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Air Mobility forces are drawn from regular Air Force forces and the air Reserve 
Component (ARC). Additionally, a significant portion of America’s air mobility capability 
relies on contracted airlift options including the Civil Reserve Air Fleet (CRAF). 
 
Regular Forces 
 
Regular Air Force forces comprise approximately half of the air mobility force and 
typically provide the initial response to support any contingency or humanitarian 
assistance / disaster relief operation. 
 
Air Reserve Component 
 
ARC forces are an integral part of the total air mobility force and conduct operations 
supporting daily taskings. Peacetime access to ARC forces is provided through the 
mechanism of volunteerism. Peacetime use of ARC forces, however, requires funding 
either through long-term manpower authorization (also known as man-days) and/or the 
Transportation Working Capital Fund in order to execute missions. ARC members 
volunteer to serve during contingencies and non-contingency operations to supplement 
regular component forces for a specified period of time. During crises, volunteers and 
mobilized ARC units augment the regular component, providing a major portion of the 
Air Force’s airlift, air refueling (AR), air mobility support, and aeromedical evacuation 
(AE) forces. When air mobility requirements exceed regular component capability and 
ARC volunteerism, the Secretary of Defense (SecDef) may direct the ARC to 
mobilization. Refer to AFDP 3-36, “Command Relationships” doctrine topic module for 
further guidance. 
 
Contracted Airlift Operations  
 
Supplemental air mobility capability may be obtained through the CRAF or through 
additional, selectively contracted options. 
 
Civil Reserve Air Fleet 
 
A significant part of the nation's mobility resources resides in the CRAF. Selected 
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http://www.doctrine.af.mil/Doctrine-Annexes/Annex-3-17-Air-Mobility-Ops/


10 
 

aircraft from US airlines, contractually committed to CRAF, may support Department of 
Defense (DOD) airlift requirements in emergencies when the need for airlift exceeds 
military capabilities. 
 
The CRAF has two main segments: international and national. The international 
segment is further divided into the long-range and short-range sections and the 
national segment into domestic and Alaskan sections. Assignment of aircraft to a 
segment depends on the nature of the requirement and the performance 
characteristics needed. The long-range international section consists of passenger 
and cargo aircraft capable of transoceanic operations. The role of these aircraft is to 
augment intertheater aircraft during periods of increased airlift needs, from minor 
contingencies up through full national defense emergencies. Medium-sized passenger 
and cargo aircraft make up the short-range international section supporting near 
offshore airlift requirements. The domestic section is designed to satisfy increased 
DOD airlift requirements in the US during an emergency.  
 
Three stages of incremental activation allow for tailoring an airlift force suitable for 
the contingency at hand. Stage I is for regional crises, Stage II would be used for 
major theater war, and Stage III for periods of national mobilization. Commander, US 
Transportation Command (CDRUSTRANSCOM), with approval of the SecDef, is the 
activation authority for all three stages of CRAF. During a crisis, if Air Mobility 
Command (AMC) (under delegated operational control) has a need for additional 
aircraft, Commander AMC would request CDRUSTRANSCOM take steps to activate 
the appropriate CRAF stage. Each stage of the CRAF activation is only used to the 
extent necessary to provide the amount of civil augmentation airlift needed by DOD. 
 
Additional Contracted Capabilities 
 
AMC has standardized freight tenders for most modes of transportation. The tender 
structure allows for companies participating in CRAF the freedom to carry cargo 
internally or via subcontractors, a practice known as CRAF prime. Tenders offer 
many advantages. These include less than full-planeload movement flexibility, lower 
overall airlift costs, enhanced economic development (in line with national airlift 
policy), and swift redeployment. Companies cover beddown and aircrew issues. As 
opposed to military aircraft, carriers enjoy fast overflight clearance processing since 
they are not required to undergo extensive diplomatic clearance procedures. The 
use of civilian aircraft for military means usually lowers the overall theater profile of 
military aircraft. This method however, may be difficult or impossible in a peer, 
contested operational environment, and requires considerable planning by the 
COMAFFOR staff. 
 

https://www.doctrine.af.mil/Portals/61/documents/Annex_3-17/3-17-D08-Mobility-USTRANSCOM.pdf
https://www.doctrine.af.mil/Portals/61/documents/AFDP_3-36/3-36-D08-Mobility-USTRANSCOM.pdf
https://www.doctrine.af.mil/Portals/61/documents/AFDP_3-36/3-36-D09-Mobility-AMC.pdf
https://www.doctrine.af.mil/Portals/61/documents/Annex_3-17/3-17-D09-Mobility-AMC.pdf
https://www.doctrine.af.mil/Portals/61/documents/AFDP_3-30/3-30-D60-C2-Appendix-ComRels-Overview.pdf
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Theater Express (THX)-Contract 

 
Under this concept, regional commanders enlist commercial air cargo 
companies to move theater air cargo in single pallet increments. THX uses 
international air freight tenders to transport DOD freight. The THX program is 
advantageous since it uses civilian aircraft to facilitate expeditious force and 
logistics movement. Advantages of THX include relieved burden on organic 
airlift and faster cargo delivery. This type of airlift is usually hired in single pallet 
loads and small passenger movements versus hiring a whole aircraft. This 
gives commercial carriers the capability to blend their commercial and military 
freight, resulting in economies of scale and lower costs. 
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