landings, but it is home
to the Naval Education and Training Program
Development Center, where the primary focus
is technical education of military members.
It’s from Saufley that the nation’s 60 college
ROTC programs and 450 high school junior
ROTC programs are administered. Saufley Field
employs 1,000 military and civilian workers and
houses 10 Defense Department tenants with an
education function, including the Naval General
Library Program, an information network avail-
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able to Naval personnel at home and abroad,
the Navy Voluntary Education program and the
Naval Education and Training Command Automated Information system.
One of the most visible education/training
programs in the region is aviation training. NAS
Pensacola and NAS Whiting Field are involved
in the initial training of aviators.
NAS Pensacola, which began training naval
aviators while Orville Wright was still alive, is
the primary training base for all Navy, Marine
and Coast Guard aviators. Its Sherman Field is
home to the Navy’s Blue Angels flight demonstration team and Training Air Wing SIX, which
provides flight training for Navy and Marine
aviator prospects and navigation and combat
systems training to Air Force officers.
Northeast of Pensacola is Naval Air Station
Whiting Field, near Milton. It’s lauded as the
“busiest naval air station in the world,” with 46
percent of the naval air command’s total flight
time logged there. Whiting Field also account
for 10 percent of all flight time credited to Navy
and Marine aviators. The base houses four training squadrons, three fixed wing squadrons and a
helicopter squadron. The iconic orange and
white paint schemes of the training aircraft used
there are frequently seen flying around the region as they utilize not only the air strips from
their own base, but a network of outlying fields.
Some 1,200 military pilots complete flight
training at Whiting Field each year. The base
also provides training for Air Force, Army and
allied nation aviators. NAS Whiting Field also
provides training for aspiring mechanics and
technicians at its Center for Aviation Technical
Training Detachment.
More advanced aviation training takes place at
two other bases in the region, both Air Force
installations. Tyndall Air Force Base near Panama City hosts the 325th Fighter Wing, whose
responsibility includes training pilots to fly the F
-22 Raptor, considered one of the nation’s premier fighter planes.
Helicopter training is conducted at Florida’s
NAS Whiting Field and at the Army’s Fort

Rucker, across the state line in Alabama. Fort
Rucker is home to the 1st Aviation Brigade and
the110th Aviation Brigade, responsible for
Army aviation training. The Air Force 23rd Flying Training Squadron, responsible for training
Air Force helicopter pilots, is also based at Fort
Rucker. Three heliports are located on the base,
which also houses air traffic control services and
flight simulation support. Graduate level training is provided for the pilots and crews of the
sophisticated and lethal Apache and Kiowa helicopters.
Students completing training at Navy facilities
come to the Aviation Training Center in Mobile,
Ala., for additional training in Coast Guard aircraft. In more recent years, the station has also
added an unmanned aerial systems training program.
One of the key training fields in the region is
cyber security and information dominance, one
of the hottest fields in the military. Information
dominance involves protecting U.S. communication assets while positioning to attack an enemy’s cyber capabilities.
The Gulf Coast has three bases with significant cyber security training activities. Keesler
Air Force Base in Biloxi, Miss., is the home of
the Air Force’s electronics training programs.
The base, one of the Air Force’s largest technical schools, has graduated more than 2.2 million
students since 1942. Some 20,000 to 25,000 students go through the school every year.
Keesler is home to the 81st Training Wing,
where the Air Force focuses all its electronics
training, from computer and communication
systems to cyber security. The base is where the
nation’s new cyber warriors receive their initial
training, whether they’re straight out of basic or
experienced personnel. The cyber training curriculum was developed by realigning and adding
to courses taught at Keesler for years.
In Florida, the Navy’s Corry Station in Pensacola is the Navy’s Center for Information
Dominance. Manned by just over 600 military
and some 70 civilian personnel, Corry Station is
used by all branches of the military service, as
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Defense contracts
Location

Defense contractors

Dollars awarded 2000-2012 Contracts 2000-2012

Jackson County, MS

160

$26,140,615,203

1,271

Jefferson Parish, LA

611

$9,526,572,156

5,884

Okaloosa County, FL

532

$8,527,959,147

8,536

Orleans Parish, LA

427

$8,185,335,308

5,894

Bay County, FL

410

$5,676,719,128

6,826

Mobile County, AL

477

$4,752,294,678

4,396

St. Tammany Parish, LA

226

$2,772,177,269

11,827

Escambia County, FL

595

$2,741,533,757

12,963

Harrison County, MS

496

$1,671,727,711

3,692

Santa Rosa County, FL

171

$297,165,083

1,073

Hancock County, MS

59

$221,697,011

529

St. Charles Parish, LA

47

$218,413,587

499

Plaquemines Parish, LA

83

$110,669,058

679

St. Bernard Parish, LA

40

$109,314,786

494

Baldwin County, AL

136

$89,304,587

865

Gulf County, FL

16

$20,390,208

95

St. James Parish, LA

9

$19,269,730

36

Walton County, FL

42

$14,325,114

279

St. John the Baptist Parish, LA

31

$7,904,178

155

4,568

$71,103,387,699

65,993

TOTALS

Source: GovernmentContractsWon.com. (Compiled May 15, 2013)

well as other federal agencies. It trains 7,000 to
7,500 students each year and has an average student load of 1,400. Students come to Corry Station to receive technical training in cryptology,
equipment maintenance and communication,
signal analysis and the operation and maintenance of the technology required to conduct
electronic warfare.
At Hurlburt Field, intermediate level cyber
soldiers receive training at a 17,000 square foot
building set up for the Air Force’s 39th Information Operation Squadron located there. At

Hurlburt officers take classes in military deception and operational security and military deception classes are offered to operational level planners. Keesler-trained personnel often leave Mississippi to further their training in Florida, either
at Corry Station or Hurlburt Field.
Maintaining skills

In addition to providing initial and advanced
training, the Gulf Coast is where experienced
aviators nationwide can hone their skills. Active
duty and reserve aviators come to the region for
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The Navy at Stennis Space Center
In addition to all the military bases in the region,
there’s a sizeable operation at NASA’s John C. Stennis
Space Center, Miss., where the Navy is the largest tenant. It’s home of the Naval Meteorology and Oceanography Command, responsible for gathering oceanographic information for U.S. forces.
The commands’ Naval Oceanographic Office utilizes
aircraft, satellite and unmanned underwater vehicles,
to collect oceanographic and atmospheric data from
around the globe.
NAVOCEANO, which maintains 630,000 square feet
of space at Stennis, including a new $42 million Ocean

Science Building, converts the intelligence information
it collects into data that can be used to the benefit of
Naval and other military units in planning operations
and making tactical decisions.
About 200 Navy SEALS, comprising several teams,
train each year at SSC. They use the Naval Special Warfare Group 4’s Western Maneuver Area. They’ve been
training there since completion of a facility built along
two rivers, the Pearl and the Mike, that allows live
ammunition practice and training in jungle fighting
techniques.

the variety of ranges that are available, including
land ranges at Eglin and Camp Shelby, Miss.,
and water ranges over the Gulf of Mexico.
Tyndall Air Force Base during 2012 and 2013
began the transition to become an Air Combat
Command base to provide a battle ready F-22
Raptor squadron. As part of the transition, 20 T
-38 Talon jets -- high-altitude supersonic trainers -- were brought in.
Combat skills training also occurs in Mississippi at the Air National Guard Combat Readiness Training Center at a 220-acre site at Gulfport Biloxi International Airport. An estimated
17,000 to 20,000 men and women Air National
Guard and Air Force Reserve flight personnel
are trained at the location, logging an amazing
5,000 training days a month.
To the north of Gulfport is Camp Shelby, the
largest state owned training site in the nation
with 135,000 acres provided for air-to-ground
weapons training in low altitude airspace.
Naval Air Station Joint Reserve Base New
Orleans is one of only two joint reserve bases in
the nation. It hosts the Louisiana Air National
Guard 159th Fighter Wing’s F-15s. A Coast
Guard Air Station is also located at the base, as
is the Army’s 377th Theater Support Command,
the 3rd Battalion 23rd Marine Infantry unit and
attack helicopters from Marine Air Group 42
detachment C.

Flight training and technical education are primary missions on the Gulf Coast, but the trainers and teachers share the region and its resources with operational units that are deployed
worldwide.
The Continental U.S. North American Aerospace Defense Command Region - First Air
Force (Air Forces Northern), based at Tyndall
Air Force Base, is one of five numbered Air
Forces assigned to Air Combat Command. It
has the sole responsibility for ensuring the air
sovereignty and air defense of the continental
United States, U.S. Virgin Islands as well as
Puerto Rico.
As the Continental U.S. Region (CONR) for
NORAD, the bi-national North American
Aerospace Defense Command, CONR provides
air defense in the form of airspace surveillance
and airspace control.
Hurlburt Field is home to the U.S. Air Force
Special Operations Command, the Air Force
component of the military’s unified U.S. Special
Operations Command. The Special Operations
forces stationed at Hurlburt Field are utilized all
over the world. The AC-130U gunship and the
MC-130H Combat Talon II fly out of Hurlburt
and are equipped and maintained there to fulfill
specialized duties.
Duke Field, five miles from Crestview and 20
miles north of the Eglin main gate, is home to
the 1,300 member 919th Special Operations
Wing, the only special operations unit in the Air

Operational units

▫▫▫
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Force Reserve. The 919th in 2013 was transitions to a new mission, Aviation Foreign Internal Defense for the Special Operations Command. The wing’s new aircraft is the C-145A,
which started occupying the Duke flightline in
2013. As part of that transition, the Air Force’s
last four MC-130E Combat Talon I’s had their
final mission in April 2013, then were formally
retired the same month.
That April retirement also marked the 33rd
anniversary of the Desert One mission to free
52 hostages from Iran. MC-130Es from Duke
Field took part in the mission. After it was
aborted, a helicopter crashed with a transport,
killing eight service members.
The unit also has the MC-130P Combat
Shadow modified for covert operations and aerial refueling of Special Operations helicopters.

The unit reports to the Special Operations
Command at Hurlburt during times of war or
contingency. The U.S. Army Airborne 7th Special Forces Group also has taken up residence
on Eglin near Duke Field.
Mississippi’s Keesler is home of the 53rd
Weather Reconnaissance Squadron, the famed
“Hurricane Hunters” responsible for weather
reconnaissance missions. Keesler is also home
of the 815st Tactical Airlift Unit, the “Flying
Jennies.” The Air Force Reserve Command decided last year to move 10 C-130Js from Keesler
to Pope Field, N.C., and to shut down the
815th. The changes will be made in October
2013, the start of the 2014 fiscal year.
▫▫▫

Size, value DoD sites
Military aviationaviation-related bases
Site
Eglin Air Force Base
Eglin Air Force Base Site 2 (SR Island)
MTA Camp Shelby
Camp Shelby Assault Runway
Fort Rucker
Tyndall Air Force Base
Hurlburt Field

Branch

Nearest city

State

Acres owned

Total acres

PRV (M)

AF

Eglin AFB

FL

449,290

449,415

$3,859.9

AF

Fort Walton Beach

FL

0

3,167

$50.6

AG

Hattiesburg

MS

200

133,682

$1,237.4

AFG

Camp Shelby

MS

0

182

$15.5

Army

Fort Rucker

AL

57,776

59,261

$1,527.5

AF

Panama City

FL

27,348

28,824

$1,476.6

AF

Mary Esther

FL

6,341

6,341

$1,434.1

Navy

Belle Chasse

LA

5,009

5,210

$807.9

AFG

New Orleans

LA

0

67

$126.80

NAS Pensacola

Navy

Pensacola

FL

2,296

5,809

$2,169.9

NAS Whiting Field Milton

Navy

Milton

FL

3,533

4,776

$616.1

Duke Field (Eglin Auxiliary Field 3)

AF

Crestview

FL

1,946

1,946

$319.1

Keesler Air Force Base

AF

Biloxi

MS

1,597

1,670

$2,161.9

NAS JRB New Orleans
NAS JRB New Orleans

Keesler Training Annex 1
Saufley Field
Camp Rudder (Eglin Auxiliary Field 6)
Cape San Blas Missile Tracking Annex D-3

AF

Biloxi

MS

114

114

$59.4

Navy

Pensacola

FL

882

895

$255.3

AF

Holt

FL

855

855

$114.5

AF

Port St. Joe

FL

831

831

$12.1

Gulfport-Biloxi Regional Airport

AFG

Gulfport

MS

11

267

$176.8

Dothan Regional Airport

AFG

Dothan

AL

0

21

$10.3

Source: Department of Defense Base Structure Report Fiscal Year 2012 Baseline (as of Sept. 30, 2011)
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Military bases
Fort Rucker
Camp Shelby

NAS Whiting Field
USCG Aviation Training Center

NCBC Gulfport

ANG Training Center

Eglin AFB

NTTC Corry Station

Keesler AFB
NAS Pensacola
Coast Guard

Stennis Space Center

Hurlburt Field

SUPSHIP
Gulf Coast

Naval Surface
Warfare Center
Tyndall AFB

NAS JRB New Orleans

Tcp/GCRL illustration, Google map

Aviation bases
Fort Rucker
Camp Shelby

NAS Whiting Field
USCG Aviation Training Center
Eglin AFB

ANG Training Center
Keesler AFB

NAS Pensacola

Hurlburt Field

Tyndall AFB

NAS JRB New Orleans

Tcp/GCRL illustration, Google map
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Bases and missions
Site

Mission

Barin Field, AL

aviator training

Cairns Basefield, AL

aviator training

Camp Keller (De Soto), MS

firing range

Camp Rudder (Eglin Auxiliary Field 6), FL
Camp Shelby, MS

air strip, special forces, ground troop training
air, ground, training center

Cape San Blas Missile Tracking Annex D-3, FL
Coast Guard Aviation Training Center, Mobile, AL
Coast Guard Gulfport, MS

search and rescue; law enforcement

Coast Guard Pascagoula, MS

search and rescue; law enforcement

Naval Construction Battalion Center Gulfport, MS
Corry Station, FL

construction
cryptology; information dominance

Destin Moreno Point, FL
Dothan Regional Airport, AL
Duke Field (Eglin Auxiliary Field 3), FL
Eglin Air Force Base, FL

special operations
F-35 training, weapons development; special ops

Fort Rucker, AL

helicopter pilot training

Gulfport-Biloxi Regional Airport, MS

air combat center, combat skills training

Hurlburt Field, FL

air special operations

Keesler Air Force Base, MS

airlift operations; electronics training

Lynn Haven Defense Fuel Sup, FL

idle

Mississippi AAP, MS

transferred to NASA

NAS JRB New Orleans, LA

fighters; search and rescue

NAS Pensacola, FL

pilot, technical training

NAS Whiting Field Milton, FL

pilot training

Surface Warfare Center Panama City, FL
Naval Support Activity New Orleans East Bank, LA

underwater warfare
reservists, others

NOLF Brewton, AL

aviator training

NOLF Choctaw, FL

aviator training

NOLF Evergreen, AL

aviator training

NOLF Holley, FL

aviator training

NOLF Santa Rosa, FL

aviator training

NOLF Silverhill, AL

aviator training

NOLF Spencer, FL

aviator training

NOLF Summerdale, AL

aviator training

NOLF Wolf, AL

aviator training

OLF Bronson, FL

aviator training

Saufley Field, FL

education, touch and go

Shell Basefield, AL
Stennis Space Center, MS
Supervisor of Shipbuilding, MS

aviator training
oceanography, special warfare; research
oversees contractor work

10C Stagefield, AL

aviator training

Toth Stagefield, AL

aviator training

Tyndall Air Force Base, FL

F-22 squadron, air combat training
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Air Force photo by Maj. Karen Roganov

Marine Sgt. Robert Coates, an F-35B maintainer, gives the thumbs up to Marine Capt. David Corkill after hot
refueling of the stealth fighter in May 2013 at Eglin Air Force Base, Fla.

F-35 settling in at Eglin AFB

F

or a program that has had its share of
controversy, the May 6, 2013 arrival of
the first Block 2 F-35 Lightning II at Eglin Air Force Base, Fla., was exciting.
This was the 23rd F-35 to join the program, but
the first to report for duty in nine months, arriving a year after the 33rd Fighter Wing, which
oversees training, marked its first F-35 takeoff
from the base in Northwest Florida.
Thirteen more Block 2 fighters were slated to
arrive at Eglin by the end of 2013. The base,
home of the Integrated Training Center, for
some time now has had more F-35s than any
other location. When the center is at full initial
strength, there will be 59 planes and a projected
1,563 personnel.
The Block 2 is a significant step up in capability from the versions of the F-35 that have been
flying at Eglin and elsewhere. Its design was
tweaked, but the really big changes are in the

software that give the plane some fifthgeneration mind-blowing capabilities.
Lt. Col. Lee Kloos, squadron commander for
the 58th Fighter Squadron, told the Northwest
Florida Daily News that pilots on the Block 2
would be the first to use a distributed aperture
system, infrared cameras embedded in the skin
of the aircraft, to provide a spherical view
around the plane. Flying with the system deployed was described as traveling without walls
around the aircraft.
Block 2s have created challenges for a training
program still working to hone the skills of its
pilots and maintainers in the intricacies of flying
and maintaining the “old” F-35’s. The Joint
Strike Force training program has been obliged
to create a new curriculum for the jets, the Daily
News was told.
The F-35 Joint Strike Fighter training program
at Eglin Air Force Base roared to life on May 6,
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2012 when the first fifth generation aircraft took
off from the base. By the end of the year another 738 flights had been recorded as the 33rd
Fighter Wing quickly matured to become the
hub for training and maintenance it was envisioned to be.
The F-35 is a technological marvel, with
stealth capability and the wherewithal to take the
fight to enemies in the air and on the ground.
Three variants have been built to suit the unique
needs of the Air Force, Navy and Marine Corps.
Historic moments and milestones were occurring almost weekly in 2012 for a training program that, despite some setbacks, is thriving.
By Jan. 1 Eglin was home to 22 F-35 aircraft.
Nine were Air Force variants of the plane and 13
were F-35B’s, built for the U.S. Marine Corps
and designed to meet Corps needs with equipment to handle short take offs and vertical landings, like Harrier jets.
The U.S. Air Force gave its official seal of approval to the Joint Strike Fighter Training Program in 2012 and by the end of the year more
than two dozen pilots and 500 maintainers had
been groomed at the training center. The Marine
pilots and maintainers who studied at Eglin
stood up their own squadron at Yuma, Ariz.
Among the jets that made Eglin home in 2012
were two built for, piloted and maintained by the
British Air Force. The military of the United
Kingdom was the first of several foreign partners to join U.S. forces at Eglin’s training center.
The program suffered a blow in February of
2013 when a crack found on the engine blade of
an Air Force variant of the F-35 flying at Edwards Air Force Base, Calif., forced the grounding of all planes for a short time. It was the sixth
such grounding in the young history of the most
advanced fighter ever built.
The program rebounded in a big way one year
to the day after the first F-35 flight from Eglin
with the arrival of the improved Block 2. The
new plane was heralded as exciting not only for
the tremendous potential of the aircraft, but also
because it came with the promise that six more

Air Force photo by Master Sgt. John R. Nimmo Sr.

F-35 refuels over Eglin Air Force Base range.

would be on the ground at Eglin by the end of
summer.
Changes to curriculum are already being made
to keep pilots and maintainers up to speed with
an aircraft that, astoundingly, has rendered the
Block 1 version somewhat obsolete.
More big news is expected out of Eglin this
year with the anticipated arrival in the summer
of the first U.S. Navy variant, the F-35C. The
33rd Fighter Wing expects to increase its personnel from about 1,300 to 1,900 in 2013 and train
45 new pilots.
“We are on a very, very, large growth path at
Eglin,” Lt. Gen. Christopher Bogdan, head of
the nation’s Joint Strike Fighter Program, told a
Northwest Florida reporter. “This is the center
of the universe for the F-35 in terms of training.” - Tom McLaughlin
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