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Chapter 1

THE RISE AND FALL OF THE RAPTOR

It is a striking ad. An intimidating combat aircraft soars in the background, with the slogan up front in all capital letters: 300 MILLION PROTECTED, 95,000 EMPLOYED. The ad—for Lockheed Martin’s F-22 Raptor fighter plane—was part of the company’s last-gasp effort to save one of its most profitable weapons from being “terminated,” as they say in standard budget parlance. The pro-F-22 ad ran scores of times, in print, on political websites, and even in Washington’s Metro. One writer at the Washington Post joked that at a time when many companies had been cutting back on their advertising budgets, Lockheed Martin’s barrage of full-page ads in February and March 2009 was the main thing keeping the paper afloat.

When an arms company starts bragging about how many jobs its pet project creates, hold on to your wallet. It often means that the company wants billions of dollars’ worth of your tax money for a weapon that costs too much, does too little, and may not have been needed in the first place. So it is with the Raptor, which at $350 million per plane is the most expensive combat aircraft ever built.1 Secretary of Defense Robert Gates has suggested that the F-22 needs to be cut because even with wars raging in Iraq and Afghanistan, it has never been used in combat. In fact, in its first “mission”—flying to Japan for deployment at a U.S. air base there—the plane had  technical difficulties and had to land in Hawaii, far short of its final destination.

But Lockheed Martin insists that the Raptor’s unique capabilities more than justify its huge price tag. For example, did you know that it is the “first and only 24/7/365 All-Weather Stealth Fighter”? That it has a radar signature “approximately the size of a bumblebee”? Or that it provides “first-look, first-shot, first-kill air dominance capability”? Lockheed Martin has a lot to say, and it is serious about selling you its most profitable plane. How else to explain the statement from the F-22 Raptor web page that, “when we meet the enemy, we want to win 100-0, not 51-49”?2 It is hard to take this claim seriously. The Raptor has never seen combat—and it may never do so given that it was designed to counter a Soviet plane that was never built—so at best the score is zero to zero. But the statement has a grain of truth—it describes Lockheed Martin’s lobbying efforts a whole lot more accurately than its fighter plane’s mission success rate.

The company never reached its goal of 100-0 support in the Senate, but not for lack of trying. As soon as there was even a whisper of a possibility that the F-22 program would be stopped at “only” 187 planes—about what the Pentagon wanted, but only half of what the Air Force and Lockheed Martin were striving for—the company started racking up big numbers on its side. By early 2009, months in advance of President Barack Obama’s first detailed budget submission to Congress—which would decide the fate of the F-22—Lockheed Martin and its partners in the F-22 project (Pratt & Whitney and Boeing) had lined up forty-four senators and two hundred members of the House of Representatives to sign on to a “save the Raptor” letter. A similar letter was sent by twelve governors—including prominent Democrats like David Paterson of New York and Ted Strickland of Ohio. R. Thomas Buffenbarger, the president of the International Association of Machinists and Aerospace Workers (IAM), also weighed in.3 The governors’ letter reads as if it was drafted by Lockheed Martin, which it probably was. “We urge you,” it begins, “to sustain 95,000 jobs by certifying continued production of the F-22 Raptor—a defense program that is critical to our defense industrial base.” After describing it as “the world’s only operational 5th Generation fighter” (a  popular Lockheed Martin description of the Raptor), the letter returns to the jobs argument, asking the President to “consider carefully the economic impact of your decision.”4


At the heart of the lobbying campaign was the mantra of “jobs, jobs, jobs”—jobs in forty-four states, or so the company claimed. Lockheed Martin’s PR barely bothered to mention that the F-22 is needed to defend the country; that argument was there in the background, but it wasn’t the driving force. Lockheed’s ads for the plane got more and more specific as time went on, with a series showing people at work on components of the plane with legends like 2,205 F-22 JOBS IN CONNECTICUT; 125 SKILLED MACHINISTS IN HELENA, MONTANA; 50 TITANIUM MANUFACTURING JOBS IN NILES, OHIO; and 30 HYDRAULIC SYSTEMS SPECIALISTS IN MISSISSIPPI. All that was missing were ads for 132 LOBBYISTS, WASHINGTON, D.C.

There was only one problem with this impressive flurry of job claims: They were grossly exaggerated. Utilizing standard techniques that estimate the numbers of jobs generated by different kinds of economic activities, the $4 billion or so per year that the federal government was spending on the F-22 would create less than half as many jobs as Lockheed was claiming. The estimating method—known as input-output analysis—covers all the bases. It measures every job involved, from directly working on the plane, to working in plants supplying components, to working in the restaurant across the street from the plant where workers spend their wages, and so on.5


As for those assertions about where the F-22 jobs were located, when pressed the company refused to back them up. When a USA Today reporter asked for details on the locations of F-22 supplier plants, the company claimed that such information was proprietary and refused to provide it.6 Never mind that Lockheed Martin gets almost all of its revenues and profits from the federal government—when it’s time to come clean about how it is using our tax money, it’s none of our business.7


But whatever the exact number is, a job is a job is a job. And unlike many government programs whose impact is more dispersed, a military contract generates jobs in large, identifiable locations that can be directly linked to decisions made by the President and the Congress.  Add to that the money and lobbying muscle of a company like Lockheed Martin and it’s a tough combination to beat. Members of Congress don’t want to have someone say that they voted against jobs in their state or district—or didn’t do enough to keep jobs there. And when a factory scales back or empties out, it’s hard to miss. The irony is that almost any other form of spending, from education to health care to mass transit to weatherizing buildings—even a tax cut—creates more jobs than military spending.8 For example, if the F-22 gets funding and spending on other public investments goes down accordingly, there will be a net loss of jobs nationwide. But most of these other jobs are less visible and more widely dispersed, and most importantly, their advocates lack the well-oiled lobbying machine that a firm like Lockheed Martin can bring to bear.

This wasn’t the first time the future of the F-22 had been threatened. Back in 1999, the odd couple of the late Representative John “Jack” Murtha (D-PA) and Representative Jerry Lewis (R-CA) teamed up to withhold production funding from the F-22 in protest over the program’s huge cost overruns. There was no immediate question of ending the program, just a pause to get the company’s—and the Air Force’s—attention.9 But to make sure that the pause didn’t become more than a pause, Lockheed Martin pulled out all the stops, deploying Republican ex-Senator Matt Mattingly of Georgia and former House members like Democrats “Buddy” Darden of Georgia and G. V. “Sonny” Montgomery of Mississippi as paid lobbyists. From a luxury box at a Baltimore Orioles game to the steam room of the House gymnasium—fair game to ex-members like Montgomery and Darden—the urgent message went out that allowing funding to slip for even a few months might strike a devastating blow to our security and our economy. Representative James Moran (D-VA) was taken aback when Sonny Montgomery confronted him in the House steam room: “We sat on the sauna naked together and talked about the F-22. ... That’s the advantage former members have.”10


Lockheed Martin even went so far as to send its then-CEO, Vance Coffman, to visit Lewis and Murtha face to face. Coffman complained bitterly to Lewis that “you went around our back, you didn’t give us a heads-up.” Coffman also showed up at Murtha’s office.  Murtha—an ex-Marine who embodied the word “gruff ”—had heard about Coffman’s meeting with Lewis. He was furious, telling Coffman, “Don’t ever [mess] with my chairman again.” Murtha then said, “I think you better leave,” only to relent and grudgingly let Coffman make his case.11


Despite the chilly reception from Lewis and Murtha, Lockheed wasn’t about to give up. Former Senator Dale Bumpers (D-AR) described its efforts as “one of the most massive lobbying efforts I’ve ever witnessed.”12 The Lockheed Martin campaign included a push by the 570,000-member IAM to lobby key senators. The IAM’s Washington lobbyist held out hope for this approach because jobs “are the one thing they [members of Congress] understand.”13


Meanwhile, the Air Force wasn’t exactly sitting on its hands. Although technically prohibited from lobbying Congress, the Air Force formed a “Raptor Recovery Team,” which, according to General Claude Bolton, put on “a full court press to tell our senior leadership in Congress ... that we believe the Air Force and the country need this.” The Air Force called its pressure tactics an “informational” activity and therefore got away with them despite the restrictions on lobbying members of Congress.14
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In the meantime, Lockheed’s arguments on the military need for the plane prompted sharp responses even among those who thought the plane was a “technological marvel,” as one company spokesperson put it. Williamson Murray of the Army War College was one such critic: “The F-22 is the best fighter in the world, no doubt about it. But there ain’t any opposition out there. It’s sort of like holding a boxing tournament for a high school and bringing Mike Tyson in.”15


The F-22’s growing cost caused its own concerns. It was so expensive that it threatened to crowd out spending on other combat aircraft.  16 It was a question of blowing billions now on a plane with no clear mission or saving up some money to buy the planes of the future.

At this point the plan was to buy 339 planes for a projected cost of over $62 billion—up from an initial proposal to buy 750 planes for a total price of $25 billion. That’s more than half as many planes for  well over twice the price. How could this happen? Unfortunately, all too easily. First, Lockheed Martin put in a low bid, knowing full well that the planes would cost far more than its initial estimates. This approach, known in the business as “buying in,” allows a company to get the contract first and then jack up the price later. Then the Air Force engaged in what is known as “gold-plating”—setting new and ever more difficult performance requirements after the plane was already in development. Last but not least, Lockheed Martin simply screwed up certain aspects of the plane’s production, even as it gouged the Pentagon on costs for overhead and spare parts. As we will see later, this is a time-tested approach that virtually guarantees massive cost overruns.

All of this didn’t sit well with Lewis and Murtha. The two congressmen argued that the funds allocated for the Raptor would be better spent on pilot training, aerial refueling planes, surveillance aircraft, and upgraded F-15 fighter planes (the generation of combat aircraft that came prior to the F-22). The Army quietly but firmly agreed. Army officials had noted that the service could equip a whole division—as many as fifteen thousand soldiers—for the cost of one F-22.17 The Army/Air Force split over the F-22 was an example of “interservice rivalry”—the competition among the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines for the largest possible share of the Pentagon budget pie. These battles generally occur behind the scenes, but the details occasionally leak out, as in the case of the F-22. It’s one of the complexities of the military-industrial complex: The military part of the complex is often divided against itself, not about how much to spend on the Pentagon, but about what to spend it on.

The future of the F-22 was finally decided in October 1999, and Lockheed Martin won in a split decision. The final deal gave the company $2.5 billion—less than the amount originally budgeted by the Clinton administration but more than the reduced level sought by Lewis and Murtha. In addition, the funding package called for more testing before the program could go full speed ahead.
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The lesson for Lewis, Murtha, and the other congressional critics of the F-22 seemed to be “don’t mess with Lockheed Martin.” But they  took solace in having at least succeeded in imposing a requirement for further testing. As for Lockheed, it learned that its lobbying machine could get the job done, although a number of observers suggested that it needed to revamp its approach to avoid being caught off guard in the future.

Cost concerns over the F-22 lingered into the early months of the George W. Bush administration, with some of his advisers suggesting that it might be necessary to kill or dramatically cut back the program to make room for other systems. But as it turned out, a second rescue of the Raptor wasn’t necessary. The tragic terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, radically changed the character of the military budget debate. A massive increase in Pentagon spending and a new attitude toward security combined to save the F-22 and other threatened projects from potential cuts. To give a sense of the magnitude of the shift, the increase in military spending from 2001 through 2003 was more than the entire military budget of most countries, including major powers like the United Kingdom and China.18 In this new climate, no major weapon system was likely to be cut, no matter how irrelevant it may have been to fighting Al Qaeda. As Harry Stonechipher, then Vice President of Lockheed Martin’s chief rival Boeing, put it in an interview with the Wall Street Journal, “the purse is now open,” and “any member of Congress who doesn’t vote for the funds we need to defend this country will be looking for a new job after next November.”19


In light of political precedent, anyone looking at the situation when the Obama administration came into the White House would have concluded that the F-22 would inevitably survive any potential budgetary threat, just as it had during the Clinton and Bush years. Despite the pledge of Obama administration Defense Secretary Robert Gates to cut outmoded systems from the military budget, the popular wisdom was that the F-22 would be spared, owing to Lockheed’s lobbying clout.

But the conventional wisdom was wrong. Not only did Gates eliminate funding for additional F-22s, but he also made it clear that doing so was among the easier decisions he had to make.

At an April 6, 2009, press conference, Gates cited the need to “re-balance this department’s programs” to enable it to “fight the wars we  are in today and the scenarios we are most likely to face in the years ahead.” In what appeared to be a rhetorical preemptive strike against opponents of particular cuts, Gates put his decisions in a strategic perspective: “Every defense dollar spent to over insure against a remote or diminishing risk, or in effect to run up the score in a capability where the United States is already dominant, is a dollar not available to take care of our people ... [and to help] win the wars we are in and improve capabilities where we are underinvested and potentially vulnerable.”  20 In keeping with that perspective, Gates announced a $13 billion increase in spending on military personnel, for everything from salaries for new troops to military health care to child care, housing, and education. Gates also added $2 billion for “drones” like the Predator, an unmanned aircraft that was to cause such controversy when it launched missile strikes in the border areas of Pakistan as part of the Obama administration’s stepped-up war in the region. He also proposed a 5 percent increase in funding for the Special Forces, the leading edge of any counterinsurgency effort.

The Defense Secretary also announced a series of increases in weapons spending, including an additional $4 billion for the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter (JSF), which, like the F-22, is a Lockheed Martin product. Referring to his strategic mix of cuts and increases—akin to what Representatives Jerry Lewis and Jack Murtha had tried to do in their fight to slow the F-22 program a decade earlier—Gates bragged that his decisions had done “a pretty good job, I think, of taking care of the industrial base.”21


It was in this context that Gates revealed that he was ending the F-22 program at 187 aircraft: the 183 that had already been purchased and four more that were included in the fiscal year 2009 emergency appropriations for Iraq and Afghanistan. Given that Gates had repeatedly stressed that the F-22 had never been used in Iraq or Afghanistan, putting the four planes in the emergency appropriation for the wars was essentially a going-away present to Lockheed Martin that would extend production of the F-22 from late 2011 into mid-2012. Three more years of production was hardly the emergency the company and its allies had intimated in its lobbying materials and newspaper ads, which made it sound like ninety-five  thousand jobs would disappear overnight if Congress failed to fund more F-22s.

The Gates decision sparked a minor uproar, as members of Congress such as Senator Saxby Chambliss (R-GA), Senator Joseph Lieberman (I-CT), and Senator Christopher Dodd (D-CT) cried foul and pledged to put up to twenty of the planes back into the fiscal year 2010 budget (compared to the twenty-four that would have been purchased if Gates had agreed to continue the program at prevailing rates). Chambliss promised to fight “as hard as I can” to save the program. Representative Phil Gingrey (R-GA), whose district contains the F-22 assembly plant, searched frantically for somewhere to get the money to keep the F-22 going. He went so far as to issue a bizarre statement to the effect that the plane should be funded in lieu of “wasting money” on developing a vaccine for swine flu. Another Georgia representative, Republican Tom Price, excoriated the President for the F-22 decision: “It’s outrageous that President Obama is willing to bury the country under a mountain of debt with his reckless domestic agenda but refuses to fund programs critical to our national defense.”22


F-22 supporters outside of Congress were even harsher. Retired Lieutenant General Michael Dunn of the Air Force Association—a powerful lobby representing tens of thousands of ex-Air Force personnel—argued that Gates’s decisions “may cost us lives and reduce our strategic options in a very dangerous world.”23


Even as they geared up for a vigorous effort to save the F-22—a campaign described by one former congressional staffer as verging on “an ugly food fight”—Lockheed Martin supporters were caught short when the company itself appeared to withdraw from the field of battle. In an April 22 conference call with defense industry analysts—just over two weeks after Gates’s announcement—Lockheed Martin’s Chief Financial Officer (CFO), Bruce L. Tanner, announced that the company would put no more effort into restoring funding for the F-22. “We had our chance to lobby this matter,” Tanner said. “We think we had a full hearing of that discussion. We are disappointed with these decisions, but we will accept those and go on.”24 The Lockheed Martin decision was no accident. An observer with inside knowledge of Robert Gates’s efforts to terminate the F-22 program said that  Gates called Lockheed Martin CEO Robert Stevens into his office and essentially said, “If you oppose me on this, I’ll eat your lunch.” Given all the other business the company had with the Pentagon, Lockheed’s top management decided to back off on lobbying for the F-22 for fear of alienating the company’s biggest customer.

Congressional boosters of the F-22 like Saxby Chambliss and Joe Lieberman—whose state is home to Pratt & Whitney, the engine-builder for the F-22—vowed to carry on the fight for the plane, as did the machinists’ union. Jeff Goen, the president of the IAM branch in Marietta, Georgia, continued to play the jobs card: “It doesn’t make sense that the government is looking at trying to save or create jobs at the same time it’s cutting something like this.” The union’s political director, Richard Michalski, pledged that its members would send thousands of messages to Congress urging them to restore Gates’s proposed cuts when the budget came before them in June or July 2009. “It’s going to be about jobs at the end of the day, but not in a selfish way,” said Michalski.25


For all of his proposed cuts—the elimination or sharp reduction of eight programs—President Obama’s proposed military budget still represented an increase over the last year of the Bush administration. The difference was in the distribution of the funds—spending more on personnel and partially shifting funds away from big-ticket items like the F-22 that were designed to address Cold War threats and into systems like the Predator that would be immediately put to use in current conflicts. Secretary Gates had achieved a shift in military spending, not a cut. But even this was no small achievement, given how rarely a major weapon system is eliminated.

Like a chess player looking two moves ahead, Gates had taken the jobs argument into account. While his official position regarding congressional opposition was to say, “My hope is that ... the members of Congress will look past parochial interests and consider what is in the best interest of the country as a whole,” Gates’s package of cuts was clearly crafted with the jobs issue in mind. He maintained that the decision was all about the defense needs of the country, but Gates was quick to point out that the job increases resulting from the acceleration of the F-35 program would more than offset the job losses from  ending the F-22 program. He indicated that while direct F-22 jobs would fall by eleven thousand—from twenty-four thousand to thirteen thousand—between 2009 and 2011, the F-35 program would gain forty-four thousand jobs over the same time period. Given that Lockheed Martin was also the prime contractor on the F-35, and that many of the same subcontractors involved in the F-22 worked on the F-35, Gates appeared to have trumped the jobs argument.26


But that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be a nasty “food fight” in Congress. The opposition to the cuts was bipartisan, pork-driven, and led by senators whose home states had the biggest stake in the program—Chambliss, whose home state of Georgia housed the F-22’s assembly operations, and Dodd, whose state was home to Pratt & Whitney, the producer of the engine for the F-22.

The initial skirmish occurred in the Senate Armed Services Committee, which voted 13-11 to build another seven F-22s, a maneuver that would keep the production line up and running and open the door to the provision of even more funds the following year. The goal of program advocates was to get at least to the Air Force’s prior goal of 243 planes, an additional 56 beyond what Gates was willing to buy. That would mean another $10 billion or so in taxpayer money that wouldn’t be available for other purposes, military or domestic.

The Armed Services Committee vote reflected the domestic politics of F-22 production, with liberals like Massachusetts Democrats John Kerry and the late Ted Kennedy voting for the plane because they had F-22 work in their state. But the economic tie to Massachusetts was marginal at best. Raytheon, a major Massachusetts-based weapons maker, is responsible for key electronics systems on the plane, but the work is done mostly in California. In explaining his support, Ted Kennedy’s office suggested that the senator hoped to see F-22s based at National Guard installations in his state. But even these fairly modest connections were enough to swing the votes of Kerry and Kennedy, perhaps out of the habit of voting for all things Raytheon.27  Meanwhile, Senator John McCain (R-AZ), President Obama’s opponent in the 2008 presidential elections, voted with committee chairman Senator Carl Levin (D-MI) to kill the plane. McCain was to be a key player as the fight moved to the Senate floor.

The vote in the House Armed Services Committee was far more dramatic, with lawmakers staying up until 2:30 in the morning before voting to support $369 million in long lead-time funding to help keep the project going. The vote was 31-30. Confirming the point that a little pork goes a long way, Utah Republican Rob Bishop had sponsored the amendment, even though no significant manufacturing work on the plane would be done in his state. His interest had to do with the fact that F-22s would probably be deployed at Hill Air Force Base in Utah as replacements for three squadrons of F-16s stationed there.28


Now that the Armed Services Committees had spoken, the real action moved to the Senate, where a vote would be held on the fate of the F-22 during consideration of the Pentagon budget as a whole. Senators Levin and McCain joined hands to promote an amendment that would strip the money for F-22s that had been added by the Senate Armed Services Committee. The lines were drawn. Given Lockheed Martin’s claim that work on the plane was being done in forty-four states (represented by eighty-eight of the body’s one hundred members), the company seemed to have the odds in its favor, even without putting on a major lobbying campaign in the wake of Gates’s decision to cancel the program. But Levin and McCain were not alone. Gates had persuaded President Obama to threaten a veto of any defense bill that included the F-22, the first such veto threat he had made as president. Defense industry analyst David Berteau described the move as “virtually unprecedented,” asserting that he “[hadn’t] seen anything like it” in his decades in and around the Pentagon and the defense industry.29


But Obama did more than threaten a veto. He put the full power of his administration behind the threat, with intense lobbying by Robert Gates and Vice President Joe Biden and White House Chief of Staff Rahm Emanuel “whipping” the issue in the Senate (counting votes and pressuring undecided members to go the administration’s way). A few weeks out from the mid-July 2009 vote, Senator Chambliss thought F-22 advocates would win by a comfortable margin, perhaps by as many as eighteen votes. But he didn’t count on the effect of the White House’s lobbying effort. Gates had told Obama that he  couldn’t get anything else done on defense budget reform if they lost on the F-22. Obama acted accordingly.

Critical support for the administration’s efforts came from a network of arms control and good government organizations that included Women’s Action for New Directions, Business Leaders for Sensible Priorities, Taxpayers for Common Sense, Common Cause, Peace Action, the Institute for Policy Studies, and the Project on Government Oversight.30 Members of these groups generated phone calls, e-mails, and letters while simultaneously working the halls of Congress in support of the Levin-McCain amendment to kill the F-22.

But perhaps the most extraordinary development of all was a speech that Robert Gates gave to the Economic Club of Chicago less than a week before the Senate vote. Gates opened with a dig at the Washington elite, telling his Chicago audience that the District of Columbia was the true “Windy City,” a nod to all the hot air expended there. He went on to give a frank assessment of what the administration was up against, noting that the F-22 cuts were meeting a “less than enthusiastic” response from “the Congress, among defense contractors, and within some quarters of the Pentagon itself.” He made the “guns-versus-guns” argument, suggesting that the Pentagon was still buying weapons designed for the Cold War even after the 9/11 attacks and the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan had confirmed the need for a different kind of equipment. Rather than framing the debate as a jobs argument, Gates was putting it in the context of what troops in the field needed to be safe and effective. He noted the need to cancel weapon systems that were “grotesquely over budget” and “increasingly detached from real-world scenarios”—a veiled reference to the F-22, among other programs.31


As for the F-22 itself, Gates suggested that it could be supplanted by buying more F-35 Joint Strike Fighters, which carried “a superior suite of weapons” that would be better at destroying enemy air defense systems. He also suggested that unmanned aerial vehicles could carry out many of the bombing missions formerly reserved for piloted aircraft like the F-22. As for the issue of the “Chinese threat,” Gates noted that by 2025, even without more F-22s, the United States would possess over 1,700 of the most advanced fighter aircraft “versus a handful of comparable aircraft for the Chinese.”32


But Gates’s harshest words were reserved for Congress. Noting that the Obama Pentagon budget was higher than the last budget submitted by George W. Bush, he asserted that, “by one estimate, our budget adds up to what the entire rest of the world spends combined on defense.” Said Gates, “Only in the parallel universe that is Washington, D.C., could this be considered ‘gutting’ defense.”33


Gates’s speech set the tone for the July 21, 2009, debate in the Senate, which sealed the fate of the F-22.

The supporters of killing the plane rallied around the amendment sponsored by Carl Levin and John McCain. McCain wasn’t against high military budgets, but he was a longtime opponent of pork barrel projects—weapon systems pushed by the Congress despite the fact that the Pentagon had never requested them. The amendment didn’t call for a reduction in the military budget. Instead, it sought a shift of the $1.7 billion that had been added for unnecessary F-22s back into operations and maintenance spending for the Army, Navy, and Air Force. As had happened with the effort by Jack Murtha and Jerry Lewis a decade earlier, this helped insulate the F-22’s opponents from charges of being “soft on defense.” The amendment would also provide fuel, spare parts, and other support equipment needed to keep America’s high-tech military functioning properly.

The arguments from Gates’s Chicago speech formed the backbone of the case in favor of the McCain-Levin amendment. Levin started out by warning against buying F-22s for purely “parochial reasons” and then cited the calls from the Secretary of the Air Force, the Air Force Chief of Staff, Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Admiral Michael Mullen, and Secretary Gates himself to end the program. The thrust of Levin’s argument was that the conflicts the United States will face in the decades to come are more likely to call for F-35 Joint Strike Fighters and unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), which are better suited to hitting terrorist sanctuaries and enemy air defense systems. In the much less likely case of an out-and-out air war with a country like China in which the United States would have to shoot down enemy fighter planes, he argued, the current F-22 “buy” of 187 planes would be more than adequate.

Levin cited a passage in Gates’s Chicago speech that underscored the absurdity of some of the “new missions” suggested by the plane’s  supporters. These included “using F-22s to go after Somali pirates who in many cases are teenagers with AK-47s—a job we already know is better done at much lower cost by three Navy SEALS [elite Navy commandos].”34 The net result of Levin’s statement was to make the F-22 proponents look desperate. Coming up next, Saxby Chambliss did nothing to dispel this impression.

Chambliss tried to brush off the views of Gates, Mullen, and other high-ranking officials; they were all appointed by the President and as such could never be truly “independent.”35 Of course, by this logic no presidential decision would be considered valid. Chambliss did have two authorities to cite—the head of the Air Force’s air combat branch and the head of the Air National Guard—but neither provided persuasive evidence of the need for F-22s. The heart of the pro-F-22 argument was not strategic but economic, and Chris Dodd was called on to make that case.

Dodd had three main arguments. First, he noted that the added funding for the F-22 was only “two-tenths of one percent of the [military] budget” and that it made no sense to put up to ninety-five thousand jobs at risk for such a “small” sum. Second, he argued that cutting a major program and the jobs associated with it was the wrong thing to do in the midst of a recession. And third, he suggested that it was essential to keep skilled workers engaged in the defense industry in case there was a need to increase production at some future date—an element of what is known as the “defense industrial base” argument.

While perhaps persuasive on the surface, Dodd ignored two key points. For starters, the Gates budget increased spending on the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter at the same time as it terminated the F-22, to the point that there might even be a net jobs increase as a result of the Pentagon’s new priorities. But even before finishing his first round of arguments, Dodd managed to get in a dig at Levin by referring repeatedly to the tens of billions of dollars spent to bail out the auto industry, the largest employer in Levin’s home state of Michigan: “We have provided $63 billion to Chrysler and General Motors to keep their production lines running ... [and] I worked with my colleagues who represent those States to provide federal assistance.”36  The implication was that it was time for Levin and others to do for the aerospace industry what they had done for the auto industry by providing financing for the F-22.

From then on, variations on the same arguments were made by each side, just by different speakers. In keeping with the “strange bed-fellows” phenomenon generated by pork barrel interests, liberal Senators Barbara Boxer (D-CA) and Patty Murray (D-WA) spoke for the F-22, out of concern for jobs in their states. An interesting interlude was provided by Senator Daniel Inouye, the Hawaii Democrat who has spent two decades as a leading member of the Defense Appropriations Subcommittee of the Senate Appropriations Committee. Inouye was legendary for bringing home the bacon in the form of earmarks for unrequested defense projects. He was proud of this role, describing himself as “the #1 guy for earmarks” in a presentation to a Hawaii business group.37 Inouye brought home over $206 million in 2009 alone, according to data compiled by the watchdog group Taxpayers for Common Sense. In return, Inouye had received over $117,000 in campaign contributions since January 2007 from companies that benefited from his earmarks, with over half coming from Lockheed Martin.38


It was in this context that Inouye made a strong call for the F-22 while lamenting virtually every weapons program termination of the prior twenty-five years. Apparently, Inouye never met a weapon system he didn’t like.

Inouye tried to bolster the authority of his case not just by citing his long service on a relevant committee but by noting that “to my knowledge there isn’t a single worker in the state of Hawaii whose job is dependent on continuing production of the F-22. ... I believe that the program merits continued production.” But Inouye was telling only half of the story. While there may or may not have been F-22 jobs in Hawaii, there were significant numbers of Lockheed Martin jobs at several facilities in the state. Company activities in the state have included testing components of the Theater High-Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) antimissile system at the Pacific Missile Range Facility in Kauai; experimentation aimed toward the construction of an Ocean Thermal Energy Conversion (OTEC) facility; and the establishment  of a 31,000-square-foot facility near the Hawaii airport to coordinate Lockheed Martin’s operations across the islands.39


The clinching argument for ending the F-22 program came from President Obama’s 2008 rival John McCain. For all of their battles during the campaign, this was one issue they could agree on. McCain opened by citing what was at stake:
This amendment is probably the most impactful amendment I have seen in this body on almost any issue, much less the issue of defense. It boils down to whether we are going to continue the business as usual of once a weapons system gets into full production it never dies or whether we are going to take the necessary steps to reform the acquisition process in this country.





He reminded his fellow senators that a vote for the F-22 would distort defense budget priorities away from what was most needed for “equipping the men and women of the military.” He further noted that “the earmarking and pork-barreling of billions of dollars ... has bred corruption—we have former Members of the Congress residing in federal prison.”40


McCain ended with a flourish, quoting two paragraphs from President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s famous military-industrial complex speech about the “unwarranted influence” of the arms lobby and the need for “an alert and knowledgeable citizenry” to keep it in its rightful place. McCain suggested that the only addition he would make to the speech was to “replace military-industrial complex” with “military-industrial-congressional-complex” in recognition of the role of Congress in funding unnecessary weapon systems like the F-22.41


In the end, the McCain-Levin amendment to end F-22 funding won by a significantly larger margin than expected—58-40. Conservative Republicans like Jim DeMint of South Carolina—the man who had suggested that the Republicans could “break” Obama if they blocked his health care plan—as well as John Ensign of Nevada and Judd Gregg of New Hampshire, joined the anti-F-22 bandwagon. Democrats Barbara Boxer (D-CA), Diane Feinstein (D-CA), Patty  Murray (D-WA), and Jeanne Shaheen (D-NH) voted for the plane. All of them had significant F-22 production in their state.

Perhaps the most important lesson of the F-22 vote was that the jobs argument doesn’t have to carry the day when it comes to decisions on what weapons to buy. The company’s claim that the F-22 was made in forty-four states was exaggerated: Many of these states had only marginal F-22 involvement. Having the President, the Secretary of Defense, and the head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff on record against the plane was obviously a huge boost to F-22 opponents, as was President Obama’s threat to veto any bill that included funds for the aircraft. And some Democrats, like Senator John Kerry, switched to the anti-F-22 side for the final vote in part because they felt that it was important for the President to have a “win” as he worked to enact other aspects of his agenda, including health care reform.

The most amazing thing about the F-22 affair was that Lockheed Martin was so large, and involved in so many weapons programs, that in the end, despite all of its alarmist rhetoric, the company may well have come out ahead of the game under the Gates budget package, owing in large part to the counterbalancing increases in the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter, designed to be the largest program in the history of military aviation.

Without the Joint Strike Fighter, the loss of the F-22 would have hit Lockheed Martin a lot harder. Instead, the company was able to preserve its role as the dominant player in the market for combat aircraft for the next generation and beyond.

Lockheed Martin’s victory over Boeing in the JSF competition was announced in October 2001, shortly after the 9/11 attacks. Original plans called for the United States and the United Kingdom to buy over 3,000 planes, a huge number compared with the 187 F-22s that were ultimately produced for the U.S. Air Force.42 The company was already on the upswing by mid-September, gaining $5 a share even as the Dow Jones industrial average dropped by seven hundred points.43 The win on the JSF solidified Lockheed Martin’s position as the most likely beneficiary of soaring Pentagon budgets in the post-9/11 period.

While each individual plane is slated to cost about one-third to one-half the cost of an F-22, the plan to buy up to three thousand of them—over fifteen times as many as the number of F-22s purchased by the Air Force—may make the JSF deal the largest in the history of combat aircraft. U.S. and U.K. customers for the plane include the U.S. Air Force, Navy, and Marines and the Royal Air Force and Royal Navy. Seven other partner nations—Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, Turkey, Canada, Australia, and Denmark—have invested about $4 billion in the JSF project up front in exchange for a role in designing the plane and preferred access to planes as they come off the production line. The bulk of production work will be carried out in the United States and the United Kingdom, including production of the front fuselage and wings—as well as final assembly—at Lockheed Martin’s plant in Fort Worth, Texas. The center fuselage will be produced by Northrop Grumman at facilities in Palmdale and El Segundo, California. BAE Systems will produce the aft (rear) fuselage in the United Kingdom. Other partner countries have no guaranteed role but will instead be given work on a “best value” basis, according to the Pentagon’s official F-35 website. This arrangement has already caused political friction among secondary partner countries vying for what they view as their fair share of F-35 development and production business.

However much work they receive, the partner countries are expected to buy another six to seven hundred planes beyond the U.S. and British purchases.44 The sheer size and scope of the program spurred an outbreak of hyperbole. In a single interview, Lockheed Martin executive Micky Blackwell described it as “the Super Bowl,” “the huge plum,” and “the airplane program of the century.”45 The Pentagon’s F-35 program manager later pointed to the complex network of partner nations involved to assert that “the sun never sets on the Joint Strike Fighter.”46 And Merrill Lynch analyst Byron Callan asserted that Lockheed Martin “owns the manned fighter business” as a result of the JSF victory.47


This huge initial market was meant to reduce the unit costs of the F-35, as were plans to set reasonable performance requirements that wouldn’t push the price through the roof. The buzz phrase that came to dominate early discussions of the JSF was that it would be “a  Chevrolet, not a Porsche,” or alternatively, “the Chevrolet of the skies.”48 By forgoing the gold-plating that had characterized the development of the F-22, the JSF designers hoped to create a highly capable aircraft without the performance glitches that plagued the Raptor and many prior combat aircraft programs.

The whole approach to the F-35 project was designed to head off what former Lockheed Martin CEO Norm Augustine has described—only partly in jest—as a situation in which, absent cost controls, the Pentagon budget would be able to afford only one fighter plane by 2054.49 The aspiration of the Joint Strike Fighter program to be the first in the modern era to produce an aircraft cheaper than its predecessor is one of its most revolutionary aspects.

Winning the JSF contract was a protracted process. After some early research in the first part of the 1990s, the Air Force finally narrowed down the competition to two companies, Boeing and Lockheed Martin. The stakes in the JSF competition were so high that the third bidder, McDonnell Douglas, faced the prospect of being driven out of the fighter plane business altogether. Why? Because McDonnell Douglas’s two most lucrative combat aircraft programs were going to be replaced by versions of the JSF. The company’s F-15 fighter—heretofore the Air Force’s top-of-the-line fighter plane—was now to be supplanted by a combination of the F-22 and the Joint Strike Fighter. And the company’s F-18 fighter/attack jet, which operates from the deck of an aircraft carrier, would be replaced by the Navy version of the JSF.

The JSF decision set off a virtually unprecedented game of corporate musical chairs that changed the face of weapons contracting in both the United States and the United Kingdom.

Within a month of being dropped from the JSF competition, McDonnell Douglas agreed to be purchased by Boeing, creating a formidable rival for Lockheed Martin in the process.50 Lockheed Martin itself was composed of parts of over a dozen different companies brought together under one roof during the defense merger boom of the 1990s (see chapter 8 for more details). So to some degree Boeing was just playing catchup when it swallowed McDonnell Douglas whole. It needed the McDonnell Douglas deal to stay competitive.

Although Boeing was able to beef up as a consequence of the McDonnell Douglas loss in the F-22 sweepstakes, another side effect played in Lockheed Martin’s favor. British Aerospace, which had been teamed with McDonnell Douglas for its JSF bid, came over to join the Lockheed Martin team. This gave Lockheed Martin a leg up in persuading Britain to weigh in on its behalf. It is one thing to have a given state or senator in one’s corner. It is quite another to have a sovereign state and longtime U.S. ally like the United Kingdom ready to go to bat for you.

Lockheed Martin took one additional step that strengthened its hand politically. It offered Northrop Grumman—the third major defense behemoth left standing after the merger boom—a role as principal partner. Northrop Grumman would be responsible for at least 20 percent of the work on the plane. This agreement gave Lockheed Martin even greater pork barrel clout and created a vested interest in key districts and states where Northrop Grumman had operations.51


Once McDonnell Douglas was out of the way, Lockheed Martin and Boeing waged a five-year battle to produce a prototype that would win the hundreds of billions in contract revenue promised by the JSF program. In airplane hangars in the Mojave Desert, surrounded by high fences and armed guards, each company quietly worked away at its designs, code-named the X-32 (Boeing) and the X-35 (Lockheed Martin). On the highway between Los Angeles and the desert design facilities were billboards reminding people of just who was working on the secretive project: One said BOEING, THE BEST, JSF, and the other was simply a picture of the Lockheed Martin prototype with the word IMMINENT.

Ultimately, “Team Lockheed” carried the day, to the delight of its employees, hundreds of whom came to the company’s Fort Worth, Texas, facility to celebrate the company’s victory over Boeing.52


But the celebration was shadowed by concerns about how to actually produce an aircraft with all of the capabilities required of the Joint Strike Fighter. “The fun starts now,” noted Lockheed Martin’s JSF program manager Tom Burbage. “We’ve got a lot of work to do.”53  Industry analyst Jon Kutler put it in even more daunting terms: “This  really should be considered a 40-year marathon, and we’re nowhere near the finish line.”54


Sure enough, the early years of the program were plagued by the kinds of political, technical, and cost problems that have become endemic in Pentagon contracting. The notion that “this one will be different”—owing to economies of scale, requirements that would favor the good over the perfect, and the unique, multi-nation partnership that was involved with the program from the outset—was proving not to be the case. The version of the plane being developed for the Marines and the British Royal Navy was already two thousand pounds overweight, and partner countries were bickering over how the work was being split up. Norway was threatening to pull out of the project if its companies didn’t get more work, and Italy sent a special delegation to Washington to press not only for a greater share of funding but also for access to more of the critical technologies its engineers would need to carry out their part of the design work. Lockheed Martin was trying to hold firm against these demands, arguing that spreading the work thinner would push the JSF well above its then-target price of $40 million to $50 million per plane. As Tom Burbage of Lockheed Martin put it, “Everyone wants to have more work, but this is not a jobs program and should not be confused as a jobs program. Our overarching goal is to produce affordable air power for the future.” Of course, this position was easy for Lockheed Martin to take, given that it already had the bulk of the money and the jobs involved in the project.55


At the June 2007 Paris Air Show the company was embarrassed when schedule slippage meant that only one JSF—a prototype—had been produced. In lieu of having planes to show—or to do stunts in the ever-popular flight exhibitions that form the backbone of the Paris meetings—Lockheed Martin commissioned paintings portraying imaginary F-35s flying over each partner nation, from gliding into Sydney Harbor in Australia to whizzing over the mountains of the Canadian Northwest. The art exhibit drew a decent turnout of the press, but hardly the level of attention that would have ensued if there had been actual planes there.56


The F-35 program’s difficulties carried over into late 2009, even after Secretary of Defense Robert Gates had vouched for it as a worthy  follow-on to the F-22. An internal Pentagon report leaked in late November, five months after Congress ended the F-22 program, suggested that the Joint Strike Fighter was so far behind schedule that it could cost an extra $16.6 billion over a five-year period. The rush to produce the planes without full testing raised the specter of expensive fixes after the aircraft had been produced and thus the retention of large, expensive engineering staffs much further into the life of the project than originally intended.57 These potential problems had been foreshadowed in a Government Accountability Office (GAO) report that expressed concern about the fact that the first 360 F-35s were going to be produced before full testing had occurred. The maxim of “fly before you buy” had been violated in yet another program, with costly consequences for the budget as well as for the product’s performance.58


The problems with the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter came to a head in early 2010, just six months after Secretary of Defense Gates had touted it as a capable, affordable alternative to building more F-22 Raptors. A report by the Pentagon’s Office of Independent Testing found that Lockheed Martin had completed only 16 of 168 proposed test flights for 2009. And the multibillion-dollar cost overruns had brought the projected price to over $300 billion, making it the costliest weapons program in the history of Pentagon procurement. In response to these developments, Gates decided to cut the production run for the 2011-2015 time frame while shifting roughly $3 billion from production to development.59 He also fired the Pentagon’s F-35 program manager. And he denied Lockheed Martin $614 million in award fees as a way to make the company pay at least a small share of the cost overruns on the plane. In the public relations battle that ensued, Lockheed’s efforts were supplemented by a piece written by Loren Thompson of the Lexington Institute. Thompson—who is often portrayed in press accounts as an objective analyst despite the fact that he does consulting work for Lockheed Martin—dismissed the cost concerns over the F-35 and made the astonishing claim that it would cost no more than a current-generation F-16 fighter. Lockheed Martin liked Thompson’s analysis so much that it posted it on the front page of its website.60


But even given Lockheed Martin’s troubles on the F-35 program, there was plenty of business to be had. As Loren Thompson told the  New York Times: “The defense industry is pleased but bemused. It’s been telling itself for years that when the Democrats got control it would be bad news for weapons programs. But the spending keeps going on.”

It is ironic that the greatest rival of the Lockheed Martin F-22 is the company’s own aircraft, the Joint Strike Fighter. Despite the mounting problems with the F-35, funding for the aircraft will still be substantial, in keeping with Gates’s April 2009 pledge. So will funds for other Lockheed Martin programs, including building and/or upgrading its C-130J and C-5 transport aircraft, and for its Littoral combat ship program—involving combat vessels designed to operate close to shore in support of counterinsurgency efforts. And the company even stands to gain from plans to make the F-35 capable of dropping nuclear bombs. The bomb in question—an upgrade of an existing design known as the B-61—may be developed in part at Sandia National Laboratories, a $2 billion per year operation that is a subsidiary of Lockheed Martin.

Even Lockheed Martin’s Marietta, Georgia, factory—the center of F-22 production—looks like it is going to do just fine. With significant work on not only the F-35 but also the C-130J and the C-5, even F-22 booster par excellence Saxby Chambliss acknowledged that, “irrespective of what happens on the F-22, there’s going to be plenty of work in Marietta for those 2,000 folks.... Jobs [are] probably not going to be an issue.”61


But advocates of the F-22 haven’t given up yet. If the Pentagon won’t buy more, maybe Japan, Australia, or Israel will. Even before the Senate vote that ended the F-22 program, Daniel Inouye had written to the Japanese Ambassador to the United States arguing that he could get the existing export ban on the plane lifted. The scaled-down versions offered under this scenario would be shorn of key classified components. But they could still cost over $250 million each. As of press time, the Air Force was opposed to lifting the export ban, but Inouye had succeeded in passing an amendment requiring it to at least study the idea of developing an export version of the F-22. Despite  the obstacles, Inouye will doubtlessly continue to promote the export option on Lockheed Martin’s behalf.62


Even without an export option, there is still a possibility that the F-22 could be revived. As defense contracting expert David Berteau has noted, if the problems with the F-35 program get much worse, “it’s not too late to undo the decision.”63


The F-22 wasn’t the only budget battle Lockheed Martin had to fight during the first year of the Obama administration. Another major system—the VH-71 presidential helicopter—was also on the chopping block. In his July 2009 speech to the Economic Club of Chicago—the same address that helped drive the nail in the coffin of the F-22 program—Secretary of Defense Gates singled out the VH-71:
We must also get control of what is called “requirements creep”—where more features and capabilities are added to a given piece of equipment, often to the point of absurdity. The most flamboyant example of this phenomenon is the new presidential helicopter.... Once the analysis and requirements were done, we ended up with a helicopter that cost nearly half a billion dollars each and enabled the President to, among other things, cook dinner while in flight under nuclear attack.64






Even prior to Gates’s move to cancel the helicopter program, it had become a target of budget-cutting efforts. And like the F-22, it brought John McCain and Barack Obama together. At a February 2009 “fiscal responsibility summit” held at the White House, McCain didn’t participate much. He sat through the meeting with what one reporter described as a “stern expression.” Another observer noted that he “appeared irritable and close to losing his temper at one point.” But when President Obama invited McCain’s input near the end of the meeting, his former rival jumped to attention and spoke about the need to go after wasteful military spending. He used the presidential helicopter as his case in point: “Your helicopter is now going to cost more than Air Force One. I don’t think there is any more graphic demonstration of how good ideas have cost taxpayers an enormous  amount of money.” Obama agreed; citing the VH-71 as “an example of the procurement process run amok,” he pledged that “we’re going to have to fix it.”65


The fact that Lockheed Martin got the contract in the first place—in a competition that reached its high point in the run-up to the 2004 presidential election—was a surprise to many industry watchers. The Sikorsky Helicopter Company, a division of the Connecticut-based United Technologies Corporation, had built every presidential helicopter since President Dwight D. Eisenhower first requested one in the 1950s to facilitate trips back and forth from the White House to the Camp David retreat. To make up for its lack of experience with helicopters, Lockheed Martin had teamed up with the Anglo-Italian firm Augusta-Westland, with the idea of adapting an Italian-designed aircraft for use as the presidential helicopter. Although the partnership strengthened Lockheed Martin’s technical case, it appeared to give Sikorsky a leg up in the game of pork barrel politics, since the latter could claim that its version would be 100 percent American and could argue that its rival would be shipping jobs to Europe at the expense of U.S. workers.

The battle for the contract got downright nasty, with Sikorsky Vice President Jeffrey Pino suggesting that “there is a visceral gut feeling that you don’t want the president in a Mercedes or flying around in an Italian helicopter. We want the president in an American chopper.” Firing back, Stephen Moss of Augusta-Westland asserted that “the real question is whether you want competition on a level playing field or a win based on jingoistic antiforeign sentiment in an election year.”66


Lockheed Martin was able to counter the “anti-foreign” argument on several fronts. First the company tried to turn the European connection to its advantage. British Prime Minister Tony Blair, high on the list of those who could influence President George W. Bush owing to the United Kingdom’s strong support for the U.S.-led war in Iraq, sent a note to the President touting the helicopter. And a delegation of Italian business executives and government officials did a lobbying blitz through Congress that claimed that the Augusta/Lockheed aircraft would create three thousand jobs in the United States. Most of  those jobs would be at a Lockheed Martin facility in the town of Owego, New York, home state of Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton, who also worked aggressively on behalf of Lockheed’s bid. Lockheed refused to give an inch on the jobs issue: Its brochures on the helicopter were headlined “American Jobs, American Pride.”

For its part, Sikorsky’s biggest advocates were its home-state officials from Connecticut, bolstered by executives from major firms like Northrop Grumman and General Electric that were to build parts of their version of the helicopter. In a move designed to embellish its “all-American” credentials, Sikorsky went so far as to cut potential subcontractors in Brazil, Japan, and China out of the deal. Pino of Sikorsky tried the ultimate scare tactic, suggesting that foreign suppliers couldn’t be trusted because they might turn on America one day: “You just cannot bring in a spare part from anywhere overseas. How do you modify a part that’s been built with an Italian design? What if Italy is not so friendly to us?”67


Anti-foreign appeals aside, the Augusta/Lockheed team won the contract. In describing it as “the last big undecided military competition on the horizon,” aircraft industry analyst Richard Aboulafia suggested that it would have psychological as well as financial implications, for the winner and the loser alike.

Four years later, it was Lockheed Martin that endured the fallout from the VH-71 selection. But as with the F-22, proponents of the aircraft didn’t give up. Representative Maurice Hinchey (D-NY), a well-respected liberal whose district included Lockheed Martin’s Owego facility, argued strenuously that the government should at least  finish building the five prototypes that were already in the works, given that $3 billion had already been invested in developing them. Hinchey’s arguments were backed up by Jack Murtha, the powerful chair of the House Defense Appropriations Subcommittee and a master of pork barrel politics. Murtha’s position seemed to be based on the merits of the case, but it probably didn’t hurt that Lockheed had built a missile defense plant in his district. The company also went so far as to curry favor with him by giving a contribution to the Johnstown, Pennsylvania, symphony orchestra, of which Murtha’s wife was the main patron. But the VH-71 was a smaller project than the F-22,  so Hinchey was not able to mobilize the kind of national support that the Raptor had garnered—albeit in a losing battle. Gates held firm. In doing so, he addressed Hinchey’s main argument directly, asserting that the helicopters did not meet requirements and “are estimated to have only a five-to-ten-year useful life.”68


Hinchey’s perseverance did yield a consolation prize of $100 million to continue R&D on the VH-71. But with no funds for production, it did little to stave off layoffs in his district.

Don’t count Lockheed out yet. On April 19, 2010, the company announced that it would be teaming up with its former competitor Sikorsky to bid for the new version of the VH-71. The heated rhetoric from the first VH-71 competition was all but forgotten. This was business, and if dumping Augusta-Westland and teaming with Sikorsky gave Lockheed Martin a better chance at winning the contract, that’s what the company would do. The new helicopter will be based on Sikorsky’s design, with Lockheed Martin providing many of the basic components.

How much responsibility should Lockheed Martin itself be apportioned for the failure of the VH-71? Was the government just asking for too much, even as it kept changing what it wanted in ways that drove up costs dramatically? Defense industry analyst David Berteau has suggested that “requirements were a big part of the problem” and that what the U.S. government was asking for would have been “unexecutable on any platform.”69 A March 2009 Defense Science Board study argued that another major issue was “poor communications” among the White House, Navy, Marines, and the contractors. These in turn resulted in having to re-engineer “entire subsystems and structures.”70 As requirements grew, they came to include everything from operating in an arctic environment to surviving a nuclear, chemical, or biological attack. Berteau summarized the process by saying that although “the performance of the contractor left much to be desired ... I’m not sure what other company could have done better.”71
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