GAO Report: Massive
Sustainment Costs Creating
F-35 Affordability Issues

An F-35B Lightning II assigned to the 31st Marine
Expeditionary Unit (MEU) lands on the flight deck o the
forward-deployed amphibious assault ship USS America (LHA 6).
America, lead ship of the America Amphibious Ready Group,
along with the 31st MEU, is operating in the U.S. 7th Fleet
area of responsibility to enhance interoperability with allies
and partners and serve as a ready response force to defend
peace and stability in the Indo-Pacific region. U.S. NAVY /
Mass Communication Specialist Seaman Matthew Cavenaile
ARLINGTON, Va. — Sustaining the troubled Lockheed Martin F-35
Lightning II strike fighter over its expected 66-year service
life will cost more than the total purchase price of thousands
of the aircraft, the Pentagon’s most expensive weapons
platform, a government watchdog told lawmakers.
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The Defense Department plans to acquire nearly 2,500 F-35
aircraft for about $400 billion over the next five decades for
the Air Force, Navy and Marine Corps. However, the latest
Government Accountability Office (GAO) report on the nation’s
biggest weapons program indicates the services will incur an
additional $1.3 trillion in sustainment costs for maintenance,
repairs and technology upgrades over that same period.

That raises the issue of the services’ affordability targets,
“how much the Air Force, the Navy and Marine Corps can afford
to spend to sustain the F-35,” GAO’'s Diana Maurer, director of
military structure and operational issues, told a joint
hearing by two subcommittees of the House Armed Services
Committee (HASC) April 22. Originally estimated at $1.11
trillion in 2012, sustainment costs for the Fifth Generation
fighter have grown to $1.27 trillion, despite efforts to
reduce costs.

“The bottom line here is the services have a plane that they
can't afford to fly the way they want to fly it, at least in
the long term,” Maurer told the HASC Tactical Air and Land
Forces and the Readiness subcomittees.

The services face a substantial and growing gap between
estimated sustainment costs and affordability constraints -
costs per tail, per year that the services project they can
afford. The preliminary GAO report to Congress said the gap
would total about $6 billion in steady state year 2036 alone.
The services will collectively be confronted with tens of
billions of dollars in sustainment costs that they project as
unaffordable during the program.



Marines with Marine Fighter Attack Squadron (VMFA) 211 conduct
pre-flight checks on F-35B Lightning II Joint Strike Fighters
aboard the Royal Navy aircraft carrier HMS Queen Elizabeth (R
©08) in the North Sea, Oct. 10, 2020. VMFA-211 is an F-35B
Lightning II squadron assigned to Marine Aircraft Group 13,
3rd Marine Aircraft Wing. Its mission is to intercept and
destroy enemy aircraft under all weather conditions and attack
and destroy surface targets in support of Fleet Marine
Expeditionary Forces. U.S. MARINE CORPS / 1st Lt. Zachary
Bodner

The Air Force, which is buying the most aircraft, 1,763 F-35As
— the conventional takeoff and landing variant — needs to
reduce estimated annual per-plane costs by $3.7 million (or
47%) by 2036, or costs in that year alone will be $4.4 billion
more than the Air Force can afford, the GAO said. The Navy and
Marine Corps, which are buying hundreds fewer aircraft, face
smaller, but significant affordability gaps. For the Navy,
which plans to buy 273 F-35Cs, the aircraft carrier variant,
the gap would total $655 million, and for the Marine Corps buy
of 353 F-35Bs, the short takeoff and vertical landing variant,
and 67 of their own F-35Cs, the total cost overrun in 2036
would be $886 million.

GAO’'s draft report suggested Congress consider requiring
annual Pentagon reports on progress in achieving the
affordability constraints. It also suggested making F-35
procurement decisions contingent on Defense Department in
achieving these constraints.

Subcommittee members’ reaction to the report ranged from
outrage to dismay. If the F-35 program can’t control and
reduce sustainment costs, “we may need to invest in other,



’

more affordable programs,” said New Jersey Democrat Rep.
Donald Norcross, chairman of the readiness subcommittee.



