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USAF to gun up for base defence

To beef up protection for its domestic 
and foreign bases, the US Air Force 
(USAF) is scoping the potential of 
gun-based very short-range air de-
fence systems to provide a solution.  

Air Force Materiel Command issued 
a request for information (RFI) to in-
dustry for a “Ground-Based, Medi-
um-Caliber Gun Weapon System” to 
provide persistent defence of air bas-
es at home and abroad against sub-
sonic cruise missiles and unmanned 
aerial systems (UAS). The RFI will aid 
the USAF in understanding the type 
of gun-based air defence systems 
currently in the marketplace or which 
have potential to meet the require-
ment in the near term.

Responses to the RFI and respec-
tive air defence weapon system per-
formance data will be compared and 
assessed against 15 critical baseline 
operational and technical parameters 
that will be analysed in unison. 

Key amongst these is salvo proba-
bility of kill against cruise missiles and 
UAS Groups 1-5 at maximum range 
and altitude. This UAS categorisation 
takes in virtually all unmanned aerial 
vehicle types, which includes drones 
weighing up to 20kg like the Puma 
and Wasp III and those heavier than 
1,320kg such as the MQ-9 Reaper and 
MQ-4C Triton.    

Information pertaining to a weapon 
system’s effective slant range and el-
evation coverage must also be includ-
ed in the RFI response, as well as its 
magazine depth as an indication of the 
ability to deal with raids and saturation 
attacks. Information about a weapon 
system’s cost per engagement and 
manning requirements is also sought 
and considered important from a  
sustainment perspective. 

As is demanded by modern multi- 
domain operations, the weapon sys-
tem will need to possess a seamless 
integrated sensor capability, deep 
command and control system integra-
tion and broad system interoperability 
across joint networks. 

The Air Force also recognises that 
a balance will need to be struck be-
tween lethality, situational awareness 
and operational flexibility. To this end, 
the weapon system must optimise 
munition performance versus muni-
tion cost and gun capability, with the 

rounds fired possessing the requisite 
velocity, manoeuvrability and ter-
minal effects without driving up the 
cost-per-engagement to unsustain-
able levels. 

Selection of on-platform sensor ca-
pability and integration of the optimal 
mix of radar, electro-optical, infra-red 
or radio frequency sensors will be 
crucial to ensure reliable target ac-
quisition and tracking across varying 
weather conditions, environments and 
countermeasure scenarios. 

Additionally, the entire weapon sys-
tem must be rapidly deployable via 
multiple means and possess a foot-
print that can be easily projected into 
austere theatre environments as the 
threat picture dictates. 

The USAF’s criteria suggest a pal-
letised weapon system with a gun of 
30-40mm calibre firing airburst mu-
nitions, rather than a larger calibre 
gun system that fires longer ranged 
munitions but at lower rates-of-fire 
and higher cost-per-engagement. The 
emphasis on sensor performance and 
integration also points to a mature and 
fielded gun-based air defence weap-
on system, as opposed to one which is 
conceptual or developmental.       

Industry responses to the RFI must 
be lodged by 9 October.

      – Ian Bostock

ABOVE: The Italian Army’s Skynex 
gun-based air defence system uses the 
35mm Revolver Gun Mk 3 firing airburst 
munitions at 1,000 rounds per minute out 
to a maximum range of 4km.  
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Information about a 
weapon system’s cost per 
engagement and manning 
requirements is also 
sought and considered 
important from a  
sustainment perspective. 


