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Aircraft carriers gain clout in naval power
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FILE -- In this Tuesday, April 12, 2011 file photérance's flagship Charles de Gaulle aircraft egrri
navigates in the Gulf of Sirte, off the Libyan cod3espite growing controversy about the cost and
relevance of aircraft carriers, navies around tbedvare adding new ones to their inventories paee
unseen since World War II. (AP Photo/Christophe, Hile)

ABOARD THE CHARLES DE GAULLE (AP) — Despite growingpntroversy about the cost and
relevance of aircraft carriers, navies around tbedvare adding new ones to their inventories paee
unseen since World War I

The U.S. — with more carriers than all other nagisombined — and established naval powers such as
Britain, France and Russia are doing it. So argiBriadia and China — which with Russia form thRIE
grouping of emerging economic giants.

"The whole idea is about being able to project pgisaid Rear Adm. Philippe Coindreau, commander of
the French navy task force that has led the akestron Libya since March 22.

"An aircraft carrier is perfectly suited to thedads of conflicts, and this ship demonstrates é@rgway,"
he said in an interview aboard the French carrleriés de Gaulle, which has been launching daitisra
against Moammar Gadhafi's forces since the intemmal intervention in the Libyan conflict began Mhr
22.

The 42,000-ton nuclear-powered carrier has be@egbin this task by another smaller ship, Ital#00-
ton Giuseppe Garibaldi. None of the U.S. Navy'ssscqariers have been involved, despite American
participation in the war's initial phase.

The U.S. Navy still operates 11 nuclear-poweredea; mostly Nimitz-class vessels displacing up to
100,000 tons.

The floating fortresses became the backbone of $&& power after WWII, projecting military might
around the world in crises and in conflicts suctKasea, Vietnam, Iraq, Kosovo and Afghanistan.

Lee Willett, head of the maritime studies progrartha Royal United Services Institute, a Londonegias
military think tank, said the war in Libya illustead the usefulness of carriers to other navies mitine
regional interests.

France and Italy, the NATO nations closest to toetiNAfrican coast, chose to deploy their ships on
operations although they have air force bases nveghsy reach, he noted.

"All around the world there are major and not-sgenaavies now looking into getting into some fooin
sea-based airpower," Willett said. "They may nohina be global powers but they certainly want aodn
some regional power-projection capability."

The exact number of aircraft carriers in serviceldwide is difficult to establish because of the
proliferation of vessels that are classified as laitvipus warfare ships, helicopter carriers or eselisers
or destroyers — but that fit the classic definitafra carrier as a mobile air base with a flat dieckn
which aircraft take off and land.



These include the United States' eight 41,000-taspAtlass amphibious warfare ships, whose standard
complement includes Harrier jets and SuperCobriadpier gunships, in addition to transport choppers

The French Mistral Class, Britain's HMS Ocean, 8pdin's Juan Carlos | share the same concept of
multipurpose ships that can carry strike jets,doglters and hundreds of marines for amphibioushand
operations.

Even Japan's two Hyuga class "destroyers" havehtheacteristic flat deck, effectively making them
carriers despite their official designation.

"At the end of the day, the popularity of carriexglue to the fact that these are very flexiblefptans that
can be used for a wide variety of tasks and natjasfare,” said Nate Hughes, director of militamnalysis
at the U.S.-based think tank Stratfor.

The U.S. Navy is scheduled to induct the Geral&drd, the lead ship of a new class three-ship déss
supercarriers, in 2015. Each is expected to camitz#0 billion.

Other NATO nations adding flattops to their fleigtslude Britain, already building two ships, andfice,
which is considering procuring a second nucleargred vessel. Spain and Italy have just inducted two
new flattops.

China and India are both in the process of acquitvamped Soviet-built carriers, and India is also
building its first homegrown flattop. Russia willogernize its Admiral Kuznetsov carrier next year to
extend its life until after 2030, and plans to dogirrench Mistral-class ships.

Brazil has completed an extensive refit of the ndgeacquired French carrier Foch — now renamed the
Sao Paolo — which has become its navy's flagship.

"The BRIC navies in particular are all getting intomajor aircraft carriers," said Willett.

Military experts have long debated the relevancaimfaft carriers, which some have dismissed kicsref
the Cold War.

"What many countries don't realize is that sustgjriperations at sea is a very complex task," Heighél.
"The magnitude of the expense necessary to ghatcort of fixed wing capability that the U.S. and
French navy have is difficult to overstate.”

Some critics say the entire concept of the seagaiinigase is now antiquated. They contend thatrazbs
in anti-ship weapons have turned the carriers\witite elephants that are just too expensive toloising
in a war.

While the mammoth floating airports bristling wjtts and missiles appear invincible, the realitghist
since World War Il they have mostly been used inflocts with far weaker opponents. They have yet to
face off against modern navies with their arragarfier-killing ballistic missiles, super-torpedesd
supersonic cruise missiles.

"These new technologies make it easier to targeieca from much greater distances,” said Benjamin
Friedman, a research fellow with the WashingtoredaSATO Institute.

"Those technologies are set to advance fastertttgaability to defend against them,
meaning that in a couple of decades the carrianbss may not be viable anymore."



