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Accurate threat assessment in American defense planning has long
been hampered by overconcentration on such static measures as overall
force size, known or assumed weapons characteristics, and similar
tangibles of enemy military capability. More often than not, this
narrow approach has ignored those "softer'" variables relating to human
performance (such as training, tactics, sustainability, and operational
prowess) that could be pivotal in determining the actual combat leverage
of an adversary's force posture. Although military balance appraisals
based solely on the technical dimensions of enemy weapons inventories
may or may not 'routinely overstate the resultant "threat," they can be
counted on to yield a misleading portrait of enemy capability if viewed
in isolation from operational context.

Using Soviet tactical airpower as a case in point, Joshua Epstein
seeks to take on this problem by illuminating those stylistic attributes
of Frontal Aviation, the Soviet Air Force's tactical air arm, that would
bear most heavily on NATO commanders in the event of a major nonnuclear
confrontation in Europe. His main premise is hard to quarrel with:
"Virtually the entire defense debate ... concerns itself not with
wartime outputs, but with peacetime inputs--static inventories of men
and machines. Negligible attention is paid to the operational inputs
involved in taking those peacetime inputs (e.g., tanks, planes) and
producing a wartime output--achieving any specific military goal
(p. ix). His avowed objective is equally laudable: To consider whether

the Soviet Air Force actually possesses the needed wherewithal to execute

! Joshua M. Epstein, Measuring Military Power: The Soviet Air
Threat to Europe (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984). To be
published in a forthcoming issue of the American Political Science
Review.



the canonical mission commonly attributed to it, namely, destroving
NATO's nuclear response capability by means of a massed and carefully-
orchestrated conventional attack. The central argument of his book is
that the practical capacity of Frontal Aviation in this assumed primary
role is, for a variety of reasons, much less than one would gather from
a superficial look at its order of battle.

As far as it goes, this is a reasonable point of view. The
problems crop up in the way Epstein develops his argument. To begin
with, over a third of the book is devoted to complex mathematical
gymnastics that address variables (based largely on second-order
assumptions about maintenance efficiency and sortie-generation capacity)
whose relevance to Soviet combat effectiveness--especially during the
critical early days of a conflict--the author merely asserts but does
not explore. He thus begins by failing to ask the right questions. He
does not adequately distinguish between Soviet peacetime and wartime
practices. He gives insufficient credit to the ability of even hide-
bound Soviet generals to ride a steep learning curve once the pressure
is on. Most of all, he needlessly expends a great deal of energy
manipulating "data" that are too fragmentary to support his sweeping
generalizations and that have a less than immediate bearing on Soviet
combat capability in any case.

True enough, one can advance a cogent argument that Frontal
Aviation, as currently equipped and trained, would have a difficult time
defanging NATO's nuclear option by conventional means alone. But
Epstein overlooks those factors that would probably have the greatest
effect in blocking the success of any such operation, namely, Moscow's
lack of adequate hard-structure munitions, the quality of NATO's air
defenses, the poor adaptability of Soviet aircrews in the face of
rapidly changing combat conditions, and the abysmal weather environment
in Europe that would frustrate the precision high-angle delivery of
conventional bombs--which would be required to destroy NATO's runways,
hardened aircraft shelters, and nuclear storage bunkers--throughout most
of the year. Had he more carefully examined the public record on Soviet
tactical air equipment and operating routines, he could have advanced a
more plausible case for his hypothesis--and one that did not need all

the mathematical contortions to stand on its own feet.



Leaving aside this misdirected number-crunching, Epstein does not
provide much accounting of Soviet tactical air competence even in
qualitative terms. Indeed, for all its claim to empiricism and
analytical rigor, it is remarkable how little of a factual nature his
study provides on the Soviet tactical air forces. He offers a potpourri
of interesting quotations from the Soviet press about various issues
that Soviet pilots and commanders periodically complain about. Yet he
presents no systematic treatment of Frontal Aviation as a combat
organization, how it fits into Soviet theater war planning, or what it
can and cannot do with its diverse assets in specific mission profiles.
For instance, he says nothing about the character of peacetime Soviet
aircrew training (other than to repeat that it is conservative and
stereotyped) that would indicate the actual mature and diversity of
sortie profiles flown, aircrew sortie rates, extent of secondary mission
capability, exercise scenarios, tactical concepts, rules of engagement,
aircrew proficiency for primary mission tasking, the ability of the
average pilot to operate autonomously from close ground control if
necessary, and so on. He also fails to consider the performance
capabilities and limitations of the various hardware equities (such as
fighters, munitions, and command and control adjuncts) maintained by
Frontal Aviation. ' One would think that answers to first-order questions
like these would be all but essential to any broader judgment about
Frontal Aviation's ability to destroy NATO's nuclear forces in a
surprise attack (or, for that matter, to accomplish any other major
campaign objective). Yet one looks in vain for any such analysis here.
Granted, there are limits to how far this sort of research can be
carried in any event, simply because of the severe constraints on the
amount and quality of operational information the Soviets normally allow
to see the light of day in their open military writing. But it can be
done far more thoroughly than Epstein's study manages to accomplish.

This brings us to the author's use of data. Although the book
purports to undertake a "close and careful job" (p. xx) of examining
Frontal Aviation, its conclusions rest on no more than a couple of dozen
translated Soviet articles randomly scattered over a number of years,

most of them concentrated around 1977. At best, this material offers
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only a coarse-grained snapshot of certain aspects of Soviet Air Force
activity that the Soviets at that time found appropriate to depict in
their open literature. It certainly does not give us an aggregate or
even a representative partial picture of Frontal Aviation operations and
training today. One gets the impression that the author based his
analysis entirely on what was available to him in English, which borders
on looking for one's keys where the light is best. At no point does he
critically allow for the various internal functions of the Soviet
material he draws upon. Instead, he repeatedly accepts the sources he
cites at face value as straightforward reflections of underlying Soviet
reality. Necessarily, the result is a skewed image of Frontal Aviation.
Not only does it exclude treatment of some important (and documentable)
Soviet operational weaknesses that would affect Soviet employment
potential even more acutely than the maintenance inefficiencies he
postulates; it also overlooks many of the persistent strengths of Soviet
tactical airpower that must be considered in any assessment of
offsetting deficiencies.

Had the author provided a more thorough account of Frontal
Aviation's operational complexion (even within the limits of the
available evidence) and shown a way of applying metrics to those
intangibles that really matter, such as aggressiveness, leadership
virtuosity, tactical acumen, adaptability under stress, and the like, he
might have produced a real breakthrough toward greater sophistication in
assessing Soviet combat capability. As it stands, he has succumbed to
the common error of measuring with a micrometer, marking with a grease
pencil, and cutting with an axe. In the end, his judgment that Frontal
Aviation would have a hard time carrying out a successful air operation
against NATO's key rear-area targets emerges less from his quantitative
manipulations than from his largely intuitive assumptions about Soviet
maintenance efficiency and aircrew skill. The judgment itself is
scarcely objectionable and, indeed, is widely shared by many of those
defense professionals whom the author indiscriminately castigates as
"pbean-counters.”" Yet Epstein is deluding both himself and his audience
if he believes that this conclusion stems from anything more than
intellectual Kentucky windage, at least insofar as his analysis has been

carried in this book.



To recall an old phrase of Stanley Hoffmann's, Measuring Military
Power can best be summed up as a well-intentioned misstep in the right
direction. Clearly the author is to be commended for having highlighted
the need for a kind of analysis that is long overdue in the field of
threat assessment. But this book offers far too little substantiated
insight to be of much practical value to U.S. force planners--even those
who share Epstein's predilections and could sorely use the help. A
"close and careful" treatment of Soviet tactical air strengths and
vulnerabilities is very much the kind of volume that would stand in
welcome stead in the defense research community. Unfortunately, it is

also a volume that remains yet to be written.
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