III: Military aviation

‘Aviation is fine as a sport. But as an
instrument of war, it is worthless.’
- Gen. Ferdinand Foch, 1851
1851--1925

U.S. Air Force photo by Samuel King Jr.
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A bastion of military aviation
Military aviation is deeply
embedded in the fabric of
the Gulf Coast, and there’s
good reason to believe the
footprint will grow

N

o matter how you look at it,
whether it’s through the value of
their infrastructure, their depth of
talent, the businesses awarded contracts or their critical missions, the Gulf Coast’s
military bases are a huge, multibillion-dollar ongoing asset for the region.
The Gulf Coast is one of the most military
friendly regions in the nation, a place where the
roar of a jet fighter or a distant rumble from
exploded munitions are considered the sounds
of freedom.
The numbers tell part of the story.
According to the Department of Defense Base
Structure Report FY 2015, a summary of the military’s real property inventory, there are 45 DoD

The aviation seed planted
It was in 1911 that the Navy, urged by
Capt. Washington Irving Chambers, decided
it was high time to focus on aviation.
With a then-generous Congressional appropriation, Chambers chose the Navy Yard in
Pensacola, a part of the Navy since John
Quincy Adams’ presidency.
The Pensacola air station was established
in 1914, the year war broke out in Europe.
When the United States entered in 1917,
there were 38 naval aviators, 163 enlisted
men and 54 planes in Pensacola.

Chapter highlights
•
•
•
•
•

Region provides initial and advanced
flight training for military pilots
Replacement value for 45 military sites
in the region about $22 billion
Bases in the region involved in a wide
range of training, operational missions
Region companies awarded $84.8 billion
in contracts between 2000-2015
F-35 and F-22 pilots trained at two bases
in the region

properties in the corridor between New Orleans
and Panama City, Fla. That includes bases and
associated annexes with a combined replacement value of nearly $22 billion.
Of that, the aviation-focused military bases
had a combined replacement value of more than
$17.6 billion - include outlying fields and other
aviation-related annexes and it goes up another
$1 billion-plus.
The bases account for a large amount of inThat was also the
first year fledgling
Boeing Co. got a
military contract.
Two Model C seaplanes were flown
to Pensacola in 1917 and the Navy ordered
50 of the trainers.
More than a century later, NAS Pensacola
is still an initial aviation training base, but the
world of aviation has grown. Five other military bases with an aviation focus now exist in
Northwest Florida, and others were established in other states along the Gulf Coast.
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coming dollars through active and retiree payrolls, as well the contracts awarded to local companies for work here and elsewhere. Between
2000 and 2015, 4,939 companies in 19 I-10
counties/parishes were awarded 88,130 DoD
contracts valued at more than $84.7 billion.
The range of military activities in the region is
also staggering. The legendary Navy Blue Angels
flight demonstration team is headquartered at
Naval Air Station Pensacola, and the Air Force
trains pilots to fly the fifth-generation F-35 and
F-22 at Eglin Air Force Base and Tyndall Air
Force Base, respectively.
It’s also home to the Air Force Special Operations Command at Hurlburt Field, and the busiest naval air station in the nation at Naval Air
Station Whiting Field. It has one of the largest
bases in the nation, Eglin Air Force Base, which
boasts a huge R&D program that develops Air
Force aerial-deployed conventional weapons.
Every military branch is represented in activities that range from training to logistics. The
military is so much a part of the region’s fabric
that military appreciation events are common
“Busy. Busy. Busy.” Air Force Lt. Gen. John
Cooper said at a May meeting in Northwest
Florida when asked to describe the state of today’s Air Force. “The active duty folks here look
tired, and there’s a reason for that. They’re great
airmen doing great things all over the world.”
Communities from New Orleans to Panama
City, Fla., have come to rely on military spending as pillars of their economies. While there is
almost no place on the Gulf Coast between
New Orleans and Northwest Florida where the
presence of the military or Coast Guard isn’t
felt, bases are clustered in Northwest Florida
and South Mississippi.

Military activities at a glance
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Air Force and Navy technical training
F-35 and F-22 pilot training
F-22 operational squadron
Army helicopter aviation training
Navy primary aviation training
Air Force combat systems officer training
HQ Air Force Special Operations Command
HQ Naval Education and Training
HQ Naval Meteorology and Oceanography
Command
Aerial weapons RDT&E
Air Force and Navy cyber training
Aviation specialties training
National Guard aerial combat center
National Guard helicopter repair depot
Home of the Blue Angels
Home of Army 7th Special Forces
Army Ranger Training Center
HQ East Coast Seabees
Supervisor of Shipbuilding Gulf Coast

Congressman Matt Gaetz, R-Fort Walton
Beach, has asked fellow lawmakers for $30 million to expand a test range that extends into the
Gulf of Mexico and is used in training missions
by several bases in the state.
Eglin’s facilities, from laboratories to training
ranges and test facilities, are used by every military branch as well as contractors. And testing is
not limited to military items. In May 2014 an
Airbus A350 was subjected to extreme weather
tests at the McKinley Climatic Lab.
The Eglin complex includes Duke Field, Hurlburt Field and Camp Rudder, along with Eglin
itself. It employs an estimated 15,000 military
and associated personnel. Eglin is best known
these days as the training home of the F-35.
Northwest Florida
Eglin Air Force Base’s 724-square-mile reser- Funded jointly by the United States and allies,
the F-35 is envisioned as the aircraft that will
vation spans three counties and is one of the
largest military bases in the world. Its dominion dominate the skies in future battlefields.
Big news on the progress of the F-35 developextends over 134,000 miles of air space and
123,000 miles of water range. Freshman Florida ment as a weapon system came out in 2016
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when the stealth
fighter was declared to be combat ready by the
Air Force, a move
that followed the
declaration by the
Marine Corps that
its F=35s were operational. The Air
Force move had
been a major goal
of Eglin’s 33rd
Fighter Wing.
Another good
piece of news came in February 2017 when the
fighter had an impressive showing during the
Red Flag war games in Nevada. The plane, with
costs per unit coming down, exceeded expectations by dominating the air space and improving
the lethality of other legacy aircraft. In mock
combat the F-35 had a kill ration of 15-1.
Pilot and maintainer training has been underway at Eglin now for more than six years, and
during that time, while the rest of the world was
debating the speed of the F-35’s development
and practicality, Eglin’s Joint Strike Fighter Integrated Training Center has churned out pilots
and maintainers alike.
Hurlburt Field is home to the U.S. Air Force
Special Operations Command (AFSOC), the Air
Force component of the unified U.S. Special
Operations Command. The Special Operations
forces stationed at Hurlburt deploy to hotspots
worldwide. One of the best-known, highly speEglin AFB

Hurlburt Field

cialized aircraft used by Air Force Special operations is the side-firing AC-130 gunships.
Duke Field, five miles from Crestview, Fla.,
and 20 miles north of Eglin’s main gate, is home
to the 919th Special Operations Wing, which
has transitioned to a new mission: Aviation Foreign Internal Defense for the Special Operations
Command. This unit, the only special operations unit in the Air Force Reserve, reports to
the AFSOC at Hurlburt Field in times of national emergency.
For its new mission advising foreign partners
in the use of aviation, the 919th gave up its MC130E Combat Talon I’s for a fleet of C-145As,
which started showing up on the Duke Field
flight line in 2013. The unit also has MC-130P
Combat Shadow aircraft used for special ops
mission that include aerial refueling.
Duke Field’s neighbor is the Army’s 7th Special Forces Group (Airborne), the Green Berets.
It joins the long-established Army Ranger training center at Fort Rudder, which is located further to the south on the Eglin reservation.
Eglin emerged from the 2005 Base Realignment and Closure process a big winner, getting
the 7th SFG, which had been based at Fort
Bragg, N.C. Hopes are high that the base will
emerge similarly well positioned following a new
round of BRAC hearings scheduled in the future. President Donald Trump’s 2018 budget
lays the groundwork for a new round of base
closures, possibly in 2021.
Florida lawmakers have pushed for several
years now to ensure the region remains a military stronghold, and budgeted $22 million just
three years ago to support the military community by buffering bases from encroachment,
providing education and technical training and
modernizing the National Guard Armories.
To the southeast of Eglin is Tyndall Air Force
Base and the Naval Surface Warfare Center,
both in Panama City. Tyndall is part of the Virginia-based Air Combat Command.
Pilots are trained at Tyndall to fly the F-22,
the first fifth generation aircraft. Fighter pilots
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receive training in live action drills with unmanned QF-16’s.
Completing the Northwest Florida cluster is
the Naval Air Station Pensacola complex, which
includes NAS Pensacola, Saufley Field and
Corry Station, all in Pensacola, and NAS Whiting Field in Milton. Together they employ about
10,000 military personnel and 7,000 civilians.
Best known as home to the Blue Angel flight
demonstration team, NAS Pensacola also has
Training Air Wing SIX, which provides flight
training to Navy and Marine aviators and naval
flight officers, as well as Air Force combat systems officers.
NAS Pensacola is likewise home to the Naval
Education and Training Command, responsible
for Navy training worldwide. The base houses
hangars, classrooms and laboratories in a huge
facility known as The Mega Building. There,
aviation specialists for the Navy, Marines, Coast
Guard, Air Force and Army, as well as those
from allied nations, receive training.
Naval Air Station Whiting Field in Santa Rosa
County just north of Milton is called “the busiest naval air station in the world.” It accounts
for 1.5 million annual flight operations. It’s the
home of Training Air Wing FIVE.
The orange and white paint schemes of the
training aircraft are ubiquitous in the region as
new, young pilots are frequently seen utilizing
not only the air strips from their own base, but
14 outlying fields that dot Northwest Florida
and South Alabama.

Whiting Field

Keesler AFB

Whiting Field houses three fixed wing (VT 2,
3, 6) training squadrons and three helicopter
(HT 8, 18, 26) training squadrons, as well as a
helicopter and fixed wing instructor training
unit, HITU. It accounts for 160,000 flight hours
per year, 14 percent of the Navy’s total. Some
1,200 military pilots complete flight training at
Whiting Field each year.
South Mississippi

South Mississippi’s military muscle includes
Keesler Air Force Base in Biloxi, the National
Guard Trent Lott Training Center and its Air
Combat Readiness Training Center, the Naval
Construction Battalion Center, both in Gulfport, Camp Shelby near Hattiesburg and the
Navy’s sizeable footprint at NASA’s Stennis
Space Center. Combined, the military has an
annual estimated $2 billion economic impact on
South Mississippi, according to a report by the
Harrison County Development Commission.
Keesler is the home of the Air Force’s 81st
Training Wing and its electronics training programs. That training includes computer and
communication systems and, notably, cyber security. The base, one of the Air Force’s largest
technical schools, has graduated more than 2.2
million students since 1942. Some 20,00025,000 students go through the system annually.
The base also has a flying mission. It’s home
to the 403rd Reserve Wing, whose 53rd Weather
Reconnaissance Squadron is known far and
wide as the “Hurricane Hunters.” Its role during
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hurricane season is critical in saving life and
limb whenever tropical storms threaten.
NASA’s John C. Stennis Space Center near
Bay St. Louis, Miss., has some 40 federal and
state tenant organizations, including the Naval
Meteorology and Oceanography Command. It’s
responsible for gathering oceanographic information for U.S. armed forces worldwide. 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 with Special Boat Team 22 since completion of a facility
built along two rivers, the Pearl and the Mikes,
that allows live ammunition practice and training in jungle fighting techniques.

HC-144 simulator

Coast Guard aviation students completing
training at Navy facilities come to the Aviation
Training Center in Mobile, Ala., for additional
experience using Coast Guard aircraft.
In addition, in Southeast Alabama near
Dothan, the Army’s Fort Rucker is the Army’s
Aviation Center of Excellence. It’s home to the
1st Aviation Brigade, 110th Aviation Brigade
and the 128th Aviation Brigade, responsible for
Army aviation training. Also at Fort Rucker is
the Air Force’s 23rd Flying Training Squadron,
responsible for training Air Force helicopter
pilots for special operations, search and rescue
and other missions.
South Alabama
Fort Rucker also houses air traffic control serWhile it does not have the number of military
vices
and flight simulation support. Graduate
operations that can be found in South Missislevel training is provided for the pilots and
sippi or Northwest Florida, South Alabama
does have a military footprint. It’s home to the crews of Apache and Kiowa helicopters.
U.S. Coast Guard’s Aviation Training Center.
Military education

Fort Rucker

Training is key to the U.S. military, and the
services operate one of the world’s premier post
-secondary training organizations. A massive
education complex in the Gulf Coast region annually schools thousands of military and civilian
personnel from every branch of service, other
federal agencies and allied nations. Men and
women enter the military and wind up learning a
skill that often follows them to civilian life. It’s a
university, two-year-college and vocational technical training school all rolled into one.
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The Navy’s Education and Training Command, responsible for Navy training worldwide,
is located at NAS Pensacola. Classrooms and
laboratories are housed on the base in a huge
facility fondly known as The Mega Building.
The Mega Building is where aviation specialists
for the Navy, Marines, Coast Guard, Air Force
and Army, as well as those from allied nations,
come to receive training.
The runway at Saufley Field, not far from
NAS Pensacola, is where aviators practice
“touch and go” landing techniques. But Saufley’s real focus is the technical education of

military members. Saufley has 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 available to Naval personnel at home and abroad, the Navy Voluntary
Education program and the Naval Education
and Training Command Automated Information system.
Naval Air Station Whiting Field in Milton provides learning opportunities to aspiring mechanics and technicians at its Center for Aviation
Technical Training Detachment.

Defense contracts
Location

Defense contractors

Dollars awarded 2000-2015 Contracts 2000-2015

Jackson County, MS

170

$30,707,080,322

1,625

Jefferson Parish, LA

652

$11,162,566,362

7,019

Okaloosa County, FL

582

$9,758,795,564

10,571

Orleans Parish, LA

467

$8,461,060,681

8,324

Bay County, FL

429

$6,514,034,776

8,556

Mobile County, AL

507

$7,525,411,422

5,667

St. Tammany Parish, LA

252

$3,778,122,294

19,151

Escambia County, FL

646

$3,525,053,240

16,989

Harrison County, MS

530

$1,883,744,530

4,252

Santa Rosa County, FL

200

$353,406,252

1,491

Hancock County, MS

66

$227,102,161

566

St. Charles Parish, LA

47

$224,314,380

627

Plaquemines Parish, LA

92

$180,840,791

1,036

St. Bernard Parish, LA

43

$112,019,730

525

Baldwin County, AL

148

$116,821,352

1,027

Gulf County, FL

19

$29,187,529

110

St. James Parish, LA

10

$19,273,895

37

Walton County, FL

47

$205,662,704

376

St. John the Baptist Parish, LA

32

$9,644,731

181

4,939

$84,794,142,716

88,130

TOTALS

Source: GovernmentContractsWon.com. (Compiled May 29, 2017)
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Stennis Space Center
Honing skills

Military training has evolved along the Gulf
Coast to such an extent that personnel graduating from initial programs at Whiting Field or
NAS Pensacola don’t have far to travel to move
on to more advanced study, and both active duty
troops and reservists come to the region from
near and far for the variety of test and training
ranges that are available, including land ranges at
Eglin and Camp Shelby, Miss., and water ranges
over the Gulf of Mexico.
Advanced aviation training takes place at two
Air Force installations. Tyndall’s 325th Fighter
Wing’s website refers to the base as “the home

of air dominance training.” For years that training included pitting two teams flying a variety of
aircraft, including F-22s, F-15s and B-52 bombers, in live air simulated battle.
In the field of cyber warfare, students who get
their initial training at Keesler Air Force Base
can move on to the Navy’s Corry Station in Pensacola for further study in the field of information dominance. 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.
The students can get additional training at
Hurlburt Field, where intermediate level cyber
soldiers receive schooling at a 17,000-squarefoot building set up for the Air Force’s 39th Information Operation Squadron.
At Hurlburt, officers take classes in military
deception and operational security. Deception
classes are offered to operational level planners.
Combat skills training occurs in Mississippi at
the Air National Guard Combat Readiness
Training Center at a 220-acre site at GulfportBiloxi International Airport. An estimated
17,000 to 20,000 men and women Air National
Guard and Air Force Reserve flight personnel

Military aviationaviation-related base replacement values 2015
Site
Eglin Air Force Base

Branch

Nearest city

State

Acres owned

Total acres

PRV (M)

AF

Eglin AFB

FL

319,078

449,415

$4,894.8

NAS Pensacola

Navy

Pensacola

FL

2,296

5,809

$2,567.3

Fort Rucker

Army

Fort Rucker

AL

31,175

32,628

$1,895.9

Keesler Air Force Base

AF

Biloxi

MS

1,597

1,670

$1,835.8

Tyndall Air Force Base

AF

Panama City

FL

26,562

28,824

$1,637.2

Hurlburt Field

AF

Mary Esther

FL

6,341

6,341

$1,470.3

MTA Camp Shelby

AG

Hattiesburg

MS

7,500

133,682

$1,139.1

NAS JRB New Orleans

Navy

Belle Chasse

LA

5,009

5,210

$1,069.2

NAS Whiting Field Milton

Navy

Milton

FL

3,533

4,774

$708.2

AF

Crestview

FL

1,512

1,946

$429.4

404,603

670,299

$17,647.20

Duke Field (Eglin Auxiliary Field 3)

Source: Department of Defense Base Structure Report Fiscal Year 2015 Baseline (as of Sept. 30, 2014)

Gulf Coast Aerospace Corridor 2017-2018 – 51

Chapter III: Military aviation

are schooled at the location, logging 5,000 training days a month.
Between Gulfport and Hattiesburg lies Camp
Shelby, the largest state-owned training site in
the nation. It has 135,000 acres to provide for air
-to-ground weapons use in low-altitude airspace.
In Louisiana, 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.

While there are numerous secluded training
areas in the region, one of the least well-known
is operated by the Navy at NASA’s Stennis
Space Center. SSC is surrounded by a huge
buffer zone to insulate the surrounding communities from the noise of rocket engine testing.
And that buffer zone is beneficial to the nation’s
special forces. Navy SEALS use the Pearl River
and surrounding area to work with the Navy’s
riverine units.
Operational units

While all the education, training, testing and
development is going on around the Gulf Coast,
some of the most important decisions affecting

Outlying fields, other placement values 2015
Site

Branch

Nearest city

State

Acres owned

Total acres

PRV (M)

Army

Daleville

AL

1,326

1,326

$194.2

Gulfport-Biloxi Regional Airport

AFG

Gulfport

MS

11

256

$119.8

NOLF Silverhill

Navy

Daphne

AL

400

400

$106.7

NOLF Choctaw

Navy

Navarre

FL

1,450

1,450

$95.0

NOLF Holley

Navy

Navarre

FL

698

698

$77.0

AF

Fort Walton Beach

FL

0

3,170

$73.8

NOLF Brewton

Navy

Brewton

AL

0

653

$43.5

Shell Basefield

Army

Enterprise

AL

296

296

$43.1

Barin Field

Navy

Foley

AL

763

818

$36.0

NOLF Evergreen

Navy

Evergreen

AL

136

444

$34.4

NOLF Summerdale

Navy

Summerdale

AL

565

567

$33.0
$30.5

Cairns Basefield

Eglin Air Force Base Site 2 (SR Island)

NOLF Wolf

Navy

Summerdale

AL

422

422

NOLF Santa Rosa

Navy

Milton

FL

738

738

$26.2

OLF Bronson

Navy

Pensacola

FL

967

1,098

$23.3

NOLF Spencer

Navy

Pace

FL

640

640

$22.8

Toth Stagefield

Army

Dothan

AL

128

128

$17.8

Camp Shelby Assault Runway

AFG

Camp Shelby

MS

0

182

$17.3

Skelly Stagefield

Army

Kinston

AL

193

193

$14.7

10C Stagefield

Army

Fort Rucker

AL

180

180

$14.1

Stinson Stagefield

Army

New Brockton

AL

191

191

$14.1

Hunt Stagefield

Army

Ozark

AL

153

153

$13.8

AF

Port St. Joe

FL

831

831

$13.3

Goldberg Stagefield

Army

Ozark

AL

101

101

$13.1

Dothan Regional Airport

AFG

Dothan

AL

0

21

$10.7

10,189

14,956

$1,088.20

Cape San Blas Missile Tracking Annex D-3

Gulf
CoastReport
Aerospace
Corridor
2017-2018
– 5230, 2014)
Source: Department of Defense Base
Structure
Fiscal Year
2015 Baseline
(as of Sept.
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the lives of American citizens
are taking place at military
bases on the Gulf Coast,
where commands whose every
move carry great implications
are headquartered.
The Continental U.S. North
American Aerospace Defense CV-22
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 and
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.
CONR has been the lead agency since Sept.
11, 2001, for Operation Noble Eagle, an ongoing mission to protect the continental United
States from further terrorist aggression from inside and outside U.S. borders.

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’s 1st Special Operations Wing and Air
Combat Command’s 505th Command and Control Wing. Special operations units are one of the
most frequently deployed personnel in the military in an age where conventional warfare has
yielded to low-intensity conflicts and asymmetric
warfare. In addition to the AC-130 gunship, Special Ops also use CV-22 Osprey tiltrotor aircraft.
- Tom McLaughlin

Aviation bases/activities
Fort Rucker
Camp Shelby

NAS Whiting Field

Duke Field

USCG Aviation Training Center

Eglin AFB

ANG Training Center
Keesler AFB

NAS Pensacola

Hurlburt Field

Stennis Space Center**

Tyndall AFB

NAS JRB New Orleans

** The Navy at SSC is not involved in aviation, but NASA and other organizations at SSC are.
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