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    “Between the reach of a wing and the firmness of a purpose, power is projected that doesn’t need to be used to be respected.”
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📖 Foreword




    The book KC-390: Power, Cooperation and Deterrence in South America offers the reader a strategic, current and thought-provoking approach to the role of the most modern military transport aircraft developed in Brazil: the KC-390 Millennium. More than a technical compilation or an operational study, this book is a critical analysis of the use of the aircraft as an instrument for projecting Brazilian Aerospace Power and regional influence.




    The result of research conducted at the Postgraduate Program in Aerospace Sciences at the Air Force University (UNIFA), this book translates the academic rigor of a doctoral thesis into accessible language, without sacrificing conceptual depth. It is a bridge between theory and practice, between the world of ideas and the strategic reality of the Brazilian Air Force.




    From a perspective that integrates geopolitics, international relations and defense technology, the authors explore how Brazil has used the KC-390 not only as a logistics vector, but as an asset for conventional deterrence, international cooperation and strategic presence in South America. The concepts of Hard Power, Soft Power and Smart Power are revisited in the light of Brazil’s operational reality, highlighting the value of the KC-390 as a symbol of sovereignty, innovation and responsiveness.




    In times of rapid change on the international stage, this book invites the reader to reflect on Brazil’s role in building a more secure, integrated and balanced regional environment — based on respect, presence and the ability to act independently.




    KC-390: Power, Cooperation and Deterrence in South America is, therefore, more than a study of an aircraft: it is a relevant contribution to the debate on National Defense, Aerospace Power and Brazil’s place among nations that aim to influence their surroundings with strategy, responsibility and a vision of the future.


  




  

    
📖 List of Definitions




    Area of Operation — Geographical space necessary for the conduct of military operations that do not justify the creation of a theater of operations and do not constitute part of a theater of war.




    Airbone Assault — An airborne mission designed to introduce parachute forces and their equipment, primarily by launching and possibly by landing, with the aim of conquering a region on the ground of significant importance for the fulfillment of the surface forces’ mission.




    Search and Rescue — Locating and rescuing people in distress on land or at sea.




    Combat Search and Rescue — Locating and rescuing military personnel in hostile territory, especially downed or injured crew members.




    Defense Capacity — The country’s capacity to generate a deterrent effect and support the preservation of national interests, compatible with its political-strategic stature and with the attributions of defense of the territory, jurisdictional waters, continental shelf and Brazilian airspace.




    Defence — 1. Act or set of acts carried out to obtain, safeguard or restore the condition recognized as secure. 2. Neutralization or deterrence of hostile actions aimed at affecting the security of a military organization or sensitive point, through the rational use of appropriate means, distributed according to planning, duly controlled and commanded. 3. reaction against any actual or imminent attack or aggression.




    Combat Crew — Crew member or group of crew members required to operate an aircraft on a combat mission.




    Electromagnetic Spectrum — The full range of electromagnetic radiation containing radio waves, microwaves, infrared, X-rays, gamma radiation, violet rays and light visible to the human eye.




    Aeromedical Evacuation — Removing injured or sick people to places where they can receive appropriate medical assistance.




    Air Exfiltration — Transporting friendly troops out of enemy territory.




    Air infiltration — Transporting friendly troops and their equipment into enemy territory.




    Logistics — Deploying, by various means, the human and material resources necessary for the Air Force to work in the TO or A Op.




    Aerospace Mobilization — A set of activities planned, undertaken, guided and coordinated by the Aeronautics Command, complementing aerospace logistics, in order to enable aerospace power to deal with an emergency situation arising from the implementation or imminent implementation of a hypothesis of employment.




    Strategic Mobility — Mobility of a force, related to large distances and related to the execution of strategic actions, appreciated, in particular, for its transportability, radius of action, speed of intervention and flexibility of employment.




    Tactical Mobility — Mobility of a force on the battlefield, relative to the execution of tactical actions, appreciated particularly for its radius of action, speed, insensitivity to terrain and weather conditions, and also flexibility of employment.




    In-flight Refueling — Increasing the autonomy and range of friendly aircraft.




    Military Operations — An operation carried out on a mission of war, internal security or military maneuver, under the direct responsibility of a competent military authority.




    Security — The condition that allows a country to preserve its sovereignty and territorial integrity, to pursue its national interests, free from pressure and threats of any kind, and to guarantee its citizens the exercise of their constitutional rights and duties.




    soft power — Soft power is often called the persuasive, negotiating and value-radiating capacity that, in Brazil’s case, has produced concrete gains. Soft power is associated with other attributes such as the friendliness of the Brazilian people and the ability to understand complex situations.




    Theater of Operations — Part of the theater of war necessary for the conduct of major military operations, for the fulfillment of a given mission and for the consequent logistical support.




    Logistical Air Transportation — Moving personnel and material of interest to military operations or government actions.


  




  

    
📖 List of Abbreviations and Acronyms




    A2/AD — Anti-Access and Area Denial




    AAR — Air-to-Air Refueling




    AE — Aeromedical Evacuation




    ASTROS — Artillery Saturation Rocket System




    CAepc — Aerospace Control




    CBP — Capability-Based Planning




    CBRN — Chemical, Biological, Radiological and Nuclear




    CDS — South American Defense Council




    CELAC — Community of Latin American and Caribbean States




    COMPREP — Preparation Command




    CMDS — Countermeasures Dispensing System




    DIRCM — Directional Infrared Countermeasures




    DOTMLPF-P — Doctrine, Organization, Training, Material, Leadership and education, Personnel Facilities and Policy




    DIB — Defense Industrial Base




    EEZ — Exclusive Economic Zone




    EDT — Emerging and Disruptive Technologies




    EMBRAER — Brazilian Aeronautics Company




    EU — European Union




    FAB — Brazilian Air Force




    FARC — Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia




    FIR — Flight Information Region




    FOC — Full Operational Capability




    SGDC — Geostationary Satellite for Defense and Strategic Communications




    IMO — International Maritime Organization




    INT — Interdiction




    IADB — Inter-American Defense Board




    LWS — Laser Warning System




    MAFFS — Modular Airborne Fire Fighting System




    MAWS — Missile Approach Warning System




    MERCOSUR — Southern Common Market




    NDS — National Defense Strategy




    MTI — Moving Target Indication




    NVE — Night Vision Equipment




    NATO — North Atlantic Treaty Organization




    NDO — National Defense Objective




    NDP — National Defense Policy




    OBIGGS — On-Board Inert Gas Generation System




    PROANTAR — Brazilian Antarctic Program




    PROSUR — Forum for Progress and Development in South America




    PRC — People’s Republic of China




    RWR — Radar Warning Receiver




    SICOFAA — System of Cooperation Among the American Air Forces




    SO — Specific Objective




    ST&I — Science, Technology and Innovation




    TO — Theater of Operations




    TLIR — Technical, Logistical and Industrial Requirements




    UN — United Nations




    UNASUR — Union of South American Nations




    UNSC — United Nations Security Council


  




  

    Introduction




    When a country designs a military aircraft, it is not just shaping a piece of engineering — it is sculpting an affirmation of sovereignty, strategic ambition and national identity. In Brazil’s case, the KC-390 Millennium transcends its robust silhouette and operational capabilities: it symbolizes a nation’s effort to assert its presence, expand its response capacity and cooperate legitimately in its regional environment.




    This book was born out of a desire to understand — and reveal — the role of the KC-390 on the South American strategic chessboard. More than just a state-of-the-art logistics vector, the KC-390 has established itself as a multifunctional tool, capable of combining deterrence and diplomacy, technology and presence, projection and cooperation. It flies far, but its real reach goes beyond its territory: it reaches the perception of allies and potential adversaries, expands Brazil’s image on the international stage and reinforces the credibility of the national Aerospace Power.




    Over the last few years, we’ve seen the KC-390 taking part in humanitarian missions, multinational operations, strategic training and immediate response actions. But what do these flights represent beyond their immediate usefulness? How has the FAB used this aircraft as an instrument of smart power — combining force, influence and cooperation?




    This book seeks to answer these questions through an unprecedented strategic analysis, the result of in-depth research carried out in the Aerospace Sciences Graduate Program at the Air Force University (UNIFA). The objective is clear: to demonstrate how the KC-390 is consolidating itself as a vector of legitimate deterrence and reliable power projection, with strong potential to contribute to Brazil’s security, stability and strategic presence in South America.




    The structure of the book follows this proposal. In the opening chapters, we situate the reader in the South American geopolitical landscape, with its contrasts, challenges and opportunities. We then present the operational capabilities of the KC-390, analyzed not only from a technical point of view, but as a concrete expression of national power. We discuss the logic of conventional deterrence, explore the aircraft’s role in regional cooperation missions and, finally, integrate these elements under the lens of smart power, offering a renewed vision of how Brazil can exercise influence and leadership in the 21st century.




    More than describing an aircraft, this book aims to provoke reflection: to what extent is Brazil prepared to occupy the space that its geography, diplomacy and capacity for innovation allow it? And what is the role of Aerospace Power — represented here by the KC-390 — in this move towards strategic affirmation?




    We invite you to take this analytical flight with us, where each chapter is a new level of understanding about defense, sovereignty, regional integration and smart power. Because understanding the KC-390 is, above all, understanding how far Brazil can — and should — fly.




    We live in a world where national interests often intersect — and sometimes collide. Since I began to study the international strategic environment in greater depth, it has become clear to me that these tensions are not always resolved at the negotiating table. In an international system that lacks a higher authority, like a referee in a soccer match, conflicts often escape the diplomatic arena and can escalate quickly. As Florêncio (2015) notes, understanding the paths that lead to the decision to use military power is essential to understanding the direction of international politics.




    In recent decades, this scenario has become even more complex. According to Júnior (2020), the modern battlefield is no longer restricted to the ground or the seas. It has expanded into the air, space and even cyberspace. This new reality is known as a multi-domain environment. This means that, today, a nation needs to be prepared to act — and defend itself — on five simultaneous fronts. It’s like playing chess on five boards at the same time, with different pieces and rules that change as the game progresses.




    In view of this, a national strategy — be it defense, security or power projection — can no longer be sectoral. It needs to be integrated. Armed forces that act in isolation lose relevance. The Army, Navy and Air Force need to work in a coordinated manner, connected to diplomacy, technology, intelligence and national industry. And this is where one of the central points of this book comes in: deterrence.




    The strategy of deterrence, i.e. making the other person think twice before acting against their interests, is one of the oldest and most effective expressions of military power. As Gonçalves (2016) explains, it goes hand in hand with coercion, but carries an essential difference: it’s not about acting, it’s about making the other not act. Deterrence is, in essence, creating a perception that the cost of a confrontation will be too high.




    In the course of my research, I realized that much of the literature on military power still focuses almost exclusively on technological platforms — tanks, fighter jets, missiles, weapons systems. But there is something deeper that deserves attention: the way this power is articulated politically, strategically and symbolically.




    Gray (1990) points out that deterrence is systemic and relational — it only works if there is another side watching and believing. Power, therefore, needs to be perceived as real, usable and effective. Tangredi (2013) shows us that technologically inferior forces, throughout history, have often managed to neutralize superior adversaries with creativity, tactical innovation and unexpected use of available resources. Asymmetrical warfare, i.e. between unequals, is often won with strategic intelligence, not with more weapons.




    And this reasoning ties in with the studies by Gartzke and Lindsay (2020), who argue that it is not just the volume of equipment that defines a winner, but the structure of the armed forces and their posture. How are they organized? How do they present themselves to the world? What message do they convey?




    Biddle (2004), for his part, reinforces a crucial point: the technological difference alone is rarely decisive in combat. In many cases, the advantage lies in the human factor, doctrine, training and, above all, strategy.




    This realization sparked a question in me that became the starting point for this book: how could a Brazilian military transport aircraft, the KC-390 Millennium, be more than a logistics vector? Could it become a strategic instrument of deterrence, regional influence and power projection?




    It is from this question that our journey begins. A journey that mixes theory, practice, operational challenges, dense reading, personal experiences and, above all, a critical and committed look at Brazil’s role in the 21st century defense scenario.




    Over time, I’ve come to understand that, just as states’ objectives are different, the paths they choose to achieve them also vary. A country that seeks only to protect its borders will not have the same instruments as another that wants to expand its regional influence. Each power project requires its own means — platforms, weapons systems, doctrines, alliances and specific strategic postures.




    That’s why controlling or denying a space of interest doesn’t just depend on having a lot of military equipment. There has to be coherence between what you want to achieve and how you want to achieve it. As Cervo (2022) explained, in order to convince other states to act in a certain way — or prevent them from doing so — it is necessary to adopt an offensive strategy capable of clearly projecting power. And this projection often begins with the credibility of a well-structured armed force.




    John Mearsheimer, a professor at the University of Chicago, argues that deterrence only becomes real when it is backed up by credible operational capabilities. That struck me. According to him, it is necessary to look at an integrated set of factors — doctrine, organization, training, material, leadership, personnel, infrastructure and policy. This set is known as DOTMLPF-P. In other words: it’s not enough to have the vector, the entire defense ecosystem must be aligned and functional.




    And when we look at South America, this alignment needs to go beyond national borders. Regional partnerships and joint platforms are essential tools to increase deterrence and stimulate cooperation. The 2020 National Defense Strategy highlights exactly that: collaborating with our neighbors strengthens our own security. It also promotes trust, integration and the joint advancement of dual-use technologies — military and civilian.




    But this regional cooperation is not just a strategic choice. At many times in recent history, it has become a necessity in the face of geopolitical tensions in the region. Padula (2011) and Kerr Oliveira (2012) have already highlighted the importance of peripheral blocs organizing themselves so as not to depend exclusively on the great powers. Unity, in these cases, is more than strength — it is survival.




    I remember a passage that struck me in Gullo’s work (2008). He argues that countries on the periphery of the international system need to stop being just “objects” of global politics and become “subjects” of it. This requires the courage to change, to break the logic of dependency and transform potential into real power. This is the spirit of the concept of founding insubordination — it’s not about rebellion, but about strategic autonomy.




    And how can we build this autonomy in such fluid times? Gonçalves (2016) makes a good point: with globalization and the rapid advance of technology, threats have emerged that don’t respect borders — cyberattacks, terrorism, pandemics, disinformation. Dealing with these challenges requires more than brute force. It requires strategic intelligence.




    This is how I came across the concept of Smart Power, formulated by Joseph Nye. He proposes a balanced combination of the use of force (Hard Power) and influence (Soft Power). Instead of choosing between one or the other, the most effective states combine the two strategically. And the beauty of this concept is precisely there: in times of humanitarian crisis, for example, a transport aircraft can be more valuable than a supersonic fighter. And that doesn’t make it any less powerful — just powerful in a different way.




    In the context of South America, this balance is particularly important. The National Defense Policy states that Brazil must build its own deterrent capacity. And this is where the KC-390 comes into the equation. Its versatility makes it capable of carrying out both logistical missions and strategic presence actions. It can deliver humanitarian aid at one end and, at the same time, take part in maneuvers that signal power at the other. This is Smart Power in practice.




    Gonçalves also points out that the modern military instrument has not lost its deterrent function — but it has learned to camouflage it. Instead of threatening directly, it often acts cooperatively. And that doesn’t make it weaker, but more adapted to the times we live in. The KC-390 is an example of this: a vector of empathy and readiness, of help and firmness. It convinces, but without having to shout.




    We can look at NATO’s experience as a mirror. According to Hamilton (2022), this alliance has faced — and still faces — the challenge of remaining cohesive in the face of hybrid and cross-border threats. Battaglino (2022), analyzing the war between Russia and Ukraine, warns of the lessons that South American countries can learn: regional cooperation is essential. Faced with new forms of warfare, risks cannot be dealt with in isolation.




    In this sense, the role of the KC-390 is also promising. It can, in fact, promote mutual trust between South American air forces, facilitate joint training and strengthen collective response capabilities. Its strategic use strengthens dialogue, reduces rivalries and encourages the construction of common policies. It is a vector of power, yes — but also of integration.




    Throughout history, few strategic vectors have influenced the logic of war as much as air power. Authors such as Douhet, Wanderley, Santos and Severky, each in their own way, realized the transformative potential of military aircraft long before it reached the technological levels we know today. They understood that mastery of the skies was not just a tactical advantage, but a symbol of national prominence. The airplane was no longer just a means of transportation or combat, but an element of deterrence and power projection par excellence.




    To bring this thinking into the 21st century is to understand that aerospace assets remain fundamental to a country’s security and sovereignty. When we look at an aircraft like the KC-390 Millennium, we’re not just looking at a robust, multifunctional machine — we’re looking at a symbol of Brazil’s efforts to maintain its strategic autonomy. It represents, at the same time, our ability to act with force when necessary (Hard Power) and to collaborate legitimately when cooperation is the way forward (Soft Power).




    The fact is that, even considering all the dimensions of national power, the military instrument still concentrates a large part of a state’s deterrent capacity. In the case of Brazil, this observation is reinforced by the fact that the country is constantly faced with the need to modernize its defense apparatus. Although it maintains a considerable structure, the obsolescence of equipment has been a challenge faced with planning — albeit limited by budgetary constraints.




    The Defense White Paper establishes clear guidelines for strengthening the Armed Forces, emphasizing that protecting the territory and the population is essential if Brazil is to develop without being at the mercy of external pressures. In other words, the ability to defend its interests is just as important as the ability to promote them.




    In South America, this equation takes on even more specific contours. Military power not only acts as a shield, but also as a diplomatic tool. The projection of force must go hand in hand with building trust, and this requires closer integration between defense and foreign policy. Strengthening the Armed Forces, therefore, should not be seen as an isolated act, but as part of a broader strategy of international insertion.




    Over time, the Brazilian Air Force has shown itself to be an important player in this process. Its renovations and investments in science, technology and innovation have contributed to the advancement of the aerospace sector. The creation of EMBRAER, for example, was no accident. It was born within the FAB itself, as a response to the challenge of creating a national industry capable of sustaining the dreams of autonomy and global presence.




    It is in this context that the KC-390 emerges. The result of collaboration between EMBRAER, the Air Force and various production chains, the Millennium is more than a cargo aircraft. It represents a technological achievement, a demonstration of industrial independence and a tool for regional integration. With it, Brazil is not just transporting equipment — it is transporting image, presence and trust.




    And it’s not just a technical vector. The KC-390 plays a strategic role in national and regional integration. Its role in joint missions with other forces, such as the Navy and the Army, and its ability to operate in different environments — from the Atlantic to the Amazon jungle — reveal its adaptability and importance in the national defense architecture. In addition, it is capable of transporting systems such as ASTROS and refueling fighters such as the F-39 Gripen in flight, increasing the autonomy and depth of range of the FAB’s operations.




    The National Defense Strategy emphasizes the role of science and technology as the engine of modern military power. Investing in research, innovation and building the capacity of the national industry is not a luxury — it is a condition for maintaining sovereignty in times of interdependence. The presence of the KC-390 in this equation represents exactly that: an effort to align operational capacity with autonomous development.




    This readiness, however, cannot be built with equipment alone. It requires preparation, doctrine, vision and strategic training. Amorim (2012) highlights the importance of keeping the Armed Forces constantly adapting, even in times of peace. After all, as Douhet warned at the beginning of the 20th century, victory will belong to those who are able to anticipate conflicts, not just those who react to them.




    The war in Ukraine has brought up a number of important reflections on the use of Aerospace Power. Rosa (2022) raises a thought-provoking point: perhaps the difficulty of achieving strategic effects is less linked to the equipment and more to the quality of the strategic education of its operators. Training strategists who know how to combine theory and practice, political vision and technical capacity, has become fundamental. In this sense, Brazil has a huge opportunity to transform its military schools into true centers of strategic thinking.




    Even before the recent conflicts, authors such as Warden, Pape and Almeida pointed out that the wars of the future would be defined by control of the skies. Controlling the air is often synonymous with controlling the conflict. Inserting the KC-390 into this logic means understanding that, more than transporting troops or cargo, it projects deterrence, influence and credibility.




    Operating in conjunction with the Navy, the KC-390 offers logistical support that expands Brazil’s range of action in the South Atlantic, especially in areas such as the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), where our strategic reserves are located. In support of the Army, it enables fast and effective mobility in remote regions. And, with the Gripen, it multiplies combat capacity by guaranteeing aerial refueling. It’s a power multiplier — not just on paper, but in practice.




    For all these reasons, even in a scenario of relative regional stability, as the National Defense Policy highlights, it is essential that Brazil does not give up its deterrent capacity. In uncertain times, predictability and readiness are valuable assets. And in South America, where there are still latent disputes and institutional weaknesses, having a reliable and respectable structure is a necessity, not a luxury.




    Given all this, the KC-390 represents much more than an aircraft. It is part of a larger narrative: that of building a more present, safer and more strategic Brazil. It is this role that this book seeks to uncover.




    At this point in the journey, I want to share with you a conviction that has accompanied me throughout my research: however much we advance in technology and innovation, deterrence — the strategic art of preventing conflict before it begins — remains a political, symbolic and operational construct. The development of new aircraft and defense systems is undoubtedly vital. But just as important is understanding how these resources are used and what they represent in the international security chessboard.




    The KC-390 Millennium, the protagonist of this study, is precisely one of these features. But it is not just a modern military transport platform. It is a link between what we have today and what we can still build in terms of regional influence, cooperation between countries and strengthening Brazil as a relevant player in South America. My aim here is not to end the debate — on the contrary. I want to broaden the horizons on the strategic role that this aircraft can play, both in the field of deterrence and international collaboration.




    During the analysis, I sought to answer a central question: how can the KC-390 contribute to strengthening the deterrence provided for in the National Defense Policy (NDP) and the National Defense Strategy (NDS), in favor of the projection of Brazilian Aerospace Power on the continent? This question didn’t come out of the blue. It was fueled by personal experiences, real missions, academic debates and, above all, by the concern to see Brazil playing the role that its geographical size, technological capacity and constructive diplomacy allow it to play.




    This is where the concept of conventional deterrence comes in. Unlike nuclear deterrence, it relies on tangible and measurable means, such as modern military platforms, weapons systems and, above all, operational credibility. Inspired by the ideas of authors such as John Mearsheimer and by the analytical framework known as DOTMLPF-P (Doctrine, Organization, Training, Material, Leadership and Education, Personnel, Infrastructure and Policy), I went deeper into the analysis of the KC-390’s capabilities as a military instrument of deterrence.




    I also integrated the concept of Smart Power, proposed by Joseph Nye and discussed by Pallaver, into the theoretical framework. This approach proposes an intelligent combination of Hard Power (use of force) and Soft Power (ability to attract and persuade). In this logic, the KC-390 fits in perfectly as a Smart Power vector: either transporting troops in highly complex scenarios , or contributing to humanitarian missions within the UN , such as Peacekeeping and Peace Enforcement operations.




    The regional context further reinforces this analysis. In a continent marked by unresolved border disputes, intermittent political tensions and institutional vulnerabilities, the presence of a strategic vector like the KC-390 strengthens collective defense and helps promote South American integration. The 2024 NDS document, for example, emphasizes that Brazil adopts a strategic posture based on credibility and regional cooperation. In practice, the Millennium has proved to be one of the main instruments of this guideline.




    What strikes me, in particular, is the way in which Aerospace Power is articulated with other dimensions of national power. The KC-390 aircraft doesn’t just serve the FAB — it serves Brazil. It acts as a strategic multiplier that expands national response capacity, projects a presence in remote regions and inspires confidence among partners. What’s more, by incorporating national and international technologies, it strengthens the Defense Industrial Base (DIB), stimulates innovation and creates skilled jobs.




    Millennium’s actions are not dissociated from political demands. On the contrary, it has become an asset for projecting power within Brazilian foreign policy. By connecting defence and diplomacy, the KC-390 symbolizes the strategy of a country that seeks to be respected not by intimidation, but by the ability to cooperate with strength and responsibility.




    On an academic level, this work also dialogues with the fields of Political Science and International Relations. It sets out to analyze the re-equipment of the Air Force not as a purely technical action, but as part of a state policy aimed at affirming Brazil on the global stage. The introduction of the KC-390 into our fleet represents more than modernization: it represents strategic ambition.




    In order to organize the content and lead the reader through this reasoning, the structure of the book has been carefully designed. The next chapter presents the methodology and analytical path used. We then delve into the operational capabilities of the KC-390. We then explore the concept of conventional deterrence in the South American context. The next chapter delves into regional cooperation and the use of air power under the logic of Soft Power. Finally, the book culminates in a discussion of the KC-390 as a Smart Power instrument, based on operational data, international benchmarking and strategic projections.




    I hope that, at the end of this reading, you will share the same concern that moved me: that Brazil has, in the KC-390, not just an operational tool — but a real opportunity to fly higher, with strategy, presence and protagonism.


  




  

    1 HOW THIS WORK WAS BUILT




    When I started writing this book, I knew it would have to go beyond technical manuals or operational reports. The challenge was to transform robust academic research into an accessible narrative, without losing depth. I wanted to build something that would engage the curious reader, but also the professional in the field. To do this, the methodology couldn’t just be a formal chapter — it had to make sense within the story we were telling.




    The first question I asked myself was: how can we understand, in a concrete way, the role of the KC-390 in the context of deterrence and regional cooperation? To answer it, I decided to use different tools: I delved into official documents, analyzed real operations, interviewed professionals in the field and, of course, revisited authors who shaped my education, such as Mearsheimer, Nye, Schelling and many others.




    I used the qualitative method with a case study, which means I didn’t limit myself to numbers and statistics. I wanted to understand the “how” and the “why”. How is the KC-390 perceived within the FAB? Why does it represent more than a transport aircraft? What does it symbolize in South America’s strategic game?




    In practice, this approach included document analysis, critical reading of specialized bibliography and field observations — I was even able to follow some of the missions in which the aircraft operated up close. And it’s at this point that the stories begin to take shape.




    Throughout the research, I adopted the concept of Smart Power, proposed by Joseph Nye, as one of the main lenses. This idea of combining force with influence, coercion with cooperation, seemed to fit perfectly with Brazil’s defense proposal. And even more so in the multifunctional profile of the KC-390: an aircraft that both transports troops and helps put out forest fires or bring medicines to isolated regions.




    On the other hand, Mearsheimer’s theory of conventional deterrence was also fundamental. He argues that the true capacity to deter lies in having armed forces capable of denying the enemy any strategic advantage. This goes far beyond having weapons: it involves doctrine, organization, training, leadership, infrastructure. in other words, everything the military knows by the acronym DOTMLPF-P (doctrine, organization, training, materiel, leadership, personnel, facilities and policy). By applying this model to the reality of the. KC-390, we can analyze what is already being done — and what can still be improved.




    Another important point was to understand the role of aircraft not only in the logic of conflict, but also in the logic of cooperation. After all, we live in a region where diplomacy still speaks volumes. The KC-390’s role in humanitarian aid, search and rescue and logistical support missions is no less strategic than its aerial refueling capacity. Each of these actions projects an image of Brazil: a country that wants to lead through presence, but also through partnership.




    To gather all this information, I used interviews with military personnel who operate the aircraft, analysis of mission documents, operational records between 2019 and 2023 and an immersion in the official texts of the National Defense Policy and Strategy. It was an intense process, but necessary in order to gain an in-depth understanding of how the KC-390 can be — and is already being — a vector for deterrence and the projection of Brazilian Aerospace Power.




    More than a methodological chapter, this excerpt is an invitation to the reader to accompany me on this journey: an honest attempt to translate theory into practice, concepts into experiences, and strategies into real stories. Because, at the end of the day, that’s what advocacy is all about — people, ideas and choices that shape our collective future.




    From the outset, I knew that it wasn’t enough to describe the KC-390 with technical data or go over operational statistics. To truly understand the impact of this aircraft on Brazil’s defense strategy, it would be necessary to ask deeper questions — and, above all, to ask the right questions. And that’s how this research began: with concerns, hypotheses and the desire to connect theory and reality.




    The basis was the hypothetico-deductive method. It sounds complex, but in practice it’s simple: you start from a hypothesis and try to test it on the basis of evidence. In my case, the hypothesis was straightforward, but ambitious: the KC-390 contributes to Brazil’s deterrence strategy, as set out in the National Defense Policy and Strategy.




    But how do you test something like that? I decided to follow a qualitative path, more interested in meanings and relationships than cold numbers. This meant delving into strategic documents, military directives, operational doctrines and, of course, the voices and perceptions of those on the front line — the aircraft operators. The idea was to capture the invisible: the symbolism of presence, the value of readiness, the silent impact of regional cooperation.




    This is how the problem question took shape: how can the KC-390 Millennium contribute to strengthening the deterrence provided for in the NDP and NDS, projecting Brazilian Aerospace Power in South America?




    From there, I defined the general objective of the work: to analyze the strategic use of the KC-390 as a vector for regional deterrence and South American integration. And this objective guided me through every stage of the journey.




    To confirm (or refute) the hypothesis, I established some very objective criteria. For example: if the KC-390 is not used in strategic missions; if there is no international recognition of its role; if the costs outweigh the benefits; or if political changes eliminate its relevance — all of this could weaken the thesis that it is, in fact, a deterrent. The idea was to test the hypothesis rigorously, as Marconi and Lakatos recommend: hypotheses need to be refutable for science to advance.




    The research also compared Brazilian documents with strategies from countries like the US, Germany, the UK and NATO itself. The intention was not to copy models, but to identify patterns, strengths and possible paths for Brazil.




    What’s more, I examined media reports, academic publications, Preparation Command mission sheets, records of operations such as “Culminating” (in the USA) and “Cooperation VII” (in Colombia). All of this has helped to build an accurate — and, I hope, useful — picture of the KC-390’s role in the present and future of Brazilian defense.




    Along the way, I discovered that the KC-390 is not just an aircraft. It’s a symbol in motion. A technological artifact that translates strategic choices, political ambitions and diplomatic vocations. This chapter, therefore, is more than an explanation of methods: it is the backstage of an investigative journey. And my invitation to you, reader, is to follow me through the next chapters — where each mission makes sense, each concept connects to reality, and each piece of data reveals a bigger idea: that Brazil can fly higher.




    During the years I’ve been involved in this research, I’ve often found myself thinking: how do you turn an airplane into a research question? How do you look at a 51-ton machine and see in it a deterrence strategy, a state policy, a message to the world?




    It was in this spirit that this work took shape. I didn’t just want to show data about the KC-390, or just describe its missions. My intention was more ambitious: to understand how this aircraft represents Brazil — its interests, its limits and, above all, its ability to make itself respected on the geopolitical chessboard of South America.




    To do this, I had to put together a methodological mosaic. I used the hypothetical-deductive method, which basically consists of proposing a hypothesis — in this case, that the KC-390 effectively contributes to Brazil’s deterrence strategy — and then looking for evidence to confirm or deny this premise. And here is an essential point: good research is not afraid of being wrong. On the contrary, it is strengthened by doubt and advances when confronted with the facts.




    To investigate this hypothesis, I opted for an exploratory and qualitative approach. This means that instead of sticking to numbers and tables, I delved into documents, interviewed operators, reviewed doctrines and read authors who discuss power, defense, diplomacy and geopolitics. I wanted to understand the KC-390 not just as a product, but as a process — and, why not, as a symbol.




    The research was guided by five specific objectives, each opening a window to see the KC-390 from a new angle:




    1) Hard Power: I investigated how the aircraft acts as a conventional military force vector, with a focus on logistical transportation, in-flight refueling, airborne assault and strategic presence.




    2) Soft Power: I analyzed how the KC-390 is used as an instrument of diplomacy and cooperation — whether in humanitarian missions or in exercises with neighboring countries.




    3) Smart Power: I went beyond the force/cooperation dichotomy and explored the idea of “smart” power, which combines a robust presence with the ability to influence.




    4) Internal perceptions: I listened to those who operate, lead and plan missions with the KC-390, to understand the internal view of its strategic role.




    5) Structural capabilities: based on the DOTMLPF-P model (which, in simpler language, assesses whether doctrine, organization, human and material resources are aligned), I investigated how Brazil structures its ability to use the KC-390 effectively.




    To fulfill objectives 4 and 5, I conducted a field study with 50 participants — Brazilian Air Force military personnel, aircraft operators, project managers and even representatives of countries that have acquired or expressed interest in acquiring the KC-390. To do this, I designed a structured questionnaire with questions carefully constructed, tested and validated by experienced officers. The idea was to capture the real perception of those involved: what do they think of the aircraft? What are its limitations? What still needs to evolve?




    The answers were carefully analyzed. I compared these perceptions with official national defense strategies — such as the National Defense Policy (NDP) and the National Defense Strategy (NDS) — as well as FAB operational manuals and doctrinal documents. All this allowed me to build an integrated vision, connecting practice with theory, planning with operations, technique with strategy.




    But there were also limitations. Not all the data was available. Not all voices could be heard. Working with Defense means dealing with secrecy, protocols and, many times, the absence of open sources. That’s why I’d like to emphasize: all the research was built exclusively on the basis of non-confidential, publicly accessible data. This guarantees not only transparency, but also the possibility for other researchers to revisit, refute or expand on the findings presented here.




    In the end, I also applied concepts such as the “Strategic Compass” — a model that helps organizations align their actions with their larger objectives — and John Kotter’s eight-step change model, which is especially useful for reflecting on how the Armed Forces can adapt to the demands of the 21st century, integrating technology, strategy and diplomacy.




    This work, therefore, is not just an academic exercise. It is the result of a walk between the hangar and the library, between the official document and the informal conversation, between paper and the sky. It is an attempt to think of Defense in a less bureaucratic and more strategic way, less technical and more human.




    And above all, it’s an invitation: to think about Brazil from above. Because those who look from above can see further.


  




  

    2 KC-390 MILLENNIUM AIRCRAFT




    The KC-390 project consists of the acquisition of a military transport and in-flight refueling aircraft, developed within the framework of the KC-X project, by the national industry. This aircraft will replace the C-130 Hercules which, due to its ageing and the difficulty of acquiring supplies, has low availability and high operating costs (Brazil, 2018b, p. 25).
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