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The Role of Airpower in Active Missile Defense

Size Matters, but Smaller Is Better
The interesting thing about a missile’s 

cost is its close relationship to the missile’s 
weight. Although it may seem obvious that 
large ones cost more than small ones, plot-
ting all recent unit production costs for mis-
siles in relation to their weight more clearly 
defines this—and even suggests a formula. 
Eugene Fleeman observes that as a first-
order design consideration, production cost 
is a function of weight. That is, C1000 ~ 
$6,100 WL

0.758 where C represents the unit 

cost of the 1000th missile, and WL is the 
weight in pounds.29 Fleeman’s database in-
cluded only weapons up to 1,500 kg, so ex-
tending the formula to 25,000 kg is obvi-
ously questionable, but the historical 
relationship is that small missiles cost far 
less to produce than big ones. According to 
his formula, a 500 kg interceptor would cost 
5.2 percent of a 25,000 kg interceptor (i.e., a 
ground-based midcourse defense intercep-
tor); thus, higher production rates are pos-
sible, a fact that also drives down unit costs. 
Lower unit costs make more frequent test-
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Figure 6. Boost-phase operational area, assuming launch of a 3.5 km/sec interceptor 10 seconds after 
launch of the IRBM target
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