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By Gina Harkins 

THE AIR FORCE IS fighting to retain 
its top pilots as commercial 
airlines lure them away from the 
military with promises of lucrative 
salaries and more stable work 

schedules.
Airmen are trading flight suits and 

combat missions for crisp blazers and new 
routes  with companies like United, Delta 
and American airlines. The exodus has 
left Air Force leaders scrambling to make 
military careers more attractive to pilots — 
especially in the small fighter community, 
where officials consider the retention 
problem a crisis.

“As of the end of (fiscal year 2016), 
we are more than 700 pilots short of our 
requirement, ” said Maj. Bryan Lewis, an Air 

Force spokesman at the 
Pentagon. The Air Force 
goal is 3,400 fighter 
pilots; it is currently at 
79 percent of the goal 
with 2,700. “If the trend 
continues unmitigated, 
we will be unable to man 
our frontline combat 
squadrons within the 
next 18 months.”

That could leave 
airmen struggling to 
carry out some of their 
missions in the Middle 
East. Airmen regularly 
drop bombs on Islamic 
State group targets in Iraq or Libya. They 
also fly daily missions in Afghanistan where 
Air Force security forces, civil engineers 

and medical groups are 
still advising local troops 
who are taking on the 
Taliban. 

Service officials 
estimate the pilot short-
age could last a decade 
or longer as commercial 
airliners report record 
profits at the same 
time they’re backfilling 
thousands of positions 
vacated by retiring baby 
boomers. 

Airlines will likely 
recruit between 3,500 
and 4,000 new pilots 

from both military and civilian ranks  each 
year, said Col. Farley Abdeen, the chief of 
the Air Force’s Total Force Aircrew Manage-

ment Integration division. The Air Force, by 
comparison, only trains  about 1,200 new 
pilots each year, he said.  

“They’re hiring about three times as 
many as we produce,” Abdeen said.  “That 
will have a direct impact on our retention.” 

The challenge has the potential to spill 
into other communities, too. As the com-
mercial use of the unmanned aircraft (or 
drones) becomes more popular outside the 
military, for example, the Air Force could 
face another pilot shortage in its unmanned 
communities in years to come. 

MAINTAINING THE EDGE 
With pilots eyeing attractive compensa-

tion packages from commercial airlines, top 
Air Force leaders are taking a serious look 
at what they can do to retain more airmen. 

Air Force Secretary Deborah James 
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Air Force, commercial airliners compete for skilled aviators

“We need higher 
bonuses for our 
aviators. ... We’re 
pulling out the 
stops to improve 
quality of life.”

— Deborah James, 
Air Force Secretary

The Air Force 
is trying to increase 

the number of 
unmanned-vehicle 

pilots, with new 
initiatives that 

include training for 
enlisted airmen. 
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A LOOK AT 2016
u In April, the Air Force sent B-52 
bombers to the U.S. Central Command 
area of responsibility for the first time 
in decades to bomb Islamic State 
targets in Iraq and Syria.

u The first woman began training 
to become a tactical air control party 
airman in July, just months after all 
combat jobs were opened to female 
troops. The unidentified woman, an 
enlisted airman, was injured that same 
month and was unable to continue 
training.

▲ Gen. David Goldfein became the 
new chief of staff of the Air Force in 
July. Goldfein previously served as 
the Air Force’s vice chief of staff. He 
received his commission from the 
U.S. Air Force Academy in 1983, and 
has flown combat missions in Iraq, 
Afghanistan and Kosovo. 

uThe Air Force declared its F-35A 
joint strike fighter jet ready for 
combat in August. Goldfein said the 
fifth-generation fighter aircraft was 
“ready to deploy and strike well-
defended targets anywhere on Earth.” 

▲ In October, four enlisted airmen 
began training to become drone pilots. 
The airmen — three master sergeants 
and one technical sergeant — will 
be the first enlisted personnel to fly 
the RQ-4 Global Hawk once they 
complete their training.

— Gina Harkins
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asked Congress to approve a move that 
would nearly double experienced pilots’ 
yearly retention bonuses to $48,000 — up 
from the $25,000 they’ve received since 
1999. The Air Force requires pilots to stay 
in uniform for 10 years, and they begin to 
receive the bonuses once they do.    

“We need higher bonuses for our 
aviators,” James said during this fall’s 
annual Air Force Association conference. 
“We are particularly concerned about our 
fighter pilot retention, and we’re pulling 
out the stops to improve quality of life and 
the quality of their service.”

Steeper bonuses could go a long way 
in getting pilots to sign on for more time 
in uniform. Fewer pilots have taken the 
bonus  in recent years, and when it comes 
to fighter pilots, “the trend is worsening,” 
Lewis said. 

Bonus “take rates,”  as the Air Force calls 
them, have fallen . As of September, the 
overall take rate for all pilots plummeted to 
47 percent, down from 55 percent in 2015. 
 Ideally, Lewis said, the Air Force would 
like to retain between 65 percent and 70 
percent of its pilots. 

Decades of combat operations are taking 

a toll on the fighter pilot community in 
particular, Lewis said. Toward the end of 
the Cold War in the late 1980s and early 
‘90s, the Air Force had 134 fighter squad-
rons. Now that number is down to 55 — 31 
of which are active duty.  

With the war on the Islamic State heating 
up in recent years, the Air Force was able 
to halt its personnel drawdown, adding 
back 7,000 troops in 2016 with plans to do 
the same next year.   But it’s still leaning on 
Reserve and Air National Guard squadrons 
to carry out global missions,  said Col. Jason 
Cockrum, the deputy chief of staff for the 
Air Force operations chief of staff. 

Air Force leaders surveyed some of its 
busiest airmen, like drone and fighter 
pilots, to identify ways their quality of 
life could be improved, Cockrum said. 
What they found, he said, is that airmen 
tend to find their missions overseas to be 
rewarding. When they came home, though, 
training requirements and other duties still 
pulled them away from their families. 

Brig. Gen. Brian Kelly, the director of the 
service’s military force management policy, 
said the quality of life for airmen and their 
families must be a top priority. While Air 
Force leaders can’t always control how 
often or to where airmen deploy, they can 
try to make the quality of life better when 
they’re home. The Air Force has already 
tried to reduce training requirements and 
extra duties, getting rid of some of the 
non-essential tasks. 

“It’s the hours away from their families, 
those other sacrifices that you want to be 
able to minimize,” Kelly said. “All those 
things help us reduce the extra friction and 
help us with retention.” 

To fill its manning gaps, the Air Force is 
also trying to make more pilots, recently 
sending its first crop of enlisted airmen 
to flight training school to become drone 
pilots. The service is also trying to move 
more of its most in-demand pilots through 
the training pipeline, including pilots of 
unmanned aircraft (RPA pilots)  and fighter 
pilots , said Erika Yepsen, an Air Force 
spokeswoman. 

Last year, the Air Force trained about 250 
fighter pilots; this year, Yepsen said, they 
hope to train 350. 

“To support the increase in fighter pilot 
production, we will also stand up two 
new F-16 flying training squadrons in the 
next few months to help absorb the new 
pilots coming through training and ensure 
they transition from new pilots to skilled 
aviators as quickly as possible,” she said. 

While producing new pilots is important, 
Kelly said, the Air Force suffers when it 
can’t hold on to skilled airmen. 

“When they exit to go fly for the com-
mercial airlines or something else, we’ve 
lost experience,” Kelly said. “With each 
new pilot we produce, there is a loss of 10 
or 11 years’ experience compared to those 
who’ve just gone out the door.” 
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Brig. Gen. Jeannie Leavitt, the Air Force’s first female fighter pilot, took command of the 
57th Wing at Nellis Air Force Base in Nevada, the first woman to run a combat fighter wing. 
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A U.S. Air Force F-35A Lightning II taxis after landing at Mountain Home Air Force Base in 
Idaho. The new jet was declared ready for combat in August. 


