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60-year journey of the 
Nigerian Air Force
Air Marshal HB Abubakar with Chief of Air Staff

FEATURED

Reflecting on the 60-year 
journey of the Nigerian 
Air Force, what do you 
regard as its most note-

worthy achievements in terms of 
advancing national security and 
regional stability?
Indeed,the Nigerian Air Force has come of age, 
having undergone significant transformation in 
its organization, manning and equipment hold-
ing.

At inception in 1964, the Service was barely 
able to carry out its primary responsibilities of 
defending the nation from the air, due to the few 
platforms that were available at the time. Ac-
cordingly, during the early years up to 1970, the 
Service relied solely on foreign partners such 
as the German Air Force Assistance Group for 
technical and non technical training of its per-
sonnel.

Nevertheless, the Service was still able to par-

ticipate in the Civil War which started n 1967, as 
it rose up to the challenge in spite of its infancy. 
Over the years, particularly during its formative 
years in the 1970s up to 1990, the NAF under-
went plaforms/equipment upgrade, while new 
ones were also acquired.

The Service further experienced reorganization 
of its force structure, while bolstering it’s training 
and aircraft/equipment maintenance capacity. 
Between 1990 and 2000, the NAF underwent 
some expansion as it established new com-
mands and formations, increasing its presence 
across Nigeria. Perhaps the most noteworthy 
achievements of the NAF, with regards to ad-
vancing national security and regional stability, 
have been recorded in the transformation era 
from 2000 till date. 

The NAF contributed greatly to restoring peace 
in Liberia, Sierra Leone, Gambia and Mali at 
one time or another. The Service has acquired 
significant technical and non-technical capabil-
ities and now has the capacity to conduct most 

of its training in-country. The Service’s foray into 
the use of Unmanned Aerial Systems and the 
increased use Precision Guided Munitions has 
revolutionized our contributions to the Counter 
Terrorism and Counter Insurgency efforts and 
indeed our efforts in tackling the myriad of se-
curity challenges of the country and the sub-re-
gion. 

With her current array of available and expect-
ed platforms, the NAF can confidently boast of 
a balanced tactical force within the subregion, 
that can effectively safeguard Nigeria’s sover-
eignty, ensure her national security, and contrib-
ute to peacekeeping missions both regionally 
and globally. The NAF has also over the years 
achieved a lot in the area of Research and
Development, with several landmark research 
projects.

With Nigeria hosting the 3rd Af-
rica Air Forces Forum, what are 
the objectives and anticipated 
outcomes you aspire to achieve 
through this esteemed gathering 

of air forces from across the con-
tinent?
Contemporary security challenges are not only 
multidimensional in nature, but mostly transna-
tional. This presupposes the need for countries 
to partner and collaborate, while also compar-
ing notes on the best approaches to addressing 
these challenges. It is noteworthy that the Africa 
Air Forces Forum serves as a regional platform 
for advancing air force capabilities and building 
pillars of bilateral and multilateral partnerships. 
To this end, the Forum provides a unique oppor-
tunity to highlight the continuous advancement 
of air force capabilities, technological innova-
tions, and strategic developments that contribute 
to enhancing Africa’s aerial defense and peace-
keeping capabilities.

That is why we carefully selected the theme 
of our 60th Anniversary and the third Africa Air 
Forces Forum to be “Nigerian Air Force at 60: 
Leveraging Strategic Partnerships in Aerospace
Innovations for Regional Security”.
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partnerships afford us the opportunity to conduct 
in-depth training for own personnel, particularly in 
the few areas, which we lack the requisite capac-
ity and infrastructure to do so.

International cooperation and partnerships are 
equally required to expedite the process of spares 
acquisition from OEMs, n the short and medium 
terms, while we pursue long-term efforts to build 
capacities in that regard. In furtherance of these 
capacities-building efforts, the NAF leverages 
strategic partnerships in the utilization of cut-
ting-edge technology through the prioritization of 
Research and Development towards developing 
a robust capacity to surmount current and emerg-
ing security challenges, while also enhancing its 
operational viability.

How does the Nigerian Air Force 
prioritize innovation and techno-
logical progression to sustain its 
competitive edge in an ever-evolv-
ing security landscape?
In the area of innovation and technological devel-
opment to sustain its competitive edge in the
ever-evolving security landscape, the NAF has 
embarked on a robust R&D drive to keep pace 
with emerging technologies and their application 
in modern warfare. To this end,the NAF, through 
its Air Force Institute of Technology (AFIT) and 
Air Force Research and Development Centre 
(AFRDC), collaborates with strategic institutions 
in the areas of UAV, small arms and rockets de-
velopment as well as RADAR development.

At the moment, we are partnering with some orga-
nizations to establish an Air Vehicle Development 
Centre. The several R&D initiatives are aimed at 
providing the NAF with the requisite technolog-
ical edge to optimally operate and maintain the 
sophisticated platforms and equipment in its in-
ventory.

Could you please provide insight 
into the Nigerian Air Force’s ini-
tiatives and strategies regarding 
flight simulation and training?
We have several flight simulators for different air-
craft types in our inventory. The employment of 
these simulators over the years has proved to 
be both operationally effective and efficient, as 
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Therefore, I am expectant that 
the Third Africa Air Forces Fo-
rum will emphasize on the im-
portance of cooperation and 
collaboration between the Ni-
gerian Air Force and air forces 
of other African nations, par-
ticularly in leveraging airpower 
capabilities to promote stability 
and, in a broader perspective, 
shaping the development of the 
NAF and other air forces on the 
continent.

So, in a nutshell, my anticipated 
outcomes are for the Confer-
ence to help strengthen our air-
power capacities, foster coop-
eration, and address common 
security challenges for the ben-
efit of the NAF and the entire 
African regon. We should also 
be able to learn from each other 
in order to enhance the impact 
of the air force on internal secu-
rity operations and counter-ter-
rorism operations, while hoping 
to unravel the key technological 
capabilities required to optimize 
every mission.

With the array of OEMs, MROs 
and aviation companies lined 
up to attend this event, I am 
very optimistic that it would not 
only be engaging, but very illu-
minating with respect to cross 
fertilization of ideas and intro-
duction of latest aerospace and 

defense systems/technologies 
that would provide bespoke 
solutions to Africa’s security 
challenges.

In what manner has 
the Nigerian Air Force 
adapted to evolv-
ing security threats 
and challenges, par-
ticularly concerning 
counterterrorism and 
border security?
Hitherto, the NAF was largely 
trained and equipped to con-
duct conventional warfare and 
operations in the execution of 
its primary role of defending the 
territorial integrity of a united 
Nigeria from the air. However, 
events of the last decade or 
thereabouts of NAF’s involve-
ment in asymmetric warfare 
had rather dictated the need 
for a change in approach to ad-
dress the largely unconvention-
al threats perpetrated by non-
state actors.

In adapting to these threats, the 
NAF had to overhaul its train-
ing curricula to accommodate 
the tactics employed by these 
non state actors. The Service 
also focused on “Force Pro-
tection”of its troops and assets 
by increasing the training and 
employment NAF Regiment/

Special Operations Forces Per-
sonnel.

Beyond “Force Protection”, 
these crops of well-trained 
personnel also embarked on 
ground offensive to search, find 
and neutralize these criminals, 
by taking the war to them. The 
induction of new platforms such 
as helicopters, manned and un-
manned surveillance platforms, 
UCAVs and ground attack plat-
forms such as the Super Tuca-
no aircraft have all been part 
of our overall adaptation strat-
egy, in order to give the NAF 
the technological edge over the 
non-state actors.

Could you elaborate 
on the role of inter-
national cooperation 
and partnerships in 
augmenting the ca-
pabilities and effica-
cy of the Nigerian Air 
Force?
International cooperation and 
partnerships have contribut-
ed immensely to enhancing 
NAF’s capabilties and efficacy 
in the discharge of its mandate. 
This is largely because, as a 
very highly technical force, the 
NAF requires the partnership of 
technologically advanced coun-
tries and their resident OEMs 
and sometimes MROs to guar-
antee the prompt acquisition of 
platforms/systems/equipment 
as well as their subsequent in-
depth maintenance.

This of course, does not ex-
clude efforts for technology/
capacity transfer, in which the 
NAF collaborates with them to 
also build these in-depth main-
tenance and overhaul capac-
ities in-country. Furthermore, 
international cooperation and 
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the NAF has produced pilots who have proved 
themselves to be highly professional. Flight sim-
ulation has also been cost-saving and time-sav-
ing. Furthermore, the use of flight simulators has 
improved safety and enhanced professionalism.

What steps and procurement strat-
egies is the Nigerian Air Force im-
plementing to adapt to the evolv-
ing landscape of aerial warfare 
and defense, particularly with the 
introduction of unmanned aerial 
systems (UAS) and other disrup-
tive technologies?
The NAF has recently reinvigorated its platform 
acquisition drive on account of increased com-
mitments in combating internal security chal-
lenges and the need to maintain a balanced and 
modern air force that would be relevant in the 
contemporary and future aerial warfare and de-
fense landscape.

Based on this, I set out my Command Philos-
ophy to “Transform the NAF into an agile and 
resilient force that effectively meets the airpower 
demands of national security in all operational
environments”. Achieving such agility and resil-
ience also demands the right mix of platforms.

Accordingly, certan changes have been made in 
our platforms procurement strategies, drawing
lessons from ongoing engagements and project-
ing into the future. The Service is inducting more 
UAS with precision strike capabilities to minimize 
collateral damages during internal security oper-
ations.

The induction of more attack and utility helicop-
ters is another area where the NAF is looking to 
consolidate its efforts in order to meet the bat-
tlefield demands of the surface forces and also 
maintain a considerable agility and fighting edge 
over the insurgents.

In the area of Fighter Ground Attack platforms, 
the Service is considering fleet modernization to 
overhaul its ageing fleets for a more agile and 
potent air force. This is also followed by a de-
cent investment into acquisition of requisite air 
defence assets and capabilities, necessary to 
secure our nation from the air. In order to sustain 
requisite resilient and keep up with the mainte-
nance of the array of modern platforms being 

inducted into the Service, we have made ade-
quate arrangements to also mobilize the OEMs 
for prompt
delivery of services to ensure a high level of air-
craft/equipment serviceability in the NAF.

This is not excludng several other measures 
such as timely provision of requisite and critical 
spares and consumables, provision of up-to-
date technical publications and ground support 
equipment.

Additional part of our strategy is to provide funds 
on a quarterly basis for consumables required for
the maintenance of all NAF aircraft feets. This is 
a departure from the previous method of “just in 
time” procedure for provision of spares and con-
sumables.

What initiatives are being imple-
mented to ensure the well-being 
and professional advancementof 
NAF personnel, particularly re-
garding training and career devel-
opment opportunities?
Training is an area that the NAF considers very 
seriously, because it is our belief that any ma-
chine is only as good as the man behind it. To 
this end, we have embarked on a range of robust 
training initiatives in the NAF. This is underpinned 
by one of the key enablers of my command phi-
losophy, which is “deliberate training and mis-
sion-oriented force development”. Already we 
have sustained the training of our personnel both 
locally and internationally.

At the moment,many personnel have either re-
cently completed or are undergoing various 
training courses in-country. In terms of foreign 
training,hundreds of our personnel are attending 
a variety of courses abroad in countries such as 
the USA, Pakistan, Egypt, Czech Republic, Chi-
na and the UK.

Apart from flying related courses, these individu-
als are also being trained in fields cutting across 
logistics, aircraft maintenance, safety and com-
munications amongst others. As part of the ini-
tiative, we had made a
request to foreign Defence Attachès in Nigeria 
for more training slots, particularly for pilot train-
ing, specialized and advanced maintenance 
training as well as continuous professional mili-
tary training to bridge identified skills gaps in the 

NAF. Another initiative is the complete overhaul 
of our Basic Military Training to focus on graduat-
ing high quality trained airmen and airwomen. We 
have begun a holistic assessment and review of 
the course curriculum, training facilities and infra-
structure to identify and address gaps in all train-
ing institutions.

In what ways does the Nigerian Air 
Force contribute to broader initia-
tives aimed at fostering regional 
cooperation and collective security 
across Africa?

The Nigerian Air Force has contributed to regional 
cooperation initiatives under the auspices of orga-
nizations such as the UN, AU and the ECOWAS.

Through its numerous deployments,the NAF has 
contributed to the furtherance of the Nigerian 
Government’s commitments and willingness to 
combat national and regional threats to peace and 
security in Nigeria, West Africa, Gulf of Guinea
and the entire African continent. The NAF is also 
cooperating with her neighbours in the conduct of 
ongoing counter terrorism and counter insurgency 
operations. We are doing this as part of the Ni-
gerian contingent through the Multi National Jont 
Task Force.

How important is the 3rd Africa 
Air Forces Forum as a platform to 
gather the chiefs of the
defense community worldwide un-
der one roof.
The African Air Forces Forum is a regional plat-
form for advancing air force capabilities and build-
ing pillars of bilateral and multilateral partnerships 
amongst the air forces of Africa. Through the sym-
posia, exhibition and discussions, ideas would be 
mutually shared, with the ultimate aim of enhanc-
ing Africa’s aerial defense and security capabili-
ties.

This year’s theme, “Nigerian Air Force at 60: Le-
veraging Strategic Partnerships in Aerospace 
Innovations for Regional Security” was painstak-
ingly chosen to reflect our collective efforts in se-
curing our respective countries and by extension, 
the African Continent. Forging purposeful partner-
ships based on shared values and interests is ab-
solutely at the core of peace and stability in our 
Continent.

FEATUREDFEATURED
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The Nigerian Air 
Force (NAF), the air 
branch of the Nige-
rian Armed Forces, 

has embarked on a significant 
modernization program to 
enhance its operational capa-
bilities.

The Nigerian Air Force Soars 
to New Heights: Modernization 
and Fleet Expansion
In the skies of Africa's most 
populous nation, a transforma-
tion is underway. The Nigerian 
Air Force (NAF), a key com-
ponent of the nation's defense 
architecture, is undergoing a 
significant modernization pro-
cess. This article delves into 
the NAF's strategic efforts to 
upgrade its fleet, focusing on 
the acquisition of new aircraft 
and the phasing out of older 
models.

Historically, the NAF's fleet 
has comprised various aircraft 
models acquired over several 
decades. Aging aircraft and 
changing security dynamics 
have necessitated a modern-
ization program to replace old-
er models with more advanced 
and versatile platforms. The 
NAF's modernization strategy 
includes the acquisition of new 
aircraft to bolster its combat, 
reconnaissance, and transport 
capabilities.

A Fleet in Transition
The NAF's journey toward 
modernization is marked by 
the induction of a range of 
state-of-the-art aircraft, each 
selected to fulfill specific roles 
within the force's expanding 
operational spectrum. From 
advanced multirole fighter jets 
to agile attack helicopters and 
sophisticated unmanned aeri-
al vehicles (UAVs), the NAF's 
arsenal is evolving to meet 
the demands of contemporary 
security challenges.

Strengthening Air 
Combat Capabilities
At the forefront of the NAF's 
new acquisitions are three 
CAC/PAC JF-17 Thunder mul-
tirole fighter jets. These aircraft 
represent a leap forward in 

the NAF's air-to-air and air-to-
ground combat capabilities, 
boasting advanced avionics 
and weaponry that enable 
them to engage a variety of 
targets effectively. The JF-17 
is a supersonic air superiority 
fighter designed to counter en-
emy aircrafts, with secondary 
air to ground capabilities. 

Training for the Future
While the NAF has a balanced 
fleet of aircrafts providing dif-
ferent capabilities for different 
situations, the M-346FA will 
be the backbone of the NAF 
in terms of sheer numbers. 
Two complete Squadrons. 
First batch will be arriving in 
a couple of months. The NAF 
is acquiring the M-346 FA for 
Close Air Support, specifically 

Aircraft Modernization: 
A Look at the Nigerian Air Force's Fleet Upgrades

18-22 SEPT 2024

Armaments Corporation of South Africa SOC Ltd
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for effecting ground targets. It 
is subsonic, optimized for flying 
at low altitudes, allowing it to 
operate in close proximity to 
ground forces.

The addition of 24 Leonardo 
M-346 light combat and trainer 
aircraft underscores the NAF's 
commitment to developing a 
highly skilled pilot cadre. These 
platforms serve a dual pur-
pose: preparing pilots for the 
rigors of modern aerial combat 
while also being capable of un-
dertaking light attack missions. 
This Italian-made aircraft is 
known for its agility and ad-
vanced training capabilities.

Precision and 
Persistence
The procurement of 12 SNC 
A-29B Super Tucano aircraft 
enhances the NAF's precision 
strike capabilities, particularly 
in counterinsurgency and close 
air support roles. These aircraft 
are renowned for their rug-
gedness and ability to operate 
from austere environments, 
making them well-suited for the 

diverse terrains of Nigeria. It is 
suitable for counter-insurgency 
and close air support (CAS) 
operations. For CAS/ground 
attack the NAF fields a Squad-
ron (twelve) of A-29 Tucanos 
with a mix of Alpha jets and 
L-39 ZAs constituting anoth-
er Squadron. These aircrafts 
are equipped for low intensity 
conflicts such as insurgencies 
or basic air defence against 
similarly equipped adversaries.

Eyes in the Sky
The NAF has been investing 
in a diverse array of ISR plat-
forms to provide a comprehen-
sive surveillance envelope for 
the military. Intelligence, sur-
veillance, and reconnaissance 
(ISR) are critical components 
of modern warfare. To this 
end, the NAF has acquired two 
Beechcraft Super King Air ISR 
aircraft, which are equipped 
with sophisticated sensors to 
provide real-time intelligence 
that can shape the battlefield. 
The NAF also fields a large 
number of Austrian-made Dia-

mond DA62 and DA42 ISR-ca-
pable aircraft, enhancing its 
surveillance and reconnais-
sance capabilities.

Expanding Tactical 
Reach
The NAF's logistical and tacti-
cal reach has been extended 
with the acquisition of two 
EADS CASA C-295 tactical 
transport aircraft. To improve 
its tactical airlift capacity, the 
NAF has acquired the C-295, 
a versatile transport aircraft 
capable of operating in chal-
lenging environments. These 
workhorses of the sky are 
capable of transporting troops 
and equipment swiftly, ensur-
ing that the NAF can respond 
rapidly to emerging situations. 

Helicopter Powerhouse
The NAF's rotary-wing capabil-
ities have received a significant 
boost with the induction of 18 
Mil Mi-35, 6 TAI/AgustaWest-
land T-129, and 12 Bell AH-1Z 
Viper attack helicopters. These 
platforms bring formidable 
firepower and enhanced mobil-

ity to the NAF's operations, allowing for greater 
flexibility in a variety of combat scenarios. The 
fleet has been strengthened with these at-
tack helicopters, offering robust firepower and 
multi-mission capabilities. The modern T-129 
provides enhanced precision strike and recon-
naissance features, while the advanced AH-
1Z offers cutting-edge avionics and weapons 
systems.

Unmanned Advantage
In an era where UAVs are reshaping the dy-
namics of conflict, the NAF has not been left 
behind. The acquisition of 2 CAIG Wing Loong 
II MALE combat drones, 6 Bayraktar TB2 
combat drones, and 10 Songar combat VTOL 
drones represents a significant investment in 
unmanned capabilities, providing the NAF with 
extended reach and persistent surveillance 
options. The Wing Loong II MALE combat 
drones, expands NAF’s unmanned capabilities 
for long-endurance missions, While the Turk-
ish-made Bayraktar TB2 are known for their 
effectiveness in intelligence and strike opera-
tions. Also, the Songar combat VTOL drones 
further enhances the NAF's unmanned opera-
tional flexibility and ground support.

Maintaining Aerial Dominance
The Nigerian Air Force's modernization efforts 
are a testament to its resolve to maintain aerial 
dominance and provide robust national de-
fense. As these new aircraft are integrated into 
the NAF's operational framework, they promise 
to enhance Nigeria's ability to safeguard its 

sovereignty and contribute to regional stability. 
The skies over Nigeria are witnessing the dawn 
of a new era, one where the NAF flies higher, 
faster, and stronger than ever before.

The modernization of the Nigerian Air Force 
(NAF) is poised to significantly enhance Nigeria's 
defense posture in several ways:

1.	 Deterrence Capability
2.	 Force Projection 
3.	 Counterinsurgency Operations
4.	 Training and Readiness

The modernization brings with it a technological 
edge, as newer aircraft come equipped with ad-
vanced avionics, sensors, and weapon systems. 
This will likely increase the NAF's operational 
efficiency and effectiveness in both defensive 
and offensive missions.

By diversifying its fleet with aircraft from different 
countries, Nigeria may gain more strategic au-
tonomy and flexibility in its defense procurement 
and operations. This could reduce dependency 
on any single foreign entity for military hardware.

Gearing up to meet future threats
Although, the fleet modernization is expected to 
provide the Nigerian Air Force with a qualitative 
leap in capabilities, enabling it to better safe-
guard national sovereignty, contribute to regional 
security, and address contemporary security 
challenges more effectively. However, the NAF 
faces a reckoning in the coming years. 

The service will have to decide what kind of air 
force it wants to be and acquire the aircrafts to 
match that purpose. Some argue the NAF should 
tailor itself strictly for low intensity operations 
against non-state actors. Others want the NAF to 
gradually optimize itself for high intensity warfare 
against a technological advanced foe. At current 
spending level can the NAF afford to pay for an 
Airforce that does both? 

According to defence and security expert Boboye 
Adeolu, he explained that “At a time of serious 
global geopolitical upheaval, Nigeria cannot 
afford to stand still. Seismic events currently 
happening much further away will ultimately 
resonate in our West African corner of the globe, 
evidence of this is already emerging in the unfor-

The Nigerian Air 
Force's moderniza-
tion efforts are a 
testament to its 

resolve to maintain 
aerial dominance and 

provide robust 
national defence. 

“

“

AEROSPACE
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tunate civil war in Sudan.”

He opined that “Nigeria cannot afford compla-
cency at this time and must continue to mod-
ernize both in platforms and in doctrine. The 
recent acquisitions by the Nigerian Airforce are 
a strategic proactive step in this direction. They 
should be applauded and we hope to see more. 
We hopefully can look forward to a time Nigeria 
takes its rightful place as the regional power it 
should be in West Africa.”

The NAF for over a decade has leaned on just 
about 10 F-7N's (and later 3 JF-17s) for the 
most dangerous missions. Given current secu-
rity imperatives and volatile geopolitical land-
scape the NAF should possess around 20 to 40 
more fighters for strategic air defence. The NAF 
will either have to augment its fighter fleet or 
accept a huge reduction in strategic air power 
with profound implications for Nigeria's ability to 
defend itself against a near peer adversary and 
project power across the region if/when needed. 

The NAF don't have them in numbers that 
allow for attrition. The F-7Ni Airguard, even 
with recent upgrades lack the capacity to pene-
trate modern air defence without unsustainable 
losses. Yet it remains one of the most capable 
fighter jets available to Nigeria for operations in 
contested airspace.

It is recommended that the NAF should buy 
more multirole fighters to preserve it's high-in-

tensity peer to peer combat capabilities.

We understand the air force is the most capi-
tal-intensive branch of the military. It’s not for no 
reason that the NAF ordered only 3 of the 18 
JF-17 fighters it originally claimed it needed. 

An ambition to sustain all current NAF fleet and 
purchase significant numbers of JF-17s beyond 
the initial three or acquire a replacement fleet 
for the F-7Ni fighters is not matched by avail-
able funding.

So, while the NAF's fleet of COIN aircrafts for 
low intensity conflicts is one of the most impres-
sive in Africa, from state-of-the-art A-29s to a 
fleet of armed attack drones. The conventional 
aspect of air power is where the government 
will have to make some hard decisions. 

The modernized fleet today and future procure-
ment will likely reshape Nigeria's defence strat-
egy, making it more resilient and responsive to 
the dynamics of modern warfare and peace-
keeping efforts.

The Nigerian Air Force's modernization efforts 
represent a significant step forward in enhanc-
ing its defensive and offensive capabilities. The 
new acquisitions, coupled with the retirement 
of legacy aircraft, position the NAF to better 
address contemporary security challenges and 
contribute to regional stability now and in the 
foreseeable future.

AEROSPACE
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In the ever-evolving the-
ater of war, one technol-
ogy has risen above the 
rest to redefine the rules 

of engagement: drones. These 
unmanned aerial vehicles 
(UAVs) have transitioned from 
mere surveillance apparatuses 
to sophisticated platforms ca-
pable of altering the strategic 
and tactical dynamics of con-
flicts worldwide.

The inception of drones in 
military operations was mod-
est, primarily focused on re-
connaissance and intelligence 
gathering. However, the turn 
of the century marked a signif-
icant shift with the introduction 

of armed drones, such as the 
MQ-1 Predator, which became 
the emblematic weapon of 
counter-insurgency campaigns 
by the United States.

From the sands of Libya, to the 
Azerbaijani desert, and then 
to the black muddy Ukrainian 
battlefield, and even the Suda-
nese Savanna. Today, drones 
are not just tools of superpow-
ers but have democratized 
warfare, enabling even non-
state actors to deploy them for 
various purposes. The combat 
drone, once the preserve of 
military superpowers, is now 
changing the nature of battle 
across the globe. 

The Future of Flight: 
Unmanned Aerial Vehicles in the 
Nigerian Air Force

The impact of UAVs 
on modern warfare 
cannot be overstat-

ed. They offer the NAF 
a significant tactical 
advantage, allowing 

for real-time data col-
lection without putting 
pilots at risk.The abil-
ity to conduct covert 
reconnaissance and 
precision strikes has 
been a game-chang-
er in the fight against 

insurgencies.

In the ever-evolving the-
ater of war, one technol-
ogy has risen above the 
rest to redefine the rules 

of engagement: drones. These 
unmanned aerial vehicles 
(UAVs) have transitioned from 
mere surveillance apparatuses 
to sophisticated platforms ca-
pable of altering the strategic 
and tactical dynamics of con-
flicts worldwide.

The inception of drones in 
military operations was mod-
est, primarily focused on re-
connaissance and intelligence 
gathering. However, the turn 
of the century marked a signif-
icant shift with the introduction 
of armed drones, such as the 
MQ-1 Predator, which became 
the emblematic weapon of 
counter-insurgency campaigns 
by the United States.

From the sands of Libya, to the 
Azerbaijani desert, and then 
to the black muddy Ukrainian 
battlefield, and even the Suda-
nese Savanna. Today, drones 
are not just tools of superpow-

ers but have democratized 
warfare, enabling even non-
state actors to deploy them for 
various purposes. The combat 
drone, once the preserve of 
military superpowers, is now 
changing the nature of battle 
across the globe. 
From precision targeted strikes 
to providing real-time battle-
field intelligence, drones have 
become a staple in modern 
arsenals.

The Nigerian Air Force (NAF) 
has been at the forefront of 
incorporating Unmanned Aerial 
Vehicles (UAVs), also known 
as drones, into its military op-
erations. This strategic move 
is not only revolutionizing the 
NAF's capabilities but also al-
tering the landscape of modern 
warfare within the region.

Autonomous drones, in particu-
lar, have revolutionized military 
strategy. Capable of executing 
complex missions with minimal 
human oversight, these drones 
have introduced a new level 
of efficiency and lethality to mil-

itary operations. 

In late 2020 it was reported 
that Nigeria would soon be 
receiving two Wing Loong IIs, 
four CH-4Bs and two addition-
al CH-3As unmanned aerial 
combat vehicles (UCAVs) from 
China, the latter presumably 
to replace the examples lost 
in service since the type first 
entered service in 2014. Argu-
ably more surprisingly was 
the sighting of a single Emirati 
Yabhon Flash-20 in Nigeria in 
February 2021. The type was 
first reported to have been 
ordered by Nigeria in 2016, but 
had previously not been sight-
ed in Nigerian service.

After initially shopping in China 
for UCAVs, Nigeria turned to 
Türkiye for the acquisition of 
the Bayraktar TB2 UCAV and 
the Songar armed VTOL UAV 
in 2022.

The strategic impact is pro-
found, as drones can now 
engage targets with precision, 
reduce collateral damage, and 

AEROSPACE
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	 IF THERE WERE NO FLANKERS, 
FULCRUMS, FIGHTING FALCONS, 
GRIPENS, RAFALES, STRIKE EAGLES, 
SUPER HORNETS, YOU WOULDN’T 
NEED THE JF-17 
THUNDER.

But these threats do exist, 

and the JF-17 is the only 

aircraft that can effectively 

counter them... and survive.

provide persistent surveillance 
without risking human lives.

The Deployment of UAVs 
in the NAF
The NAF's engagement with 
UAVs began with the need 
for enhanced intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnais-
sance (ISR) to tackle security 
challenges posed by terrorists, 
bandits, and armed militants. 

The introduction of UAVs like 
the Amebo and the Gulma, 
based on the design of the Is-
raeli-supplied Aerostar, marked 
Nigeria's entry into the realm of 
indigenous drone technology.
In recent years, the NAF has 
expanded its UAV fleet with 
the acquisition of models such 
as the Tsaigumi, Nigeria's first 
indigenous operational UAV, 
developed in collaboration with 
UAVision. 

The Tsaigumi is designed to 
provide day and night ISR 
support for counter-terrorism 
operations and other missions, 
including patrolling the exclu-
sive economic zone (EEZ), 
search-and-rescue (SAR), 
and environmental monitor-
ing. A significant leap came 
in 2014 with the acquisition 
of the first CH-3A UAVs from 
China. These armed tactical 
drones marked the NAF's entry 
into offensive drone warfare, 

providing a vital tool in the 
fight against Boko Haram and 
ISWAP.

The NAF's UAV arsenal has 
since diversified. Since the 
1980s, according to our Drone 
Procurement Dataset, we have 
tracked about 195 drone units 
of different types and class that 
Nigeria has acquired. This in-
cludes 132 fixed-wing drones, 
38 Vertical Take-Off and Land-
ing (VTOL) Fixed-Wing drones, 
and 27 Rotary-wing drones.

Impact on Modern 
Warfare
The impact of UAVs on mod-
ern warfare cannot be over-
stated. They offer the NAF a 
significant tactical advantage, 
allowing for real-time data 
collection without putting pilots 
at risk. The ability to conduct 
covert reconnaissance and 

precision strikes has been 
a game-changer in the fight 
against insurgencies.

Moreover, the NAF's UAV pilot 
training capability, based at the 
401st Flying Training School 
in Kaduna, ensures that Nige-
ria is not only a consumer of 
drone technology but also a 
producer of skilled UAV opera-
tors.

The NAF's fleet of UAVs has 
also expanded with the ac-
quisition of the high-end Wing 
Loong II medium-altitude 
long-endurance (MALE) un-
manned aerial vehicles from 
China. These UAVs can remain 
airborne for up to 31 hours in 
intelligence, surveillance, and 
reconnaissance mode and 26 
hours in offensive role, adding 
significant value to counter-
insurgency and anti-banditry 
operations. 

The impact of UAVs on the 
NAF's operations is profound. 
They provide enhanced ISR 
data, both during the day and 
at night, enabling the NAF to 
better understand and respond 
to threats. This is particularly 
crucial in Nigeria's fight against 
terrorism and banditry, where 
intelligence is key to success-

AEROSPACE
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ful operations.-

Challenges and Future 
Prospects
Despite the clear advantag-
es, the deployment of UAVs 
comes with its own set of chal-
lenges. These include techno-
logical limitations, maintenance 
issues, and the need for con-
stant upgrades to keep up with 
global standards. Also, issues 
such as interoperability, capa-
bility gaps, and countermea-
sures against enemy drones 
are areas that require ongoing 
attention.

Additionally, the proliferation of 
drone technology means that 
near-peer adversaries may 
also employ similar tactics, ne-
cessitating the development of 
counter-UAV strategies. More-
over, the proliferation of drone 
technology has led to an arms 
race of sorts in Africa, with na-
tions striving to maintain supe-
riority in this domain.

Looking ahead, the NAF is 
poised to further integrate 
UAVs into its operations. With 
plans to acquire more ad-
vanced models, the future of 
UAVs in the Nigerian Air Force 
looks promising. These acqui-
sitions, coupled with ongoing 
local development efforts, 
signal a commitment to main-
taining a cutting-edge aerial 
warfare capability.

According to defence expert 
Zion Joshua, he noted that 
“the recent acquisition of Un-
manned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) 
by the Nigerian Air Force will 
significantly enhance its capa-
bilities, by enabling it to carry 
out its duties more effectively 
especially in real-time intelli-
gence, surveillance, and re-

connaissance (ISR) gathering, 
conducting precision strikes, 
supporting our able ground 
troop in their effort against 
counter-terrorism and count-
er-insurgency operations, pro-
viding critical ISR for logistics 
and land convoy.

“As you can see in the pres-
ent global conflict like Rus-
sia-Ukraine war where UAV 
has set its doctrine of quick 
detection and quick reaction, 
which has given strategic re-
sults.”

“I hope the Nigeria Air Force 
will continue with the procure-
ment UAV platform and also 
development of indigenous 
UAV platforms in line with the 
modernization of the Air Force 
doctrine and strategic acquisi-
tion of UAV which will be game 
changer in detection and elimi-
nation of national threat.”

Conclusion
The NAF's investment in UAV 
technology is a testament to 
the critical role these systems 
play in modern warfare. As 
the NAF continues to evolve 
its UAV capabilities, it not only 
enhances its operational effec-

tiveness but also contributes to 
the broader discourse on the 
future of military aviation. As 
technology advances, we can 
expect to see even more so-
phisticated UAVs in the NAF’s 
fleet, capable of performing a 
wider range of missions. 
The landscape of modern 
warfare is undeniably being 
reshaped by drones. They 
have introduced a new dimen-
sion to conflict, one where the 
skies are as contested as the 
land and sea. As technolo-
gy advances, so too will the 
capabilities of these remark-
able machines, continuing to 
change the face of warfare as 
we know it.

In conclusion, the deployment 
of UAVs in the Nigerian Air 
Force represents a significant 
step forward in the country's 
military capabilities. These 
machines are not only chang-
ing the way the NAF conducts 
its operations but are also 
contributing to the fight against 
insecurity in Nigeria. As the 
NAF continues to invest in UAV 
technology, we can expect to 
see even more innovative ap-
plications in the future.

AEROSPACE

Likely causes behind FREQUENT 
helicopter crashes in Africa:
Russian expert explains

LOM PRAHA released the first photos of 
the Czech Air Force Mil Mi-171Sh sporting 

a special colour scheme to celebrate the 
60th anniversary of the first flight of the 

Mi-8 helicopter 

Unauthorized MRO, Subpar Parts, and Training Gaps: 
The Potential Culprits Behind Africa’s Helicopter Crashes

The frequent 
helicopter 

crashes in Africa 
cannot be solely 
blamed on the 

helicopters 
themselves.

“
Helicopter crashes 

are not uncommon 
in Africa, with some 
of them causing 

tragic loss of life. A large part 
of helicopters used in various 
African militaries are Rus-
sian-made.

According to open data from 
the Russian Helicopters hold-
ing company (late 2019), more 
than 900 helicopters made 
in Russia and the USSR are 
registered in African countries. 
When it comes to military 
equipment, the share of Rus-
sian helicopters reaches about 
40%.

Russian-made helicopters 
have indeed made significant 
inroads on the African conti-
nent. The most prevalent Rus-
sian-made helicopters in Africa 
belong to the world-famous 
Mi-8/17 and Mi-24/35 helicop-
ter family, with various modifi-
cations. Over 250 of them are 
Mi-24/35 helicopters.

These helicopters have 
demonstrated high reliabili-
ty, survivability, and combat 
effectiveness in specific African 
conditions while being used by 
the Armed Forces of dozens of 
countries on the continent.
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While praised for their reliability and effective-
ness, these choppers have also been involved 
in several unfortunate crashes. While some 
media attributes these incidents to the helicop-
ters’ Russian origin, industry professionals point 
to other factors: unauthorized maintenance, 
low-quality spare parts, and inadequate pilot 
training.

First, it is likely, that insufficient attention or 
resources is given by the operators to general 
operational safety issues, while a helicopter 
fleet’s maintenance and operation requires a 
systematic approach.

The MRO Maze: A crucial aspect highlighted 
by experts is the use of unauthorized third-party 
companies for maintenance and repair. These 
companies often lack official technical docu-
mentation and expertise, raising concerns about 
safety standards. While Russia offers official 
MRO contracts after the warranty expires, oper-
ators sometimes opt for cheaper, unauthorized 
alternatives, compromising equipment integrity 
and putting lives at risk.

At the same time, when delivering helicopters, 
after the warranty period has expired, Russia 
always offers to conclude official contracts for 
MRO, but the customer often chooses a differ-
ent path, jeopardizing the safety of the equip-
ment and the lives of crews and passengers.

A Matter of Parts: Counterfeit, low-quality, 
or second-hand parts used in repairs further ex-
acerbate the problem. A 2018 incident involving 

a Mi-17-1V helicopter crash in Senegal, attribut-
ed to poor-quality repairs in Ukraine, serves as 
a stark example.

Training Gaps: Pilot error also plays a role in 
some crashes. Apparently, a number of African 
countries neglect to organize the further training 
of helicopter pilots and engineers after com-
pleting basic training in Russia. While African 
operators receive basic training in Russia, sub-
sequent comprehensive training is sometimes 
entrusted to private contractors with question-
able qualifications and experience from third 
countries (retired military personnel).

This, coupled with potential lengthy gaps in 
flight operations and inadequate retraining for 
different helicopter types, can create a recipe 
for disaster. It is not clear whether technical 
training equipment is purchased or used.
One the other hand, helicopters flying with the 
United Nation do not suffer frequent crashes 
incidents since they follow stringent MRO re-
quirements. Their adherence to Approved Main-
tenance Organisation (AMO) standards ensures 
quality maintenance practices.

The frequent helicopter crashes in Africa cannot 
be solely blamed on the helicopters themselves. 
Unauthorized MRO practices, substandard 
parts, and inadequate pilot training likely play 
a significant role. By adopting stricter mainte-
nance procedures, using genuine parts, and in-
vesting in proper pilot training, African operators 
can improve safety and ensure the continued 
effectiveness of their helicopter fleets.

Senegal air force two of three over-
hauled Mil Mi-24V attack helicopters 
from Poland’s WZL-1 military aviation 
works in Lodz on 30 November
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On Friday, Septem-
ber 1, 2017, Boko 
Haram extremists 
took a break from 

their warfare to observe a 
holiday. Hundreds of the fight-
ers gathered under trees in 
the Sambisa Forest in Borno 
State, northeast Nigeria.
Nigerian surveillance spotted 
them, and then the Nigerian Air 
Force (NAF) dispatched fighter 
jets.

An Alpha Jet began the attack 
with bombs, “neutralizing” 
hundreds of the fighters, said 
a report published in Nigeria’s 
Daily Post. A second jet fol-
lowed with a bomb attack, and 
a third fighter used rockets to 
strafe fleeing insurgents. “After 
the attacks, a few Boko Haram 
survivors were seen scam-
pering from the location,” the 
newspaper reported. Only days 

before the raid, the chief of the 
air staff, Air Marshal Sadique 
Abubakar, told troops at the 
NAF base in Yola that global 
experience “has shown that air 
power is critical to the defeat 
of asymmetric warfare such as 
the Boko Haram insurgency.”

“All hands must therefore be 
on deck to ensure the effective 
projection of air power to com-
plete the defeat of the Boko 
Haram challenge,” he said.
Nigeria’s Air Force has its 
hands full. Boko Haram began 
in northern Nigeria, but it also 
has roamed parts of neighbor-
ing Burkina Faso, Cameroon, 
Chad and Niger. Of the coun-
tries in the region, Nigeria is, 
by far, the most formidable air 
power.

When the Nigerian Air Force 
cannot undertake its mandates 

Mission-Ready: 
The Role of the Nigerian Air Force in Counter-Terrorism Operations

Air Power is a Critical Tool in Stopping terrorism.

"Nigerian Air Force 
airstrikes in the 
North East have 
devastated and 

coerced the insur-
gents by limiting 
their freedom of 
action to oper-

ate openly and en 
masse, as was the 

case before,”

“

due to limited aerial capa-
bility, the counter-terrorism 
efforts cannot be sustained. 
The military echelon will find 
it difficult to perform optimally, 
for instance, the NAF’s various 
Intelligence, Surveillance, and 
Reconnaissance (ISR) plat-
forms are critical in providing 
valuable information on the 
enemy’s disposition, troops 
strength and composition. 

The NAF’s strike and attack 
aerial apparatus are seen 
as the Nigerian Military’s de 
facto ‘far-reach’ capability; 
first to see the enemy, first 
to strike the enemy and first 
to report the enemy’s position. 
The Nigerian Air Force is sim-
ply the fulcrum that ties all the 
components involved in fight-
ing the war, its role cannot be 
over-emphasized.

According to globalfirepower.
com, Nigeria’s Air Force is the 
largest in the region. Its air 
fleet is about the size of the 
combined fleets of neighboring 
Cameroon, Chad and Niger. 

Nigeria’s total fleet is estimated 
to be about 110 aircraft, includ-
ing fighters, transport planes, 
helicopters and trainers. Such 
figures are seldom exact since 
aircraft go in and out of service 

When the Nigerian Air 
Force cannot under-

take its mandates due 
to limited aerial capa-
bility, the counter-ter-
rorism efforts cannot 

be sustained. 

“

The Nigerian Air 
Force is simply 
the fulcrum that 
ties all the com-
ponents involved 

in fighting the war, 
its role cannot be 
over-emphasized.

for extended periods or are 
even retired without it being 
noted.
Obsolete or retired aircraft 
are indicative of the struggle 
to maintain air fleets across 
the continent. Abubakar has 

stressed that the NAF is im-
proving aircraft and equipment 
maintenance, allowing it to fly 
more than 9,000 hours in 2015 
and 2016 in counterinsurgency 
operations.

MAKING A BETTER AIR 
FORCE
Nigeria began to modernize 
its Air Force in 1999, when 16 
years of military rule gave way 
to a new democratic govern-
ment. Nigerian officials began 
examining Air Force capa-
bilities and started programs 
to refurbish and replace old 
equipment. Better maintenance 
has been re-emphasized in 
recent years. Since 2016, the 

NAF appears to have adopt-
ed a “make the best of what 
we have” philosophy, keeping 
costs down and buying smaller 
attack planes that are more 
adaptable to asymmetric con-
flicts. And they have had some 
successes in bringing retired 
equipment back into service.

In 2016, the Air Force recon-
figured two Alpha Jets in its in-
ventory that had been acquired 
without weapons capability. 
The two jets were among four 
bought from the United States 
in 2015. The four jets were pur-
chased specifically to combat 
Boko Haram. Until the weap-
onry fitting, the jets had been 
limited to pilot training. 

The Air Force had been look-
ing to get the jets reconfigured 
overseas, but the manufacturer 
had long since closed down 
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the production line. Eventually, 
Nigerian engineers proposed 
ways to do the work in Nigeria. 
Bright Mountain Media says 
the adaptations cost about 
$13,000. Some reports listed 
a cost as low as $2,000. “Giv-
en typical military equipment 
costs, this stands as a remark-
able achievement,” Bright 
Mountain reported. “Foreign 
companies had requested up 
to $30,000 just to assess the 
cost of doing the refit.”

In February 2017, the Air Force 
announced that it was getting 
three Embraer Super Tuca-
no turboprop planes from the 
Brazilian Air Force. The small, 
highly maneuverable planes 
are particularly suited for 
counterinsurgency operations 
and precision guided-munitions 
runs. In August 2017, the Unit-
ed States approved the $593 
million sale of 12 additional 
Super Tucanos to Nigeria.

In April 2017, the Air Force 
commissioned two Mil Mi-35M 
attack helicopters to boost 
counterinsurgency efforts, 
Jane’s reported. The Air Force 
had ordered 12 of the Russian 
aircraft, which can be modified 
for attacks, ground assaults on 

armored targets, medical 

In July 2017, the Air Force an-
nounced it was expanding its 
training to meet the demands 
of its expanded mission and 
air fleet. Part of the expansion 
was the result of reactivating 
some of its aircraft.

STAMPING OUT 
BOKO HARAM
As of the end of 2017, Boko 
Haram was faltering and had 
splintered into two groups. 
Air Marshal Abubakar said in 
a college lecture in Septem-
ber 2017 that the Nigerian Air 
Force had wiped out some of 
Boko Haram’s top leaders and 
several of the terrorist group’s 
logistics bases.

“Nigerian Air Force airstrikes in 
the North East have devastat-
ed and coerced the insurgents 
by limiting their freedom of 
action to operate openly and 
en masse, as was the case be-
fore,” he said. “Equally, these 
punitive strikes have eradicat-
ed the insurgents’ ‘front-line’ 
leadership and logistics bases, 
thereby reducing their opera-
tional capability.”

He added that “equipping and 

sustaining a balanced air force” 
is one of the greatest challeng-
es facing Nigeria. “Given the 
current precarious situation 
Nigeria operates in and the 
rampant cases of conflicts, the 
Armed Forces must prepare for 
the conduct of war and secure 
military victories until peace is 
restored politically,” he said. 
“Indeed, the warfighting mis-
sion of an armed force will 
determine how it is organized, 
equipped and trained.”

Nigeria’s Alpha Jets were 
largely abandoned for years, 
until the Air Force began re-
turning them to service in 2013 
to fight Boko Haram. Of the 
original 24, an estimated 13 
were returned to service.

An incident in June 2016 
shows how effective they 
can be. The Multinational 
Joint Task Force had recently 
chased Boko Haram fighters 
out of camps in the Sambi-
sa Forest. Insurgents armed 
seven trucks — two with heavy 
machine guns — and waited to 
ambush opposing forces near 
Daira Noro in Borno State. As 
the Boko Haram fighters pre-
pared their attack, an unarmed 
civilian plane flew over — and 
radioed the insurgents’ position 
to a pilot in a nearby Alpha Jet. 

As Bright Mountain Media 
reported, “The Alpha Jet un-
leashed a barrage of rockets 
on the concealed ambush, 
followed by 250-pound bombs 
and strafing runs.”

All of the trucks were de-
stroyed. Nigerian troops ar-
rived and chased off the sur-
vivors. The troops found 15 
bodies and two abandoned 
rocket-propelled grenades.
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Redefining Warfare: 
The Rise of HAVELSAN's Digital Troops

In the evolving landscape of modern 
warfare, the integration of autono-
mous and robotic systems on the bat-
tlefield has become a game-changer. 

These systems, known as force multi-
pliers, significantly enhance the combat 
power and strategic outcomes for military 
forces. HAVELSAN, a leading defense 
technology company, has been at the 
forefront of this revolution with its vision of 
Digital Troops.

Digital Troops: 
A New Defense Paradigm
Digital Troops is HAVELSAN's concept of 
a unified force comprising various un-
manned aerial, land, and sea vehicles. 
This vision is set to redefine defense 
strategies by introducing unmanned bat-
tlefields where autonomous systems col-
laborate seamlessly. The goal is to devel-
op systems capable of autonomous task 
execution, intercommunication, strategic 
planning, and real-time mission implemen-
tation.

Technological Vanguard
HAVELSAN's arsenal includes advanced 
systems like the BARKAN Autonomous 
Medium-Class Unmanned Ground Vehi-
cle, the B30 Under the Cloud Autonomous 
Aircraft, and the M6 Advanced Micro-Re-
connaissance UAV System. These sys-
tems are part of the Super Intelligence 
System, which orchestrates the Digital 
Troops, enhancing battlefield command 
and control.

The Command Center's New Eye
The Digital Troops concept envisions a 
future where soldiers and robots coexist 
on the battlefield. Command centers will 
benefit from enhanced decision-making 
capabilities, thanks to real-time data from 

Barkan Unmanned Ground Vehicle. 
(Credit Havelsan)

Digital Troops. This integrated approach promis-
es to increase the success rate of military units 
and shape the future of warfare.

Superintelligence System: 
The Brain Behind the Brawn
The Superintelligence System is a sophisticated 
AI and intelligence platform designed to opti-
mize military efficiency in digitalized battlefields. 
It serves as a mobile analysis system, partic-
ularly for Autonomous Land and Air Systems, 
boosting mission effectiveness through high-lev-
el data processing and analysis.

BARKAN, B30, and M6: 
The Frontline Innovators
The BARKAN UGV, with its autonomous capa-
bilities and modular design, is versatile for vari-
ous missions, including logistics, protection, and 
reconnaissance. The B30 UAV excels in joint 
operations with its vertical take-off and landing, 
autonomous mission execution, and payload 
flexibility. The M6 UAV, an ultra-portable recon-
naissance system, meets the demands of mod-
ern warfare with its ability to operate in swarms 
and perform autonomous tasks.

The Battlefield Benefits
Digital Troops offer numerous advantages:

Increased Safety: By minimizing frontline expo-
sure, Digital Troops safeguard soldiers, reduc-

ing casualties from direct combat, landmines, 
and other dangers.
 Efficiency and Cost-Effectiveness: Un-
manned systems operate longer without human 
needs, cutting down on supply and personnel 
expenses.
  
Enhanced Capabilities: Digital Troops possess 
unique abilities, such as high-altitude swarm 
operations and versatile payload options for 
reconnaissance and support.
  
Precision and Accuracy: With advanced 
guidance systems, Digital Troops execute op-
erations with remarkable precision, improving 
target engagement.
  
Reduced Human Error: Autonomy in naviga-
tion and operation mitigates the risks associat-
ed with human mistakes.

Conclusion
HAVELSAN's Digital Troops are setting the 
stage for a transformative era in military oper-
ations. With their promise of increased safety, 
efficiency, versatility, precision, and reduced 
human error, these systems are poised to be-
come a pivotal factor in the future of warfare. As 
technology advances, the role and capabilities 
of Digital Troops will only grow, solidifying their 
position as an essential component of modern 
military strategy.
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Milkor 380:
The largest armed UAV built in Africa takes flight

Milkor is positioned to cater to the burgeoning global interest in UAV procurement.

Milkor has achieved 
a significant mile-
stone with the 
inaugural flight of 

its Milkor 380 unmanned aerial 
vehicle (UAV), representing 
a substantial step forward in 
the development of its flagship 
aircraft, which stands as the 
largest armed UAV originating 
from Africa. This historic flight, 
which took place on the 19th 
of September, positions South 
Africa among a select group of 
nations globally that have suc-
cessfully conceived and oper-
ated a UAV of such impressive 
dimensions. The Milkor 380 
boasts a formidable wingspan 
of 18.6 meters and an impres-

sive maximum takeoff weight 
of 1,300 kilograms.

Unveiled in 2018, the Milkor 
380 embarked on taxi testing 
earlier this year. Daniel du 
Plessis, the Marketing and 
Communications Director at 
Milkor, emphasized the signif-
icance of the first flight, noting 
that it signifies a remarkable 
achievement for both Milkor 
and the South African De-
fence Industry (SADI). Flight 
trials and sensor integration 
will remain at the forefront of 
developments throughout the 
year 2023.

Specifically engineered for 
extended Intelligence, Sur-
veillance, Target Acquisition, 
and Reconnaissance (ISTAR) 
missions, the Milkor 380 is 
designed to accommodate 
an external payload of 210 
kilograms, which includes an 
assortment of weapons and 
sensors. Notable examples 
of these include the Al Tariq 
X-series precision guided 
munitions, Halcon Desert Sting 
DS-16 guided bombs, FZ602 
laser-guided rocket launchers, 

an L3-Harris gimbal, and Airborne Technologies’ 
Self Contained Aerial Reconnaissance (SCAR) 
Pod.

Milkor has designated the initial five units of this 
UAV for domestic utilization, with the first air-
craft already undergoing comprehensive testing 
and evaluation at its expansive 10,000 square 
meter manufacturing facility located in Cape 
Town. This commitment was solidified through a 
memorandum of understanding signed between 
Milkor, Armscor, and the South African Air Force 
at the Africa Aerospace and Defence (AAD) 
expo held in September the previous year.

According to du Plessis, this development pro-
vides an extraordinary opportunity to enhance 
the operational capabilities of the South Afri-
can National Defence Force (SANDF), South 
African Police Service (SAPS), and the Border 
Management Authority (BMA), while simultane-
ously ensuring extended operational readiness 
through embedded support. He further high-
lighted the importance of shared responsibility 
with the local industry to secure a sustainable 
service life for South African end users.

The public can anticipate the first public demon-
strations of the Milkor 380 at the African Aero-
space and Defence Exhibition in September 
2024, with Milkor taking on the role of Diamond 

Sponsor for this event.

Beyond satisfying domestic requirements, 
Milkor is positioned to cater to the burgeoning 
global interest in UAV procurement. The com-
pany has strategically expanded its presence 
to India, the Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emir-
ates, Poland, and South Africa, positioning itself 
favorably to meet the growing international 
demand.

Daniel du Plessis expressed Milkor’s eagerness 
to engage with end users and decision-mak-
ers worldwide, underscoring the intrinsic value 
demonstrated by UAVs in active conflicts over 
recent years. He also affirmed Milkor’s commit-
ment to delivering cutting-edge technologies 
within the unmanned aerial vehicle domain, 
underpinned by the capability to manufacture all 
critical components in-house.

With an impressive endurance capability of up 
to 35 hours, the Milkor 380 is categorized as a 
medium altitude long endurance (MALE) UAV. 
Its five hardpoints can accommodate a diverse 
range of weaponry and equipment, including 
synthetic aperture radar, jammers, electro-op-
tical gimbals, and more. Notably, all avionics, 
communications, and payload integration capa-
bilities have been developed in-house, solidify-
ing Milkor’s standing in the UAV industry.

UNMANNED SYSTEMS AEROSPACE
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Burkina Faso’s Akinci 
drones breaks cover

Burkina Faso’s newly 
acquired Akinci long-
range combat drone 
have been seen in 

public for the first time.

The two new Akinci drones are 
part of a larger haul which in-
cludes five Bayraktar TB2s as 
well as an assorted guided and 
unguided munitions.

The Akinci are likely to have 
been delivered to the military 
of Burkina Faso earlier this 
year, while Five Bayraktar TB2 
drones were delivered between 
April and May 2022.

This new delivery highlights 
the growing reliance on Turk-
ish-made military products, 

and also signifying that Africa 
is a new market for Turkish 
defence firms, and defence 
and aerospace exports to the 
continent are rising, from $83 
million in 2020 to $288 million 
in 2021.

Bayraktar Akıncı (meaning 
Raider in Turkey) is a high-al-
titude long-endurance (HALE) 
unmanned combat aerial ve-
hicle (UCAV) manufactured by 
the Turkish defence company 
Baykar. The drone has a 5.5+ 
ton maximum takeoff weight 
(MTOW), of which over 1,350 
kg (2,980 lb) is payload. Akıncı 
is equipped with two turboprop 
engines of either 450 hp (460 
PS; 340 kW) or 750 hp (760 
PS; 560 kW), as well as elec-

tronic support and ECM sys-
tems, dual satellite communi-
cation systems, air-to-air radar, 
collision avoidance radar, and 
advanced synthetic-aperture 
radar.

The Akinci UCAV was seen 
fitted with MAM-L and MAM-T 
munitions. However, ROKET-
SAN’s TEBER GPS and La-
ser-guided general purpose 
bombs, and TÜBİTAK SAGE’s 
HGK GPS guidance kits were 
presented alongside the UCAV, 
indicating that Burkina Faso 
has acquired heavier munitions 
for AKINCI UCAV as well.

The Akinci were inspected by 
Burkinabe Interim Leader Ibra-

Ekene Lionel

Burkina Faso’s newly acquired 
Akinci long-range combat 

drone as seen in public for the 
first time.

UNMANNED SYSTEMS
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him Traore, who came to pow-
er with a coup on September 
30, 2022. Traore is known for 
his heavy opposition to French 
policies and represents an 
example of France’s declining 
influence in African countries.

Since 2016, it has faced a 
growing threat from rival Is-
lamist terror groups affiliated 
with the Islamic State group 
and with al-Qaeda, resulting in 
10,000 casualties, and the dis-
placement of some two million 
people.

Burkina Faso is facing a grow-

ing threat from Islamist mili-
tants who have been launching 
attacks from neighboring Mali 
and Niger. The country has 
been struggling to contain the 
violence, which has killed thou-
sands of people and displaced 
more than a million.

The Akinci drone will likely be 
employed against terrorist and 
insurgent targets, including 
groups of terrorists travelling 
on motor cycles.

Although, in a recent incident, 
a Bayraktar TB2 drone belong-
ing to the Burkinabe Air Force 

crashed approximately 140 
kilometers southeast of the 
capital city, near Tenkodogo.
Burkina Faso hopes that the 
drones will help it gain an edge 
over the Islamist militants who 
have been wreaking havoc in 
the region.

The Akinci is steadily witness-
ing export success. So far, 
among the nine customers of 
AKINCI UCAV, three are from 
Africa, and they are Burkina 
Faso, Ethiopia, and Libya (not 
confirmed).

AEROSPACE
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Nigeria will take delivery of the first six 
of 24 Italian M-346 light fighter-trainer 
aircraft it has ordered by year end, the 
country’s Air Force has said.

Originally manufactured by Italy’s Leonardo as 
a twin-seater jet trainer, the M-346 has been 
acquired by Nigeria in its more recent, armed 
M-346FA fighter format.

The 24 aircraft are due to be delivered in four 
batches of six aircraft, with 25 years of logistic 
support included in the contract, the statement 
added. Leonardo will profit from its maintenance 
operation on the aircraft in Nigeria to offer main-
tenance services there to its other clients in the 
region, the Air Force added.

The Vice President of Messrs Leonardo, Mr 
Claudio Sabatino assured the Chief of Air Staff 
(CAS), Air Mashal Hasan Abubakar, of his Com-
pany’s unwavering commitment to the timely 
delivery of the M-346 fighter aircraft beginning 
with the first batch of 6 expected in Nigeria 
before the end of Year 2024. Mr Sabatino stated 
this when he paid a visit to Nigerian Air Force 
(NAF) Headquarters on Wednesday, 17 April 
2024. 

While thanking the CAS for the warm reception 
accorded him and his entourage, Mr Sabatino 
also stated that further engagement between 
the NAF and his Company would be necessary 
to conclude other aspects of the project such 
as the commencement of pilots and engineer-
ing training. Mr Claudio assured the CAS that 
when finally completed, the maintenance of the 
aircraft fleet would not constitute a challenge 
as there is a binding agreement for Leonardo’s 
maintenance support for the minimum of 25 

years. He also noted that the manufacturing of 
the aircraft fleet has reached an appreciable 
state and is being carried out with the utmost 
skill and expertise.

The assurance of long-term maintenance sup-
port provided by Leonardo was particularly met 
with appreciation by the CAS, who recognized 
the inherent value of such commitment in en-
suring the sustained operational readiness of 
the entire aircraft fleet. Reflecting on the journey 
thus far, Air Marshal Abubakar also acknowl-
edged the challenges overcome and expressed 
optimism for the future trajectory of the partner-
ship. Envisioning the operational impact that the 
M-346 fighter aircraft brings to fore, Air Marshal 
Abubakar went on to underscore its dual role in 
bolstering training capabilities and augmenting 
operational effectiveness in diverse mission 
scenarios. 

Moreover, the prospect of Close air support, Air 
Interdiction, and tactical reconnaissance as well 
as Advanced Pilot Training capabilities inher-
ent in the M-346 fighter aircraft heralded a new 
prospect for NAF’s operational versatility. 

The CAS further proposed the establishment 
of a dedicated Program Management Office, 
tasked with overseeing all facets of the collab-
oration. Air Marshal Abubakar also used the 
opportunity of the visit to reiterate the signifi-
cance of Messr Leonardo’s physical presence 
in Nigeria as a maintenance hub for their long 
list of African clienteles, whole also emphasizing 
the need for close coordination and synergy in 
achieving shared objectives with regards to the 
expeditious delivery of the fleet. 

Leonardo assures 
NIGERIA OF  timely 
delivery of M-346 jets

AEROSPACE
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Chad enhances Air Force capabilities with 
Turkish Aksungur drones

The Chadian Air Force 
(AAT) has taken a 
significant step in 
bolstering its aerial 

capabilities by acquiring at 
least one Aksungur unmanned 
aerial vehicle (UAV) from Turk-
ish Aerospace (TUSAŞ). This 
move marks a pivotal moment 
in Chad’s military moderniza-
tion efforts.

On April 21, the AAT released 
a video showcasing an Aksun-
gur drone adorned with AAT 
markings and the Turkish-for-

mat serial number 23013. The 
footage captured the UAV 
taking off from Adji Kosseï Air 
Base, located at N’Djamena 
International Airport, equipped 
with eight MAM-L small la-
ser-guided bombs. Addition-
ally, the video highlighted the 
training of AAT personnel by 
TUSAŞ experts in Türkiye.

The AAT’s current fleet in-
cludes two TUSAŞ Anka UAVs 
and three Hürkuş-C turboprop 
light-attack aircraft. These 
were first presented during a 

visit by President General Ma-
hamat Idriss Déby Itno to Adji 
Kosseï Air Base in July 2023.

The Aksungur, initially known 
as Anka-2, is a twin-engine 
UAV that boasts a maximum 
take-off weight of 3,300 kg and 
can carry a payload exceeding 
750 kg. This is a significant 
enhancement over the Anka’s 
1,700 kg weight capacity with 
a 350 kg payload. TUSAŞ has 
reported that the Aksungur is 
designed for a 50-hour endur-

Ekene Lionel

ance, although the longest re-
corded flight to date is 41 hours.

Chad is now the second-known 
export operator of the Aksungur, 
following Kyrgyzstan’s Border 
Guard Service. The latter dis-
played the UAV alongside a 
heavier Bayraktar Akıncı during 
a visit by the President of Kyr-
gyzstan to the new UAV base at 
Issyk-Kul International Airport on 
October 28, 2023.

The Aksungur is engineered for 
both day and night Intelligence, 
Surveillance and Reconnais-
sance (ISR) missions, as well 
as strike operations. It can be 
outfitted with electro-optical/
infrared and synthetic aperture 
radar (SAR) payloads, along 
with a variety of air-to-ground 
weapons. The UAV’s three hard-
points support a 750 kg payload, 

compatible with an array of 
munitions including TEBER-81 
and TEBER-82 laser-guided 
bombs, and L-UMTAS, MAM-L, 
Cirit, and MAM-C guided 
missiles. Chad’s Aksungur has 
been observed carrying eight 
MAM-L munitions and what 
seems to be a Hensoldt Argos 
II electro-optical gimbal.

Powered by two PD-170 
twin-turbocharged diesel 
engines, the Aksungur can 
perform long-endurance oper-
ations at altitudes up to 12,000 
metres. With an optional sat-
ellite communications pay-
load, it can execute beyond 
line of sight operations. The 
UAV measures 12.5 metres in 
length, has a wingspan of 24.2 
metres, and can endure up to 
50 hours of flight time without 
weapons.

TAI also offers a maritime 
patrol variant of the Aksungur, 
equipped with a synthetic ap-
erture radar, Automatic Identifi-
cation System (AIS), sonobuoy 
pod, and magnetic anomaly 
detector (MAD) boom. Efforts 
are underway to integrate a 
lightweight torpedo onto the 
UAV.

Developed from the com-
bat-tested Anka UAV, the 
Aksungur has been serving in 
the Turkish Navy since Oc-
tober 2021. Angola was the 
first African nation to place an 
order for the Aksungur, with 
TAI confirming the contract in 
March 2023. This followed an 
initial interest expressed by 
Angola in 2021, leading to a 
$93 million contract for UAVs 
through the Angolan public 
corporation Simportex.

Although Algeria was reported 
to be the first African export 
customer for the Aksungur, 
with claims of an acquisition of 
six aircraft, this has not been 
officially confirmed.

The acquisition of the Aksun-
gur by Chad comes shortly 
after the delivery of three 
Hurkus-C trainer/light attack 
aircraft and two Anka UAVs 
from TAI, which were show-
cased by President Déby in 
July 2023. Alongside these 
aircraft, MAM-L and MAM-C 
munitions were also introduced 
into service. In January, Chad’s 
Air Force recognized three 
pilots and seven technicians 
who completed qualifications 
on Hurkus aircraft.

The ANKA-S and Aksungur 
share a common hull structure, 
offering significant benefits 
in maintenance, repair, train-
ing, and logistical support. To 
further enhance its operational 
capabilities, Chad sent 20 en-
gineers for training at TUSAŞ.

In a related development, TAI 
disclosed the delivery of two 
Hurkus aircraft to Niger in 
May 2023, marking the first 
confirmed export order for the 
aircraft type.

The Aksungur UAVs will play a 
crucial role in Chad’s defense 
strategy, particularly in combat-
ing terrorism, mercenary activ-
ities, kidnappings for ransom, 
and various forms of banditry. 
This technological advance-
ment signifies a leap forward 
in the nation’s commitment to 
maintaining security and sta-
bility within its borders and the 
region.
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