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This, they say, will lay the groundwork for the next
stage of more dramatic changes, which include the
fielding of sixth—generation fighters as well as new
uses of autonomous unmanned systems—perhaps
even using autonomous helicopters to rescue
downed personnel in dangerous combat zones.

But time is running short. Russia's invasion
of Ukraine has shown the era of great power
competition is here—and Pentagon leaders fear a
conflict with China could be nearer than expected.

There are technical hurdles to overcome. And it
remains an open question whether congress will
even allow the requested aircraft divestments,
with150 retirements planned for 2023. All of this
has led some experts to question whether the

Air Force can make its ideal next— generation
capabilities a reality.

John Venable, a defense policy expert with
the conservative Heritage Foundation, said the
service must be cautious. As it downsizes older
systems, he said, the Air Force hopes to bring new,
advanced capabilities to fruition before next crisis—
but it's unclear whether that's feasible.

In a briefing with reporters , Air Force Secretary
Frank Kendall said the service needs to make
transformational, not evolutionary, changes to
respond to what the United States now faces—
particularly from China.
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