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The Role of Airpower in Active Missile Defense

a supersonic fighter may be traveling only 
0.3 km/sec, launching the interceptor mis-
sile at an altitude above 90 percent of the 
atmosphere has the effect of reducing 
aerodynamic drag on the missile and may 
add over 1 km/sec to the interceptor’s 
burnout velocity.

For example, based on engagement-
simulation results from previous works, a 
notional 3,000 km IRBM (figs. 4 and 5) 
launched from northern Iran toward Rome 
would impact in approximately 17 minutes.17 
Strike or escort aircraft operating within 
Iran could autonomously detect and engage 

threatening ballistic missiles during their 
boost phase. Moreover, combat air patrols 
operating in eastern Turkey could autono-
mously detect threats in their boost phase, 
engage them in their ascent phase, and sub-
sequently pass precise threat-tracking data 
downstream for follow-on terminal engage-
ments. Assuming nominal times for detect-
ing the launch, issuing the warning, scram-
bling, and climbing out, fighter aircraft on 
ground alert at Aviano Air Base, Italy, 
would have sufficient time to scramble, ac-
quire, and track the threat, and then launch 
an interceptor for a terminal-phase engage-
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Figure 4. Operational areas for aircraft using a lower-tier interceptor to defend Rome against an IRBM 
launched from Iran
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