
Marine  Corps  Aviation  Plan
Reduces  Number  of  F-35s  in
Some  Squadrons,  Keeps  420
F-35s Total 

U.S. Marine Corps Maj. Mark Noble, F-35 instructor pilot with
Marine Aviation Weapons and Tactics Squadron One, taxis on the
runway during a hot load at Marine Corps Air Station Yuma,
Arizona,  in  2016.  U.S.  MARINE  CORPS  /  Staff  Sgt.  Artur
Shvartsberg, MAWTS-1 COMCAM
ARLINGTON, Va. — The Marine Corps plans to reduce the number
of F-35 Lightning II strike fighters planned for some Marine
fighter attack squadrons but is not reducing the program or
record of 420 F-35s. 

In the 2022 Marine Corps Aviation Plan released this week, the
Corps  shows  it  will  reduce  the  number  of  F-35Bs  in  some
squadrons from 16 to 10 aircraft. Originally the 16 were going
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to allow for a six-plane detachment on board an amphibious
assault ship in addition to a 10-plane land-based force. In
the  current  plan,  all  F-35B  (and  carrier-capable  F-35C)
squadrons will be equipped with 10 aircraft.  

The plan for F-35 squadrons is in accord with Marine Corps
Commandant  David  H.  Berger’s  Force  Design  2030  plan  for
restructuring the Marine Corps. 

Lt. Gen. Mark Wise, deputy commandant for Aviation, speaking
to reporters May 2 at the Pentagon, said the change in the
numbers in the F-35 squadrons “really had to do with what is
the optimum way, so starting with the requirement and moving
backwards.

“The F-35 is designed to deploy as a division, so 10-airplane
[squadrons] were designed to field two divisions with two
[aircraft] in backup,” Wise said. “That is the model that we
believe  is  the  right  direction  to  go  for  a  Marine
expeditionary unit. That way you’re deploying a whole squadron
as well. You’re not leaving pieces of it behind. So, you don’t
have a command element that’s got to go to one side or go to
the other side. With that said, we will continue to learn and
evolve and experiment and wargame and do all the things we’ve
been doing to make sure that number is right. We have to make
sure that the rest of the ACE [Aviation Combat Element] on
board  the  L-class  ships,  are  the  numbers  are  balanced
appropriately? Do they all fit? Is all the maintenance able to
be done? So, there’s some experimentation to go to make sure
we’ve got it perfectly right, but we think we’re off to a
pretty good start.” 

Wise said that “overall, our POR [program of record] still
remains the same [at 353 F-35Bs and 67 F-35Cs] because if you
look at the entirety of the program from start to now, there
were certain affordability decisions made early on that had to
do with things like our attrition model was truncated in order
to meet affordability concerns. So, if you take the attrition



model and expand it back to the numbers that we have for those
18 active and two reserve squadrons, your number actually ends
up being our POR.”

The  Corps  intends  to  upgrade  all  of  its  existing  F/A-18
Hornet-equipped  Marine  fighter  attack  (VMFA)  squadrons  and
convert the remaining AV-8B Harrier II Marine attack (VMA)
squadrons to VMFAs. Two more squadrons — one a reserve unit —
will be reactivated, while another will be deactivated for
about four years and will be reactivated as an F-35C squadron.
In all, the plan has the Corps fielding 14 active component
and two reserve F-35B squadrons and four active component
F-35C squadrons by fiscal 2032. 

The Corps also has two F-35B fleet replacement squadrons, one
on each coast. (F-35C training will remain with the Navy’s
fleet replacement squadron, VFA-125.) The F/A-18 Hornet fleet
replacement squadron, VMFAT-101, will be deactivated in fiscal
2024 and turn its training responsibilities to VMFA-323, a
deploying squadron which will maintain a fleet replacement
detachment until fiscal 2027.  

Of the Corp’s six remaining active-component Hornet squadrons,
five now fly a mix of seven single-seat F/A-18Cs and five two-
seat  F/A-18Ds.  VMFA-323  will  retain  F/A-18Cs  and  reserve
VMFA-112 will give up its last four F/A-18A++ versions to
become an all “C/C+” squadron. 

The four existing Harrier squadrons, all based at Marine Corps
Air Station Cherry Point, North Carolina, now fly only the
radar-equipped version of the AV-8B. One squadron, VMA-223,
also runs a fleet replacement detachment that includes two-
seat TAV-8Bs. The Harriers are slated to be phased out in
fiscal 2027. 



Surge Deployment of U.S. 2nd
Fleet  Destroyers  Seen  as
OFRP, Agile C2 Success 

The  Arleigh  Burke-class  guided-missile  destroyer  USS  The
Sullivans (DDG 68) pulls into port in Copenhagen, Denmark,
March 21. The Sullivans was operating in the European theater
of  operations  and  participating  in  a  range  of  maritime
activities in support of U.S. 6th Fleet and NATO Allies. U.S.
NAVY / Mass Communication Specialist 3rd Class Mark Klimenko
ARLINGTON, Va. — The recent surge of several guided-missile
destroyers from the U.S East Coast to the North Atlantic Ocean
and Baltic and North Seas was a successful demonstration of
the flexibility of geographic command relationships and of the
value with of the Optimized Fleet Response Plan, the commander
of the U.S. Navy’s 2nd Fleet said.

Vice Adm. Daniel Dwyer, commander of U.S. 2nd Fleet, told
reporters  April  29  about  the  surge  deployment  of  the
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destroyers under the operational control of Destroyer Squadron
(DESRON) 22 support operations for the European Command and
“to reaffirm our commitment to our NATO allies and partners.

“This  historic  task  marked  the  first  time  since  our  re-
establishment [in 2018] that U.S. 2nd Fleet provided command
and control for forces operating in Europe, outside of an
exercise,” Dwyer said.

Dwyer said his fleet showed the ability to “surge forces to
provide the defense of Europe and to reassure our allies and
partners  of  our  commitment  to  the  defense  of  the  NATO
alliance.”

The  admiral  declined  to  comment  on  whether  the  surge
deployment  from  January  to  April  2022  was  related  to  the
Russian build-up and subsequent invasion of Ukraine.

The surging ships were the Arleigh Burke-class guided-missile
destroyers USS The Sullivans (DDG 68), USS Donald Cook (DDG
75) the USS Forrest Sherman (DDG 98), and the USS Mitscher
(DDG 57). Also attached was the command-and-control ship USS
Mount Whitney (LCC 20), which normally serves as the flagship
of the U.S. 6th Fleet in the Mediterranean Sea.

Dwyer said the surged DDGs were within the OFRP cycle, with
each ship trained and certified.

“Some  [DDGs]  were  at  the  beginning  of  their  operational
deployment cycle; some had just returned from an operational
deployment and were in that sustained period which allowed me
to use their certified and ready ships to meet mission,” he
said. “Once we train and certify naval forces, we can deploy
them right away as scheduled, or we can hold that readiness
and deploy them later at time of need, or when they get back
from a deployment and they are still trained, certified and
ready  in  that  sustainment  phase  if  crisis  occurs  or  need
occurs. We can then deploy them and continue to leverage that
training [and] certification and readiness. This shows that



this OFRP cycle — the way it is built — allows us to move
naval forces to the point of need and at the time of need with
incredible agility.”

The fleet embarked DESRON 22 staff on one of the DDGs to act
as  the  forward  command  element  reporting  back  to  the  2nd
Fleet’s maritime operations center in Norfolk. When the USS
Mount Whitney was assigned to the 2nd Fleet for the operation,
the fleet was able to “use it to command and control forces in
the North Atlantic with DESRON 22 embarked.” Dwyer said.

Operational Flexibility

The admiral stressed the operational flexibility of the number
fleets to operate in different combatant commander areas of
responsibility.

“Numbered fleet commanders are operational-level headquarters
that can command and control naval forces at the point of need
unconstrained by lines on a map,” he said. “This operation
that  we  conducted  showed  that  the  2nd  fleet  —  [with  the
Western Atlantic up to the North Pole] — at time of need can
surge forward to support a four-star naval headquarters with
my maritime operations center commanding and controlling ships
that are outside my normal area of responsibility.”

Dwyer said this operation was the first time the concept —
with 2nd Fleet and 6th Fleet both supporting Naval Forces
Europe — was put into practice.

“We showed and proved that unique, agile, mobile capability of
a  numbered  fleet  headquarters  supporting  another  four-star
naval headquarters, he said.

In an April 28 release, the 2nd Fleet said the ships operated
with maritime forces from Denmark, France, Germany, Italy, The
Netherlands, Poland, Sweden, and the United Kingdom.



CNO:  Thinking  on  Unmanned
Systems  Changed  by
Experimentation 

The Sea Hunter medium displacement unmanned surface vessel
launches  from  Naval  Base  Point  Loma  for  the  U.S.  Pacific
Fleet’s Unmanned Systems Integrated Battle Problem 21, April
20, 2021. U.S. NAVY / Mass Communication Specialist 2nd Class
Thomas Gooley
ARLINGTON, Va. — The Navy’s top officer said his thinking
about integrating unmanned systems into the fleet has been
changed  by  the  observations  of  the  service’s  recent
experimentation  during  fleet  exercises.  

“We are learning so fast in fielding these capabilities out to
the fleet or potentially fielding them quickly inside the FYDP
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[Future Years Defense Plan] we may be able to close capability
gaps with small, expendable unmanned [systems] off of any
platform  rather  than  thinking  we  have  to  build  a  larger
[platform],”  said  Chief  of  Naval  Operations  Adm.  Michael
Gilday, speaking April 28 in a Maritime Security Dialogue
event on the future of the U.S. Navy conducted by the U.S.
Naval Institute and the Center for Strategic and International
Studies, and sponsored by HII. 

Gilday said by the time the DDG(X) program is underway “we
will be in a better place with LUSV [large unmanned surface
vehicle]. I don’t know if we’ll have an unmanned medium [USV]
or not. The stuff that [U.S. 5th Fleet Commander Vice Adm.
Brad] Cooper is doing with CTF-59 and using small, unmanned
[systems] on the sea and in the air to sense the environment
and make sense of it in order to yield a common operational
picture for allies and partners as well as the 5th Fleet
headquarters  has  changed  my  thinking  on  the  direction  of
unmanned. … I’m not saying that we don’t need an MUSV [medium
USV]; I’m saying it will cause us to consider numbers and what
potential payloads they’re going to have.” 

Gilday said unmanned systems have “so much potential, coupled
with AI [artificial intelligence] software integration that
it’s difficult to put a definitive number on the numbers we’re
going to have in the air, on the sea, and under the sea. I
like the way we’re going with the unmanned task force that has
tied  together  acquisition  specialists,  requirements  folks,
scientists from the Navy research labs, and also the fleet
with CTF-59 in terms of real-time exercising, experimenting,
and developing CONOPS [concepts of operations]. It’s been a
powerful  awakening  experience  for  us.  Also,  industry  and
foreign partners have dived in on this thing.” 

Gilday said the Navy’s four experimental large and medium USVs
— two Project Overlord vessels and the Sea Hunter MUSV and Sea
Hawk USV — have accrued 41,000 nautical miles of autonomous
travel so far.  



“In  terms  of  the  mastery  of  COLREGS  [Convention  on  the
International Regulations for Preventing Collisions at Sea]
and vessel avoidance, we think we’re in a really good place
with that,” he said. “To send an unmanned [vessel] out into
the ocean, with a mission, to expect that unmanned to come
back and salute and say, ‘mission complete,’ is a different
problem set. That’s something that we’re working on, but,
quite frankly, that’s going to be a journey for us.” 

Gilday said USVs may need to be “minimally manned for a while.
I’d like to get to a place with large USVs where we can deploy
them with strike groups and ARGs [amphibious ready groups] in
the 2027-2028 time frame. A lot of the work we’re doing right
now with the Unmanned Task Force and CTF-59 hopefully will buy
down technical risk, make us an informed customer with respect
to what we’re going to buy — both in engineering plant and a
command-and-control framework — so that we can begin to deploy
those things and do the same things we’re doing with CTF-59 to
earn stuff out there as we’re using these LUSVs and perhaps
medium USVs. I don’t want to wake up in 15 years and say, we
bought  the  wrong  kind  of  LUSV  with  the  wrong  engineering
plant. … We’re trying to prove ourselves in an evolutionary,
deliberate, informed kind of way.” 

Navy Proposes Conversion of 2
Active  P-8  Squadrons  to
Reserve 
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Aviation  Structural  Mechanic  (Safety  Equipment)  3rd  Class
Julian Marriagabossio, left, assigned to the “Grey Knights” of
Patrol Squadron (VP) 46, signals to the pilots of a P-8A
Poseidon  maritime  patrol  aircraft,  Jan.  7,  2021,  at  NAS
Sigonella, Italy. U.S. NAVY / Mass Communication Specialist
2nd Class Austin Ingram
ARLINGTON, Va. — The U.S. Navy proposes to shift two P-8A
Poseidon patrol (VP) squadrons from the active component to
the reserve component in 2026, budget documents show. 

The Navy’s 2023 budget highlights book published this month
shows a proposal to shift two VP squadrons — one from each
coast — to the Navy Reserve. The Navy currently fields 12
P-8A-equipped  fleet  VP  squadrons,  six  each  at  Naval  Air
Station  Whidbey  Island,  Washington,  and  NAS  Jacksonville,
Florida. In addition, the Navy Air Reserve operates two P-3C
Orion-equipped  VP  squadrons,  one  each  at  Jacksonville  and
Whidbey Island. These two squadrons are planned for transition
to  the  P-8A  in  the  next  few  years,  which,  if  the  above



conversion occurs, eventually would give the reserve component
four P-8A VP squadrons.  

The two current reserve VP squadrons, VP-62 at Jacksonville
and VP-69 at Whidbey Island, frequently augment the active
component force for operations and exercises. 

“This force structure change supports the move to integrate
the reserve component more towards a ‘total force’ solution in
meeting  steady  state  demands,”  the  budget  highlights  book
says. 

The Navy estimates the shift would result in savings of $55.5
million over the Future Years Defense Plan. 

Navy to Adjust F/A-18 Service
Life Modernization as Needed
to  Address  Strike  Fighter
Shortfall  
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An  F/A-18E  Super  Hornet,  assigned  to  the  “Vigilantes”  of
Strike Fighter Squadron (VFA) 151, launches from the flight
deck of the Nimitz-class aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln
(CVN 72) on April 13 during a U.S.-Japan bilateral exercise.
U.S. NAVY / Mass Communication Specialist Seaman Apprentice
Julia Brockman
ARLINGTON, Va. — The Navy is planning to use a “rheostat”
approach to adjust the F/A-18E/F Super Hornet strike fighter
Service  Life  Modernization  (SLM)  program  to  mitigate  the
strike  fighter  shortfall  in  the  fleet,  a  senior  service
official said. 

The SLM is a sustainment program designed to increase the
service life of Block II F/A-18E/Fs. The initial SLM phase
extended the service life from 6,000 flight hours to 7,000
flight hours. The program beginning in 2023 will increase the
service life to 10,000 flight hours. The line also will be
used  to  upgrade  many  Block  II  aircraft  to  the  Block  III
configuration.  

During  an  April  27  hearing  of  the  House  Armed  Services



Committee’s subcommittee on Tactical Air and Land Forces, the
chairman, Rep. Donald Norcross (D-New Jersey), said in his
opening  remarks  that  “two  years  ago  the  strike  fighter
shortfall would have lasted until 2030. However, last year the
Navy  told  us  that  the  strike  fighter  shortfall  would  be
resolved  to  zero  in  2025,  primarily  due  to  the  solid
justification  for  terminating  the  new  F/A-18  Super  Hornet
line.” 

Norcross said he was skeptical of this year’s analysis of the
F-35C  production  rate  and  the  “lackluster”  F/A-18E/F  SLM
program and the “non-rapid development of the Navy’s Next-
Generation Air Dominance [program].”  

He said the Congress authorized the procurement of 12 F/A-18/E
Super  Hornets  in  the  2022  budget  as  “risk  mitigation,”
aircraft the Navy said that it did not want. The Navy also did
not request any Super Hornets in the 2023 budget proposal.  

He  said  the  Navy’s  strike  fighter  shortfall  “will  not  be
resolved until six years later [from 2025] in 2031 because of
further  unplanned  reduction  in  F-35  purchases,  reduced
aircraft inductions into the F/A-18 [SLM] program.” 

Frederick “Jay” Stefany, performing the duties of assistant
secretary  of  the  Navy  for  Research,  Development  and
Acquisition, told the subcommittee that said the SLM program
had been “stabilized.” 

Rear Adm. Andrew Loiselle, director, Air Warfare Division in
the Office of the Chief of Naval Operations, said the Navy has
drilled down on the issues with the SLM and has begun to turn
around the cost of the program. 

“In the past year we’ve seen a 30% percent cost reduction in
our  Phase  One  7,500-hour  SLM  deliveries  due  to  the
implementation  of  best  practices  with  pre-SLM  grooming,
engineering  reutilization  and  overall  touch-flavor  learning
and efficiencies,” he said.  



“We expect continued cost savings as SLM matures and we are
executing our planned transition to full-kit, 10,000-hour SLM
inductions if fiscal ’23,” Loiselle said. “Full-kit inductions
will  provide  full  Block  III  capability  identical  to  new
production aircraft at one third of the cost, giving us 4,000
additional flying hours, or enough to fly for 13 additional
years. 

“Right now, our SLM plan is our rheostat that we’re using to
control availability in the out years, depending on schedules
and future budgets that are unknown at this point in time,” he
said. “Right now, I do not plan to do SLM on the entirety of
my Block II force and I do not plan to do it on my Block I
force.  If  there  are  changes  in  the  future  that  require
additional capabilities [and] I need more Block III aircraft,
then I have the ability to dial up that rheostat on SLM and be
able to do that for a longer period of time and to potentially
use the FRCs [Fleet Readiness Centers] to increase capacity
for SLM beyond the currently planned 35 per year.”   

Loiselle said two Block I Super Hornets were put through SLM
but based on the results the Navy decided not to proceed with
SLM of Block I aircraft “unless there is some requirement to
do so in the future.”  

Loiselle  said  the  turn-around  time  of  an  SLM  will  be  15
months. 

Boeing currently is building Block III Super Hornets to the
Navy.  At  the  current  production  rate,  the  production  is
expected to run to the first quarter of fiscal 2026, Loiselle
said. 



Navy  Proposes  Divestment  of
Special  Ops  Helicopter
Squadron 

Sailors assigned to the “Firehawks” of Helicopter Sea Combat
Squadron 85 (HSC-85) prepare an MH-60S Seahawk helicopter for
flight operations aboard Naval Air Station North Island in
August 2020. U.S. NAVY / Mass Communication Specialist 1st
Class Chelsea Milburn
ARLINGTON, Va. — The U.S. Navy is proposing to retire its only
expeditionary  helicopter  squadron  dedicated  to  support  of
special  operations  forces  with  the  service’s  2023  budget
request. 

Helicopter Sea Combat Squadron 85 (HSC-85), a reserve squadron
based  at  Naval  Air  Station  North  Island,  California,  is
equipped with MH-60S Seahawk helicopters to support “Naval
Special Warfare forces and other special operations forces
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training and readiness,” according to the Department of the
Navy’s 2023 budget highlights book. 

The drawdown of HSC-85 would begin in 2023 with reduction in
manpower  and  flying  hour  reductions  would  begin  in  2024.
Unless the MH-60S aircraft are needed elsewhere in the fleet,
the aircraft would be placed in storage. The Navy estimates
the program savings would amount to $312.5 million over the
Future Years Defense Plan.  

HSC-85 originally was established as Helicopter Anti-Submarine
Squadron 85 (HS-85) in 1970 at NAS Alameda, California, and
equipped with the SH-3A Sea King helicopter, later upgrading
to the SH-3D and SH-3H versions. The squadron moved to NAS
North Island in 1993 and in October 1994 was redesignated
Helicopter Combat Support Squadron 85 (HC-85), shifting to the
roles of search and rescue, logistics and range support. 

The squadron was redesignated HSC-85 in February 2006 and
equipped with MH-60S helicopters. In 2011, special operations
support became its primary role, and it was equipped with an
older version of the Seahawk, the HH-60H. The Navy planned in
2016 to deactivate HSC-85 and its East Coast counterpart,
HSC-84, but HSC-85 survived. The squadron in 2018 upgraded to
the Block III version of the MH-60S. 

Marine  Corps’  New  VH-92
Presidential  Helicopter
Achieves  Initial  Operational
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Capability 

Marine Helicopter Squadron One (HMX-1) runs test flights of
the new VH-92A over the south lawn of the White House on Sept.
22, 2018. U.S. MARINE CORPS / Sgt. Hunter Helis
ARLINGTON, Va. — The Marine Corps’ VH-92A presidential support
helicopter  has  achieved  initial  operational  capability,
according to the Department of the Navy.  

The VH-92A, built by Lockheed Martin, has been going through
testing and crew training and achieved IOC on Dec. 28, 2021.
No announcement by the program office was made at the time.
The  IOC  was  announced  in  the  Navy  Department’s  budget
highlights book for fiscal 2023 which was published in mid-
April. 

The  VH-92A  reaching  IOC  was  confirmed  April  26  during  a
hearing  of  the  Seapower  subcommittee  of  the  Senate  Armed
Services Committee by Frederick Stefany, who is performing the
duties of the assistant secretary of the Navy for Research,
Development and Acquisition. 

“We achieved IOC of the VH-92 — the presidential helicopter —
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and we are now starting the commissioning process with the
White House to get that helicopter into the White House’s
fleet,” Stefany said.  

The  presidential  helicopter  fleet  is  flown  by  Marine
Helicopter Squadron One (HMX-1). Currently HMX-1 flies the
VH-3D Sea King and VH-60N Black Hawk helicopters. 

The fiscal 2023 budget proposal funds the VH-92A program at
$45.6 million and “continues developing product improvements
for  incremental  incorporation  to  the  VH-92A  capability
baseline to include enhancements to Wide Band Line of Sight
[WBLOS] communication capability, cockpit upgrades, government
furnished  equipment,  shipboard  interoperability,  software
upgrades  and  commences  developing  product  improvements  for
distributed  network  communications  and  vehicle  performance
enhancements.” 

The  planned  fleet  of  VH-92As  will  include  21  operational
aircraft and two test aircraft. Full operational capability of
the VH-92A is planned for the second quarter of fiscal 2023. 

Marine Corps Deactivates Two
Helo  Squadrons,  One
Temporarily 
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U.S. Marines with 3D Radio Battalion prepare for transport by
CH-53E Super Stallion helicopters assigned to HMH-463 at “LZ
Kutree,”  Hawaii,  Dec.  13,  2021.  U.S.  MARINE  CORPS  /  Cpl.
Dalton J. Payne
ARLINGTON, Va. — The U.S. Marine Corps has deactivated two
helicopter squadrons in its march toward Force Design 2030,
but one of the squadrons will be reactivated later this year,
the service said. 

Marine Heavy Helicopter Squadron 463 (HMH-463) — a CH-53E
Super Stallion squadron known as Pegasus — was deactivated on
April 21 at Marine Corps Air Station Kaneohe Bay, Hawaii. The
unit, which had been based in Hawaii since 1971, had been
drawing down over the year and transferring its helicopters to
other squadrons.  

Marine Light Attack Helicopter Squadron 367 (HMLA-367) — a
unit known as Scarface — had operated AH-1Z Viper and UH-1Y
Venom  helicopters  from  Kaneohe  Bay  since  2012.  It  was
deactivated  on  April  22,  also  at  Kaneohe  Bay.  

However,  HMLA-367  will  be  reactivated  later  this  year  at
Marine Corps Air Station Camp Pendleton, California, where
four other HMLA squadrons are stationed with Marine Aircraft



Group 39. 

The two squadrons are the second and third to be deactivated
as part of Force Design 2030, the Marine Corps concept to
build a lighter, more agile force able to operate and survive
inside an enemy’s targeting zone. An MV-22B Osprey squadron,
Marine  Medium  Tiltrotor  Squadron  166  (VMM-166),  was
deactivated  late  last  year.   

The Corps still maintains two MV-22B squadrons at Kaneohe Bay
— VMM-268 and VMM-363 — with Marine Aircraft Group 24. The
service  plans  to  establish  a  new  KC-130J  Super  Hercules
squadron at Kaneohe Bay to support the mobility of Marine
forces in the Pacific. 

Marine  Corps’  King  Stallion
Ready to Run 
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U.S. Marines with Marine Heavy Helicopter Squadron (HMH) 461
taxi in a CH-53K King Stallion after its first operational
flight at Marine Corps Air Station New River, North Carolina,
April 13. The flight signified the beginning of HMH-461’s
modernization from the CH-53E Super Stallion to the CH-53K
King  Stallion.  U.S.  MARINE  CORPS  /  Lance  Cpl.  Elias  E.
Pimentel III
ARLINGTON, Va. — The Marine Corps’ new CH-53K King Stallion
heavy-lift helicopter achieved initial operational capability
on April 22, Deputy Commandant for Aviation Lt. Gen. Mark Wise
said in an April 25 release.

The first fleet CH-53K squadron, HMH-461, now has at least
four CH-53Ks, the minimum number needed to reach IOC and the
number  needed  for  a  detachment  to  deploy  with  a  Marine
Expeditionary Unit.

“In addition to meeting IOC criteria, the CH-53K successfully
completed a thorough initial operational test and evaluation
period that resulted in over 3,000 mishap free hours flown in
various  challenging  environments  and  terrain,”  the  release



said.

“My full confidence in the CH-53K’s ability to execute the
heavy lift mission is the result of successful developmental
and operational testing conducted by Air Test and Evaluation
Squadron (HX) 21 and Marine Operational Test and Evaluation
Squadron (VMX) 1,” Wise said in the release.

The first deployment of the CH-53K is set for 2024. The Corps
plans to field 5.25 fleet HMH squadrons with CH-53Ks. Col.
Jack  Perrin,  the  CH-53K  program  manager,  told  reporters
earlier this month the “.25” is an extra four aircraft for one
of the squadrons, with each of the other four squadrons to be
equipped with 16 helicopters. Other CH-53Ks will be assigned
to a fleet replacement squadron and test squadrons, while
others will be in process through the maintenance pipeline.

The Marine Corps’ seven HMH squadrons equipped with the older
CH-53E in recent years have operated with only 12 helicopters
instead of 16 because of attrition over the years. One CH-53E
squadron  was  deactivated  last  week  and  two  more  will  be
deactivated in the course of the commandant’s Force Design
2030 plan.

“The success to date of the CH-53K is a reflection of the hard
work  and  effort  by  the  Marines,  Sailors  and  civilians  at
VMX-1,  H-53  Program  Office  [PMA-261]  and  Marine  Heavy
Helicopter  Squadron  [HMH]  461,  and  the  support  we  have
received over many years from across the Department of the
Navy and our industry partners,” Wise said.

The CH-53K is capable of providing nearly three times the lift
capability of the CH-53E.

“The  most  notable  attribute  of  the  King  Stallion  is  its
ability  to  maintain  increased  performance  margins  in  a
degraded  aeronautical  environment,  for  example  at  higher
altitudes, hotter climates and carrying up to 27,000 [pounds]
out  to  110  nautical  miles;  whereas,  the  CH-53E  would  be



limited  to  a  9,628-pound  external  load  in  the  same
environment,”  the  release  said.

“The King Stallion boasts an engine that produces 57% more
horsepower with 63% fewer parts relative to its predecessor,
which translates to an expanded capability to deliver internal
and external cargo loads, providing the commander a mobility
and sustainment capability the MAGTF [Marine Air-Ground Task
Force] has never had before.”

Supporting the Corps’ Force Design 2030, “the CH-53K will
complement connectors that will enable littoral maneuver and
provide logistical support to a widely disaggregated naval
force.”

The Marine Corps has a requirement for 200 CH-53Ks. Full-rate
production is planned for 2023. Full operational capability is
scheduled for 2029.

Navy Proposes Decommissioning
6th Fleet’s Command Ship in
2026 
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The Egyptian navy frigate ENS Alexandria (F911) and the U.S.
Navy  amphibious  command  ship  USS  Mount  Whitney  (LCC  20)
operate in the Red Sea in support of the newly established
Combined Task Force 153, April 20. U.S. ARMY / Cpl. DeAndre
Dawkins
ARLINGTON, Va. — The U.S. Navy has proposed in its 2023 budget
to decommission the amphibious command ship USS Mount Whitney
(LCC 20) during fiscal 2026. 

The Mount Whitney has served as the flagship of the U.S. 6th
Fleet since 2005, when it replaced the USS LaSalle (AGF 3).  

The Navy is proposing the retirement of the Mount Whitney
because  its  retirement  “is  mitigated  by  staff  operating
ashore,” the service said in its 2023 budget highlights book,
citing  a  savings  of  $179.7  million  over  the  Future  Years
Defense Plan. 

The 6th Fleet staff normally is stationed ashore in Naples,
Italy. The Mount Whitney is homeported in nearby Gaeta.  

The Mount Whitney is a Blue Ridge-class amphibious command



ship. It was commissioned on Jan. 16, 1971, and served until
2005 as the flagship of the U.S. 2nd Fleet. It underwent
conversion to a Military Sealift Command ship and is operated
by  a  hybrid  Navy/Civilian  Mariner  crew  but  remains  a
commissioned ship under the command of a Navy captain. If
retired in 2026, the ship will have served 55 years.  

Currently, the Mount Whitney is deployed to the Red Sea and
Gulf of Aden where it serves as the flagship of commander,
Task Force 153, a new task force of the Combined Maritime
Forces, an international coalition operating under commander,
U.S. 5th Fleet/Naval Forces Central Command. 


