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To achieve effectiveness and efficiency in mobility operations, Air Force leaders have 

employed a command and control structure that many airmen view as centralized 

execution. This paper examines the Air Force supreme tenet of centralized control and 

decentralized execution as it relates to these operations and proposes the Air 

Operations Center as the appropriate level of control and execution. Recent examples 

prove this concept and demonstrate how decentralization to no lower than the AOC-

level enables four of the other tenets of airpower listed in Air Force doctrine—flexibility, 

synergistic effects, concentration and priority. This level of command and control poses 

potential risks to the concept of decentralized execution, but training and a better 

understanding of the supreme tenet will mitigate these risks and preserve the benefits of 

decentralized execution. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 



 

 
 

Effectiveness Through Control: Centralized Execution in Air Mobility Operations 

The Berlin Airlift in 1948 is widely considered in Air Mobility circles as a shining 

example of airlift efficiency, effectiveness and safety. During that operation, dubbed 

“Operation Vittles,” allied mobility air forces delivered over two million tons of life-

sustaining supplies to the blockaded city in one of the first conflicts of the Cold War. To 

accomplish this monumental feat the commander, General William H. Tunner, 

established tactics, techniques and procedures (TTPs) that enabled aircraft to land at 

three-minute intervals in Berlin. “Tunner's approach required the careful coordination of 

every aspect of the airlift, including detailed procedures, exact duplication, and precise 

execution of each phase of the operation from on-load to the return landing.”1 These 

TTPs essentially removed the decision-making authority from Tunner’s subordinate 

commanders and individual aircrews alike, flying in the face of the most sacred of air 

power tenets: centralized control and decentralized execution. Still, his philosophy led to 

the most successful airlift effort of its time and has held up as the model for effective 

and efficient airlift operations.   

Commanders in Air and Space Operations Centers (AOC) around the globe 

control airlift and tanker sorties much the same today as did General Tunner during the 

Berlin Airlift. The 618th Air and Space Operations Center, also known as the 

Tanker/Airlift Control Center (TACC) at Scott Air Force Base, Illinois, plans and controls 

the majority of strategic, or intertheater, airlift and tanker sorties. For intratheater 

operations, various AOCs, such as United States Central Command’s (USCENTCOM) 

Combined AOC (CAOC) at Al Udeid Air Base, Qatar plan and control all sorties in the 

theater. In both cases, the AOC delegates only a limited amount of tactical authority to 

subordinate commanders. Advancement in real-time communication systems and their 
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proliferation among mobility aircraft threaten to further limit that delegation. Even so, 

effectiveness and efficiency of airlift operations continue to increase, bringing into 

question the validity of the concept of decentralized execution.   

Every Mobility Air Forces (MAF) operation strives to achieve an optimal level of 

effectiveness and efficiency. These two goals are at times indirectly proportional, but 

they are not necessarily mutually exclusive. The priority for effectiveness or efficiency 

varies with type of operation. For instance, effectiveness measures the success of an 

emergency resupply airdrop, while efficiency is more important in intertheater airlift. 

Operational art, then, is required to determine the appropriate levels of control needed 

to achieve effectiveness and efficiency. In the MAF community, years of experience 

prove strict control of mobility assets yields maximum effectiveness and efficiency. This 

paper examines the Air Force tenet of centralized control and decentralized execution 

as it relates to MAF operations and proposes the AOC as the appropriate level of 

control and execution. The first part of this paper explores four of the six other tenets of 

airpower listed in Air Force doctrine—flexibility, synergistic effects, concentration and 

priority—and demonstrates how decentralization to no lower than the AOC-level 

enables those tenets, and achieves effectiveness and efficiency in recent MAF 

operations. The second part analyzes the risks associated with this centralized 

command and control architecture and proposes a course of action to mitigate those 

risks while preserving the benefits of decentralized execution. 

A Shift toward Centralized Execution 

Air Force Doctrine Document 1 (AFDD 1) clearly identifies centralized control and 

decentralized execution as the most important of the airpower tenets, calling them “the 

fundamental organizing principles for airpower, having been proven over decades of 
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experience as the most effective and efficient means of employing it.”2 The doctrine 

describes the first part of the tenet, centralized control, as commanding airpower, which 

“should be accomplished by an Airman at the air component commander level who 

maintains a broad focus on the Joint Forces Commander’s (JFC) objectives to direct, 

integrate, prioritize, plan, coordinate, and assess the use of air, space, and cyberspace 

assets in any contingency across the range of operations.”3 AFDD 1 defines the second 

part of this most sacred team of airpower tenets, decentralized execution, as “the 

delegation of authority to designated lower-level commanders and other tactical-level 

decision makers to achieve effective span of control and to foster disciplined initiative 

and tactical flexibility.”4 Airpower proponents have dedicated hundreds of studies to the 

benefits of this tenet, defending it as the enabler of principles of war as well as other 

airpower tenets. But does the Air Force truly exercise decentralized execution? Robust 

AOCs and real-time communication capability blur the line between centralized and 

decentralized execution even further. 

Air Force senior leaders address this threat to decentralized execution in AFDD 1 

by offering “once a sortie has been tasked through the air tasking order, a JFACC (Joint 

Forces Air Component Commander) and AOC staff should not normally get involved in 

how the mission is executed.”5 While this is valid guidance for theater commanders and 

their staffs, they can, and routinely do affect the execution of sorties by codifying rules 

of engagement (ROE), Special Instructions (SPINs) and developing theater tactics, 

techniques, and procedures (TTPs). For example, the AOC-produced guidance listed 

above can dictate the run-in heading, altitude, and time of a routine airdrop in any 

theater. Additionally, aircrews are required to request approval for any deviations to the 



 

4 
 

established guidance through their controlling AOC. This strict command and control 

structure supports a widely accepted theory among Air Force officers; that "centralized 

execution happens if a sortie carries out its mission under direct control of an air and 

space operations center (AOC) (whether a theater AOC, the tanker airlift control center, 

or the space AOC), with no other echelon in the chain of command issuing orders."6 In 

OEF airdrop operations, AOC’s delegate very little execution authority, if any, to 

subordinates, including the aircrew. However, despite this tendency to centrally execute 

missions from the AOC, coalition aircrews have delivered unprecedented airdrop 

success in OEF. It is possible that strict control and execution of airdrop missions 

increases effectiveness and efficiency. AOCs similarly exercise strict control and 

execution of airland, aerial refueling, and aeromedical evacuation missions, causing 

some airmen to view this type of command and control as contradictory to current Air 

Force doctrine. But perhaps MAF senior leaders have determined a higher level of 

centralized execution achieves their desired standard of effectiveness and efficiency. 

Recent MAF operations highlight the success of this type of command and control 

architecture and demonstrate how the shift toward centralized execution enables the 

other tenets of airpower; the first to be addressed are flexibility and versatility.  

Centrally Executed Flexibility and Versatility 

One of airpower’s distinct advantages over land and sea power is its inherent 

flexibility and versatility. As AFDD 1 explains, “Flexibility allows airpower to shift from 

one campaign objective to another, quickly and decisively…to re-role assets quickly 

from a preplanned mission to support an unanticipated need…”7 In MAF operations, 

aeromedical evacuation provides a good example of this flexibility, particularly in 

unplanned emergency situations. The Air Force accomplishes these time-critical sorties 
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using the best-suited mobility airframe available at the time of the emergency and 

pairing it with an aeromedical team that cares for the patients while in flight. This 

concept of operations provides the maximum in scheduling flexibility, as it utilizes all 

mobility aircraft rather than a specific, dedicated airframe by reconfiguring the asset 

“into a flying hospital of sorts with cardiac monitors, defibrillators, intubation devices, 

litters and various supplies to sustain many types of patients.”8 Air Mobility Command 

(AMC), the Air Force Major Command responsible for aeromedical evacuation 

operations terms this concept as designated, versus dedicated airlift. A 2006 Air Force 

Magazine article described the flexibility of this concept, highlighting “When an injured 

service member needs to be moved, the first available aircraft can be readily identified 

with up-to-the-minute knowledge of where airlifters are. The pallets, medical teams, and 

other personnel will already be ready to go.”9 

Realizing the flexibility that enables these missions requires a robust and 

effective command and control system, as well as in-depth coordination between AOCs 

from several different theaters. Air Force Doctrine Document 3-17 (AFDD 3-17), Air 

Mobility Operations, establishes Aeromedical Evacuation Control Teams (AECT) to 

function as one of four teams in an Air Mobility Division (AMD), which is part of a theater 

AOC. The AECT is “responsible for aeromedical evacuation (AE) operational planning, 

scheduling, tasking, and assisting the AMCT (Air Mobility Control Team) with operations 

execution and monitoring. The AECT coordinates airlift support and evaluates available 

air mobility airframes assigned to or transiting the theater to meet theater AE 

requirements.”10 Additionally, each AMD establishes its own roles and responsibilities 

as determined by its senior leaders and their interpretation of established doctrine. For 
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instance, Air Force Central Command’s AMD states the responsibilities of their AECT in 

their published fact sheet. 

Aeromedical Evacuation Control Team (AECT) provides operational 
planning, scheduling, and execution of scheduled and unscheduled 
aeromedical evacuation missions through the appropriate AE elements. 
The AECT advises and briefs the CAOC Director on AE issues. 
Aeromedical evacuation operations provide centralized control of intra-
theater AE operations within the AOR, and the AECT assists with inter-
theater AE operations departing or transiting the AOR.11   

Common to both of these charters is the term “execution,” implying that AOCs and their 

staffs are responsible for executing aeromedical evacuation missions.   

This precise control and execution has led to the unprecedented improvements 

of aeromedical evacuation missions, and has saved countless lives through the 

flexibility enabled by that control. In his address to the International Aeromedical 

Evacuation/En Route Care Conference in July, 2011, the Air Force Surgeon General, 

Lieutenant General Charles Green stated, “Over the last ten years, AE professionals 

have moved more than 90 thousand patients by air, 10 thousand of those were critical 

care patients. And of those 90 thousand, only four patients have died while in the care 

of aeromedical specialists.”12 While those statistics speak to the great professionalism 

of aeromedical specialists, it also speaks to the efficiency and effectiveness of the 

control architecture for these missions. Control and execution authority, in this case, 

remains at the AOC level and are not delegated to subordinate commanders. On many 

sorties, times of takeoff and arrival, in-flight routing, altitudes, and even the type of 

approach to be flown at the destination are determined by AOCs leaving little execution 

authority to subordinates below that level. As an example of this centralized execution, 

Major General Quentin Petersen, former operations director for AMC explains “If a C-17 

is on final approach when an aeromedical evacuation is needed, airmen would be given 
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prompt instructions…“Clear these three pallets—we’re putting these [injured] folks on, 

and by the way, you’re not going to X, you’re going to Ramstein.”13 Even so, the 

statistics for survival rates and the ability to quickly transport patients to the care they 

require point to the success of centralized execution for the aeromedical evacuation 

mission. This command and control structure can also enable another of airpower’s 

tenets in MAF operations; creating synergistic effects. 

Centralized Synergy 

According to AFDD 1, “The proper application of a coordinated force across 

multiple domains can produce effects that exceed the contributions of forces employed 

individually.”14 As one of airpower’s tenets, the concept of creating synergistic effects 

applies to nearly every aspect of MAF operations. In fact, AFDD 3-17 states “the net 

effect of nearly every air mobility operation is synergy.”15 But is synergy created through 

decentralized or centralized execution in MAF operations? AFDD 3-17 cites the 

synergistic effects created by combining sister-service and coalition capabilities during 

Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF), specifically the airdrop insertion of the 173rd Airborne 

Brigade in March 2003. An examination of that mission reveals the true application of 

control and execution in today’s MAF operations. 

On March 26, 2003, more than 1,000 soldiers of the 173rd Airborne 
Brigade parachuted from 12 Boeing C-17 Globemaster III aircraft into 
northern Iraq, 8 days after the initiation of Operation Iraqi 
Freedom…During the next 96 hours, C-17s airlifted the second echelon of 
the brigade’s forces into Bashur, consisting of over 400 vehicles, 2,000 
soldiers, and 3,000 tons of equipment.16 

The close coordination required for this mission between Air Force and Navy 

fighter escorts, tankers and C-17 aircraft called for detailed and precise planning, 

command and control, and execution. This task fell to the Coalition Forces Air 
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Component Commander (CFACC) at the AOC in Al Udeid, Qatar. For planning the 

tactical elements of the mission however, the AOC relied upon the expertise of the 

airborne mission commander and his staff. That mission commander, Lieutenant 

General Robert Allardice, then a Colonel, reflected “We were able to plan early on much 

more deliberately. And we had a great connection with the people who build the Air 

Tasking Order, which is the guide for all air assets."17 Utilizing this tactical expertise 

during the planning process and incorporating the inputs of the subordinate commander 

into the Air Tasking Order (ATO), the AOC created synergy between the multitudes of 

aircraft required for the mission. 

By definition, the ATO is “a powerful tool that aids the Combined Air Component 

Commander to efficiently and effectively plan, organize and direct air operations through 

centralized planning.”18 It is an authoritative document that is the culmination of 

extensive planning and coordination and is a CFACC’s method of controlling the flow of 

aircraft in a specific area’s airspace. In effect, the ATO creates synergy by fusing the 

actions of joint and coalition partners into an actionable daily air order of battle. In their 

article Theater Mobility Forces: Command and Control Doctrine, Robert Swisher, John 

Holly and David Foster explain the “joint air operations center expresses the will of the 

COMAFFOR/JFACC through the air tasking order (ATO) and is the single point of 

contact for ATO planning, coordination, and execution.”19 During the airdrop into 

Bashur, the ATO dictated air routes, time over target, and altitudes for the numerous 

aircraft supporting the mission. General Allardice’s comments above indicate the 

executors of this mission were extensively involved in the planning, but the ATO 

directed the execution of the mission. Therefore, by requiring approval for any changes 
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to the flight profiles of these aircraft once they had launched, the JFACC centrally 

controlled and executed this mission through the AOC. 

Perhaps because of the sheer number of aircraft involved and the requirement 

for precise coordination between the ground and air elements the execution of the 

Bashur airdrop was not decentralized beyond the AOC level. Based on the results of the 

mission, that was not such a bad thing. Through centralized control at the AOC and 

centralized execution through the ATO, coupled with the appropriate level of 

decentralized tactical authority and planning, the joint air forces inserted and sustained 

a combat brigade in an anti-access environment without any aircraft losses. In this case, 

centralized control and execution created the synergy required to accomplish the task. 

Not surprisingly, this level of command and control also enables the concentration and 

prioritization of MAF aircraft for world-wide missions. 

Concentration and Priority through Centralization 

Concentration and priority are two separate tenets of airpower but are 

inseparable in MAF operations. AFDD 3-17 highlights the importance of these two 

tenets based on the limited availability of mobility aircraft.  

Air mobility forces are a finite but crucial resource to the Air Force and the 
nation. Consequently, the majority of those assets are centrally controlled 
by one command (AMC) that can quickly shift those resources wherever 
the combatant commanders or other government agencies need them 
most.20   

As AFDD 3-17 goes on to explain, “Concentration allows Airmen to maximize air 

mobility effects while, at the same time, reduce their exposure to risk.”21 Prioritizing 

these assets is the critical next step in concentrating them to achieve the desired 

effectiveness and efficiency. By prioritizing limited assets and through concentration, 

MAF forces provide “the key to employing overwhelming air and space power at the 
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right place and at the right time.”22 MAF aircraft fly global and theater sorties on an 

hourly basis, adding to the complexity of coordinating, controlling and executing these 

missions. Intratheater airlift and tanker missions are centrally controlled and, to an 

extent centrally executed through the aforementioned ATO. The 618th TACC normally 

controls and executes intertheater missions using the Global Decision Support System 

(GDSSII) to prioritize and concentrate MAF forces. 

AMC unveiled their latest command and control asset, GDSSII, in May of 2005. 

Then Director of Communication and Information for AMC, Colonel Earl Matthews, said 

of GDSSII, “It is the most complex and comprehensive (command and control) system 

fielded in the Air Force. Operating on unclassified and classified networks, (the system) 

will be AMC's one-stop-shop (command and control) system, providing unprecedented 

visibility of aircrews, cargo aircraft and ongoing missions regardless of their location."23 

Through GDSSII, mobility directors at TACC schedule missions, plan routes, dictate fuel 

and cargo loads, provide diplomatic clearances, and even supply weather and special 

instructions for airmen. They then task these missions to subordinate units who 

populate GDSSII with specific aircrew information and aircraft tail numbers. Any 

changes to the planned profile that are requested by the subordinate unit, i.e. route of 

flight, en route stops or changes in the fuel load, require the approval of TACC. 

Therefore, the GDSSII command and control mechanism leaves only the most basic of 

decisions to the subordinate commanders responsible for flying the mission. This 

mechanism, however, proved invaluable in concentrating and prioritizing airlift assets to 

achieve the maximum effectiveness and efficiency during recent Haitian humanitarian 

relief operations. 



 

11 
 

The disaster triggered by a 7.0 magnitude earthquake on the island-nation of 

Haiti tested the airpower tenets of priority and concentration in January, 2010. This 

event caused significant destruction and casualties in excess of 112,000 deaths and 

194,000 injuries. Additionally, it left 500,000 Haitians in need of humanitarian 

assistance. 

At the time of the earthquake, AMC was already heavily supporting 
worldwide operations, including two combat theaters in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. In fact, most of the personnel assigned to the 618 TACC, 
AMC’s air and space operations center, were focused on the surge 
operations for the Department of Defense’s Afghan plus-up. Moving 
additional troops and equipment halfway around the world on the 
timetable required by the US Army entailed a substantial logistical feat in 
its own right. Adding a large humanitarian operation, as the Haiti disaster 
would become, meant the 618 TACC mission planners had to shift from 
an almost single-minded focus of accelerating the airflow and increasing 
the number of arrivals in Afghanistan to including the building of a plan on 
how they were going to support a sizeable airflow to Haiti. Because of the 
commitments in Afghanistan, this had to be done with minimal interruption 
to that airflow.24 

Obviously, this relief action required the correct prioritization of limited MAF assets to 

support both theaters and to concentrate mobility airpower in the right places and times. 

The 618th TACC quickly went to work on Operation UNIFIED RESPONSE, functioning 

“as the mobility operations hub, planning and directing airlift and air refueling 

operations.”25 Through GDSSII, the 618th TACC was able to plan and execute these 

missions using aircraft and crews from AMC, Pacific Air Forces, Air Education and 

Training Command, Air Force Special Operations Command, Air Force Reserve 

Command and the Air National Guard. The 618th TACC strictly controlled the routes of 

flight and arrival and departure times into the Port-au-Prince airport, “essentially 

executed directional authority over flights into and out of Haiti’s airspace.”26 The 

618th TACC provided priority and concentration by centrally controlling and executing 
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these missions. By the end of the operation in June, 2010, MAF aircraft had flown 4868 

sorties, transported 48,996 passengers and delivered 26,828 short tons of life-saving 

supplies and equipment to and from Haiti.27 These results clearly demonstrate how, 

through the appropriate level of control and execution, MAF forces were concentrated 

and prioritized to achieve effectiveness and efficiency. If this type of command and 

control produces the required results, why, then, do airmen bristle at the thought of 

centralized execution? Perhaps there is a misunderstanding of the supreme tenet of 

decentralized execution. 

Understanding Decentralization 

Aeromedical evacuations, the combat airdrop in Iraq and airlift and tanker 

support for relief efforts in Haiti are all good examples of how MAF forces achieve 

flexibility, synergy and concentration and deliver with effectiveness and efficiency. Each 

of these missions demonstrates the tendency of Combatant Commanders to retain 

control and execution of air operations at the AOC level. Is this the appropriate level of 

decentralization, or is this a violation of the most sacred of airpower tenets as written by 

the Air Force doctrinal framers? Examining the origins of the tenet provides the answer. 

The Air Force first introduced centralized control and decentralized execution as 

a tenet in 1971, but did not offer any real explanation of the concept in doctrine until 

1992. Basic aerospace doctrine of the time explained “that the tenet evolved to correct 

deficiencies in World War II, where airpower was divided up ineffectively, and Vietnam, 

where airpower was controlled too tightly at too high a level.”28 Previous editions of Air 

Force doctrine had attempted to codify the concept of decentralized execution through a 

variety of explanations. In his 2005 doctoral thesis, Lieutenant Colonel Michael 

Kometer, USAF, describes the different definitions as they have evolved since 1971. 
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But in the 1971 version, the wording was “centralized allocation and 
direction and decentralized control and execution.” It was the 1975 version 
that first called for “centralized control, decentralized execution, and 
coordinated effort.” Then in 1979, the document attempted to lay out the 
division of labor between higher echelon and lower echelon commanders. 
It said the former should ”define the missions and tasks, and then direct 
lower echelons to conduct the operations,” while the lower echelons 
should be responsible for “details for mission planning.” In fact, this edition 
claimed, the principle of “decentralized execution” reflected an “aspect of 
our national character,” which was to trust and enable individuals to 
perform to the best of their abilities.29 

This concerted effort to ingrain decentralized execution into Air Force lexicon and 

doctrine was overwhelmingly a Combat Air Forces (CAF; fighter and bomber 

community) initiative. As mentioned earlier, the tight control of these assets by political 

leaders and the level of involvement by the same in target selection during the Vietnam 

War had hardened senior Air Force leaders against their civilian superiors. So much so 

that General Charles Horner, the JFACC during Operations DESERT SHEILD and 

DESERT STORM reflected “if you want to know whether war is going to be successful 

or not, just ask where the targets are being picked. If they say, “We picked them in 

Washington,” get out of the country. Go to Canada until the war is over because it is a 

loser.”30 Since 1971, airpower advocates have dedicated numerous studies to the 

concept of decentralized execution but, interestingly, very few of these studies mention 

the merits of the concept when discussing MAF operations.  

At its most basic level, decentralized execution is the delegation of authority to 

the lowest level that facilitates the accomplishment of a task. When considering the 

application of this concept, commanders must determine where the lowest level resides. 

The successes of MAF operations since World War II and as illustrated through the 

examples above suggest that the lowest level for execution authority resides at the 

AOC. MAF commanders and planners can achieve flexibility, synergy and concentration 
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only through strict control of finite mobility assets. While subordinate commanders 

below the AOC level sometimes view this method as centralized control and execution, 

combatant commanders have not violated the supreme tenet as they have delegated 

authority to the most appropriate level that achieves both effectiveness and efficiency. 

And since this method prevails in MAF operations, Air Force doctrine must provide for a 

better understanding of decentralized execution. 

The problem with the term “decentralized execution” comes from a lack of a 

common definition. Not surprisingly, the various definitions and evolving nature of this 

concept make it difficult to understand and apply in the MAF community. Kometer 

summarizes this problem in his essay. 

The concept of “centralized control and decentralized execution” is 
confusing, and it means something different to everyone involved. Further, 
the language is ambiguous. What is “control” to one person may be 
“execution” to another. In fact, is not control a part of execution? The 1971 
AFM (Air Force Manual) 1-1 seemed to think so.31   

As written in AFDD 1, the practice of decentralized execution can “foster disciplined 

initiative and tactical flexibility. It allows subordinates, all the way down to the tactical 

level, to exploit situational responsiveness and fleeting opportunities in rapidly changing, 

fluid situations.”32 These are the inherent benefits, but are they the only reason for the 

concept? The majority of research on the origins of this tenet indicates senior Air Force 

leaders were trying to prevent undue influence from those outside airpower circles. This 

concern is even more valid today because of near real-time communications capabilities 

and the strategic impact of airpower. Air Force doctrinal authors attack this concern 

through the airpower tenet of balance, explaining “an Airman is uniquely—and best—

suited to determine the proper theater-wide balance between offensive and defensive 

air operations, and among strategic, operational, and tactical applications.”33 



 

15 
 

Additionally, the establishment of the JFACC in Joint doctrine attempts to ensure 

airpower remains under the command of an airman. Together, the tenet of balance and 

the JFACC guard against the undue influences that dilute airpower’s effectiveness. 

Disciplined initiative, tactical flexibility and situational responsiveness do, however, 

remain vital capabilities in air operations. As such, MAF doctrine must preserve and 

encourage these capabilities as execution becomes more and more centralized. 

Risks and Mitigation 

Since MAF forces have demonstrated the benefits of centrally controlled and 

executed operations, and have in fact practiced centralized execution since World War 

II, MAF doctrine must change. Air Mobility commanders, planners and aircrew need a 

better definition—one that clearly explains the concept and protects the intent of 

decentralized execution yet highlights the flexibility, synergy and concentrating effects of 

centralized execution during MAF operations. Therefore, this paper advocates the 

following as clarifying guidance in AFDD 3-17:   

Often in large air mobility efforts, precise control and execution is required 
to facilitate the flexibility, synergy and concentration of forces that make 
those efforts successful. In such cases, centralized control and execution 
at the AOC-level is the preferred method of employment as it serves as an 
enabler of mobility airpower and garners maximum efficiency. 

Air Force doctrine should include case studies such as those included in this paper to 

illustrate this concept. Furthermore, AFDD 3-17 should include guidance that protects 

and fosters flexibility and disciplined initiative at the tactical level. In his article, 

“Centralized Execution in the Air Force,” John Schaefer offers “centralized execution 

redirects a sortie's effort but should not take all initiative away from the aircrew. Our 

entire system of training seeks to develop aircrews that can take stock of the existing 

tactical situation and execute their mission.”34 By these measures, doctrine should 
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empower subordinates to determine the course of action that will lead to success in 

specific situations. For instance, an aircrew tasked to airdrop supplies to ground forces 

may be constrained by pre-planned altitudes, run-in heading, and a myriad of other 

restrictions, but remains empowered to deviate from the pre-planned specifics in order 

to accomplish the mission. Relying on aircrew expertise as it applies to the tactical 

situation preserves ingenuity and initiative, and ensures the effectiveness of airpower. 

By explaining these concepts in AFDD 3-17, MAF forces will continue to benefit from 

the training and expertise of their aircrew members. 

Merely mentioning “centralized execution” in Air Force doctrine carries significant 

risk to the fundamental beliefs about the employment of airpower. Among them is the 

aforementioned involvement of strategic leaders in tactical decisions and execution. As 

Schaefer points out, “centralized execution that removes the ability to adjust to real-

world conditions amounts to micromanagement and is counterproductive.”35 While this 

is a concern for MAF forces, strategic leadership involvement has more impact on CAF 

forces, particularly in target selection and the ability to re-direct airborne forces. 

Typically, planning and execution of MAF operations are left to the experts at the TACC 

or the various AOCs. Nevertheless, MAF senior leaders must recognize the risk and 

take the appropriate action to mitigate it. 

These senior leaders must also resist the temptation to become involved in the 

mission execution efforts of their own subordinates. As an example of 

micromanagement, senior leaders at AMC receive a daily briefing on the status of 

individual Not-Mission-Capable (NMC) aircraft, receiving updates on aircraft parts, 

where those parts are in the supply chain, and how long it will take to repair the aircraft, 
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et cetera. This level of involvement is not in line with the concept of decentralized 

execution, as subordinate commanders are responsible for aircraft maintenance and the 

tracking of status. 

In his article, “Air Force Doctrine and Leadership, Steve Michael advocates 

creating a separate doctrine document covering the tenets of leadership. Centralized 

control and decentralized execution, Michael writes, “speak expressly to leadership 

issues that are becoming increasingly complex due to technological advancements that 

bring detailed information about the battlefield into the lap of everyone involved, from 

the pilot in the cockpit to the four-star general at headquarters.”36 Leadership doctrine 

would aid in determining the appropriate level of delegation throughout the different 

levels of war by explaining the benefits of both centralized and decentralized execution 

and which is appropriate for specific situations. If created, leadership doctrine would 

help to minimize micromanagement and preserve the intent of decentralized execution. 

Even greater than the risk of micromanagement by senior leaders is the risk to 

aircrew proficiency. MAF operations require that aircrews remain proficient in each role 

of their assigned platform. Aircrew proficiency and experience in making tough 

decisions enables this flexibility. Centralized control and execution can erode these 

critical capabilities by denying the authority to make those decisions. MAF leaders must 

guard against creating a force of aviators who are over-reliant on real-time 

communications, who cannot handle unexpected changes in their missions, and who 

are not prepared to make tactical decisions based on their commander’s intent without 

asking for approval. Currently, the MAF community attempts to minimize this risk though 

training and exercises which place execution authority at the squadron and aircrew 
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level. MAF leaders must increase these training opportunities. Just as aircrews practice 

operating their aircraft with degraded equipment, they must also practice planning and 

executing missions with degraded support or reach-back capabilities. 

Training solves the majority of these issues only if the aircrews are available to 

get it. With the majority of MAF aircrews deployed four or more months out of every 

year their availability is limited at best. Coupled with constrained budgets, training 

opportunities are even more scarce. For these reasons, theater AOCs must attempt to 

draft SPINs and ROE that maximize the benefits of centralized execution, yet delegates 

as much execution authority as possible to the mission commander. This will allow 

aircrews to gain valuable planning and decision-making experience and ensure the 

MAF force remains proficient in the myriad of mobility operations. 

Conclusion 

Any effort to move away from decentralized execution has very few supporters in 

the airpower community, thus there is no epitaph for this paper. However, MAF 

operations since World War II have exercised some level of centralized execution and 

have achieved both effectiveness and efficiency. The key for Air Force leaders has 

been in determining the appropriate level of delegation to enable success, and for 

mobility operations, that level is the AOC. By decentralizing execution authority to no 

lower than the AOC, combatant commanders have also enabled other tenets of 

airpower, such as flexibility, synergistic effects, concentration and priority while reaching 

their required levels of effectiveness and efficiency in MAF operations. Although this 

method of centralized control and execution poses a potential threat to airpower’s most 

sacred tenet, the rewards have proven to outweigh the risks. The Air Force can easily 

mitigate these risks through training and education of senior leaders and aircrew alike, 
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and by clarifying the definition and intent of decentralized execution in Air Force 

doctrine. By implementing the measures suggested in this paper, MAF leaders can 

ensure the flexibility and disciplined initiative that preserves the intent of decentralized 

execution while garnering the effectiveness and efficiency that comes with 

centralization. 
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