
The Turkish Air Force 
Boosting Defence Capabilities within NATO:  
Perspectives from the Turkish Air Chief

By General Ziya Cemal Kadıoğlu, Commander of the Turkish Air Force

What are the current air and space capability de
velopments in the Turkish Air Force?

Before I get into the details of the capability develop-
ment roadmap, I would like to summarize the Turkish 
Air Force (TÜ AF) concept mindset with some exam-
ples. The TÜ AF has initiated modernization and R&D 
projects with a roadmap through 2050 to enhance its 
operational effectiveness and acquire advanced ca-
pabilities, leveraging cutting-edge systems and plat-
forms. Our ambitious project roadmap focuses on the 
development of aircraft systems, such as the fifth gen-
eration KAAN low visible, multi-role  fighter aircraft, 
trainers such as HÜRKUŞ and HÜRJET aircraft and 
GÖKBEY helicopter, and Unmanned Aerial Vehicle 
(UAV) systems such as ANKA, AKINCI, AKSUNGUR, 
BAYRAKTAR TB3, and KIZILELMA. When it comes 
to space capabilities, our priority is to enhance 
our  existing space-based ISR capability, and 
our space projects are initiated accordingly. 
Furthermore, our air and missile defence 
concept is being bolstered by HİSAR and 
SİPER air defence missile systems, as 
augmented by next-generation Early 
Warning Radar systems.

A forthcoming procurement ini-
tiative is set to replace the T-38M, 
which is expected to be com-
pletely phased out of service by 
the mid-2030s, with a modern 
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‘’ ‘Türkiye plays a crucial role in maintaining 
regional stability through its efforts to deter 
security threats using its military capabilities.’
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trainer aircraft. Specifically, the HÜRJET project seeks 
to fulfil the requirements for jet training and aerobatic 
capabilities, thereby ensuring continuous training of 
pilots and aerobatic team members.

Since 2018, the TÜ AF has been operationally utiliz-
ing UAV systems designed and developed with na-
tional capabilities to meet reconnaissance and sur-
veillance needs. The procurement of high-altitude 
UAV platforms, including AKINCI and AKSUNGUR, has 
enabled the TÜ AF to expand its capacity in close air 

support, air-to-ground attack, and elec tronic war-
fare missions. These platforms have remarkably en-
hanced am munition and payload-carrying capaci-
ties. Currently, the development of next-generation 
stealth UAV systems, including ANKA-3 and  KIZILELMA 
is still ongoing.

In alignment with the fundamental principles of 
peaceful and defensive utilization of space, and con-
sistent with international best practices, we have 
identified key areas for capability development. These 

Air Force Commander General Ziya Cemal KADIOĞLU visited the Turkish Aerospace Industries (TAI) facilities in Ankara 
on 22 May 2024. During his visit, he had the opportunity to take his first flight in Türkiye’s first domestically produced 
manned jet engine aircraft, the HÜRJET, which had its maiden flight on 25 April 2023.

One of Türkiye’s milestone projects is developing a fifth-generation fighter aircraft. KAAN successfully completed its 
maiden flight on 21 February 2024, in Ankara.

  © Turkish Air Force

© Turkish Air Force
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areas include force development, space support, and 
space control. In order to protect our national space 
assets against threats and hazards, we have recently 
established our own Space Command under the 
Turkish Air Force. The space project roadmap consists 
of space-based Electro-Optical (EO) and Synthetic 
Aperture Radar (SAR), electronic support, regional 
 Positioning, Navigation, and Timing (PNT), and early 
warning satellite systems. We are aware of the fact 
that space domain awareness is the key to space 
 warfare, and we are planning to have our own space 
situational awareness capability.

What are the current challenges the TÜ AF is facing?

As other NATO nations, we face common global chal-
lenges, including health crises, climate change, and 
social issues that necessitate a multidisciplinary ap-
proach that encompasses both security and economic 
considerations. Furthermore, we are witnessing a pro-
found shift towards an information and technology-
driven society, precipitated by the cumulative effects 
of globalization and digitization, which demands a 
comprehensive understanding of the interconnected 
nature of these developments.

Furthermore, we carefully consider these factors and 
incorporate lessons learned into training protocols to 

mitigate the impact of climate change on operational 
capability. Our Search and Rescue units are actively 
engaged in responding to natural disasters, which 
necessitates continuous updates to our operational 
approach. Moreover, our humanitarian aid mission 
effectiveness has also been enhanced through this 
adaptive strategy.

The individual and societal benefits associated with 
these factors are integrated into training programs to 
ensure that operational capacity is not compromised 
in environments affected by climate change and 
health issues. Our units continually refine their oper-
ational protocols to adapt to increasing natural disas-
ters such as floods and earthquakes. This has been 
particularly evident in the wake of recent earthquake 
disasters that have significantly impacted our country, 
yielding valuable lessons learned and the develop-
ment of new projects.

It is imperative to establish a military force structure 
comprising a judiciously allocated number of person-
nel with high mobility and firepower, capable of ren-
dering both direct and indirect support to interna-
tional operations. This force should be equipped with 
weapon systems that are commensurate with the 
technological advancements of the present era, en-
abling effective and efficient execution of its mandate.

The Bayraktar KIZILELMA Combat Unmanned Aircraft System is planned to be a force multiplier for the Turkish Air 
Force with its low visibility capability and capacity to conduct air-air combat. On 14 December 2022, KIZILELMA made 
its first flight.

  KIZILELMA: © Turkish Air Force; Sky: © Peera – stock.adobe.com
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A personnel structure integrated with its corporate 
culture and trained in accordance with current devel-
opments is a valuable asset that cannot be replicated 
or replaced by competitors. The first element of our 
success in the 21st century, where our understanding 
of security and our mission types are diversified and 
uncertain, is a very well-equipped and psychologically 
resilient workforce. In light of the evolving needs of the 
modern age, the importance of modern weapons sys-
tems is becoming increasingly apparent. The ability to 
operate, use, and manage these systems effectively, 
and make the right decisions in complex battlefield 
conditions, is becoming a crucial skill for personnel. In 
addition, the role of commanders in directing and 
managing these systems turns is increasingly signifi-
cant. The personnel structure in the 21st century should 
be more flexible, agile, and professional.

The proliferation of weapons systems to terrorist groups 
has created new challenges, as they can now employ 
unconventional tactics with devastating effects. This 
development underscores the need for militaries to 
adopt asymmetric strategies and enhance command 
and control relationships to effectively counter these 
unconventional threats.

The increasing globalization of the satellite and aero-
space industry has resulted in a scenario where various 
countries with established space programs can now 
manufacture key subsystems, ground systems, and 
components. This development has led to a reliance 
on a limited number of suppliers, thereby increasing 
the risk of supply chain disruptions and potential pro-
ject delays. Consequently, it is essential to develop al-
ternative logistics strategies for the space and aero-
space sectors to mitigate these risks and ensure the 
timely delivery of critical products and services.

Investing in the space domain has been hindered by 
the scarcity of trained professionals in this field, as well 
as the significant resource requirements arising from 
the incorporation of cutting-edge technologies into 
the systems, subsystems, and components utilized.

How would you assess the global and regional situation 
around Türkiye, and the air and space contributions of 
the TÜ AF to ongoing NATO operations and missions?

Located in the southeastern wing of NATO, Türkiye faces 
a unique set of security challenges due to its proximity 
to a complex regional environment marked by inter-
state competition and terrorism. Despite these chal-
lenges, Türkiye plays a crucial role in maintaining re-
gional stability through its efforts to deter security 
threats using its military capabilities. The global security 
environment is closely monitored, and transformative 
studies are conducted to enable the TÜ AF to respond 
effectively to emerging challenges in a timely manner.

NATO actively promotes international peace and secu-
rity, remaining vigilant and engaged in global af-
fairs. The TÜ AF is recognized by NATO 
as a vital contributor to the 
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Alliance’s operational capability. Through collaborative 
efforts with NATO members, the TÜ AF is committed 
to supporting Alliance operations and missions, with 
all units adhering to NATO’s rigorous training and 
 operational standards. The TÜ AF organizational struc-
ture is harmonized with the NATO Defence Planning 
Process, ensuring cooperation and coordination with 
other stakeholders.

We place significant emphasis on supporting the NATO 
Warfighting Capstone Concept (NWCC) initiative un-
dertaken by NATO Allied Command Transformation, 

specifically adhering to the Warfare Development 
Agenda (WDA). Based on the lessons 

derived from these efforts, 

we prioritize enhancing our transformation pace and 
optimizing the combat readiness of our troops through 
a rigorous and standardized certification process.

Upon the 72nd anniversary of Türkiye’s accession into 
NATO, we remain committed to upholding NATO’s 
values and core mission, just as we always have. In line 
with the principles of fair burden sharing, the TÜ AF 
has been actively engaged in various NATO endeav-
ours, including contributions to the NATO New Force 
Model and Allied Reaction Force. TÜ AF personnel 
have been deployed to support NATO Mission Iraq 
(NMI) and Kosovo Forces (KFOR), while also participat-
ing in NATO exercises and peacekeeping operations 
through Enhanced Air Policing, Airborne Early Warn-
ing, and Air-to-Air Refuelling missions. Additionally, 
as an alternate Joint Force Air Component Command 
(TÜ JFACC), the TÜ AF aims to assume increased re-
sponsibility within the Alliance in the near future.

The TÜ AF has been actively supporting NATO space 
activities since 2012. We are fully engaged in the NATO 
space domain implementation plan, and we display 
this effort by sending our space SMEs to space-related 
NATO exercises, contributing to space doctrine devel-
opment efforts, and filling our billets within the NATO 
Command Structure/NATO Force Structure (NCS/NFS) 
space C2 structure. We provide high-resolution space-
based E/O imagery to fulfil NATO joint ISR, Find, Fix, 
Track, Target, Engage, Exploit and Assess (F2T2E2A), 
and focused collection activity requests. And finally, 
we are one of the 15 nations that established the 
NATO Space Centre of Excellence in Toulouse, France. 
Once the Turkish Space Command reaches its full op-
erational capability, it will contribute to other space 
operational functional areas besides space-based ISR.

What are your insights on the future of NATO’s joint 
air and space power capabilities, and what roles do 
you envision the Turkish Air Force fulfilling?

The advent of advanced technologies has not only 
brought about numerous benefits; it also poses sig-
nificant security concerns for NATO. The proliferation 
of hypersonic missiles, coupled with the emergence 
of cyber and asymmetric threats, presents a formida-
ble challenge to both neighbouring countries and the 
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The Turkish Air Force AEW&C aircraft (E-7T) and the 
Turkish Stars Aerobatic Team are stationed at the 3rd Main 
Jet Base Command (Konya) of the Turkish Air Force.
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 Alliance. To effectively mitigate these threats, NATO 
must undergo a rapid adaptation process across all 
domains and proactively prepare for future security 
risks in order to safeguard the territory and personnel 
of the Alliance.

To effectively counter and deter potential threats, 
NATO needs to prioritize the attainment of information 
superiority, which can be achieved by gaining  access 
to critical information before adversaries and leverag-
ing this advantage to inform decision-making. Devel-
oping a robust Joint Air Command and Control (JAC2) 

structure of the future is crucial in this regard, neces-
sitating integration of innovative technologies such as 
Artificial Intelligence (AI), cloud computing, and big 
data analytics to expedite and enhance the decision-
making process.

Adopting cloud technology is expected to facilitate a 
paradigm shift from a single, monolithic platform to 
a system of systems architecture, ultimately en abling 
the realization of a Multi-Domain /Joint All-Domain 
environment. This transformation will likely lead to an 
accelerated operational tempo and decision-making 

  © Turkish Air Force

The Turkish Air Force successfully completed the NATO Enhanced Air Policing (eAP) mission using four F-16 aircraft at 
Borcea (Feteşti) Base in Romania from 1 December 2023 to 31 March 2024.

  © Turkish Air Force

The ANKA-III High Altitude Long Endurance (HALE) Unmanned Combat Aircraft is designed to operate at an altitude of 
40,000 feet, achieve a speed of Mach 0.7, and sustain flight for up to 10 hours. This cutting-edge aircraft completed its 
inaugural flight on 28 December 2023.
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processes, as AI will be integrated to support critical 
decision points. Moreover, it is  anticipated that a uni-
fied information architecture will be established, pro-
viding a single, comprehensive information set for all 
decision-makers, thereby ensuring information supe-
riority and a unified operational picture across all do-
mains promoting decision superiority.

The TÜ AF plays a crucial role within NATO and its 
 regional context, being dedicated to upholding its re-
sponsibilities. To maintain its status as a formidable 
and deterrent force, the TÜ AF prioritizes the develop-
ment of a robust and sustainable air and space power 
infrastructure, recognizing the imperative for contin-
ued adaptability and competitiveness in an evolving 
security landscape.

Through participation in global missions and joint 
 exercises, our military has been actively engaging in 
efforts to enhance interoperability with NATO forces, 
prioritizing collaboration in the domains of air and 
space power. As we envision the Joint Air and Space 
Force of the future, we recognize ourselves as a crucial 
component, poised to leverage our capabilities to fos-
ter enhanced cooperation and adapt to an evolving 
operational landscape.

The TÜ AF has maintained its efficacy and deterrent 
presence in its region, adaptively incorporating new 
technologies to enhance its capabilities. Over the next 
decade, the TÜ AF’s expertise in joint operations will 
continue to have a significant impact, particularly in 
the development of cutting-edge air defence, com-
mand and control systems, UAVs, radar systems, and 
combat aircraft projects. Moreover, the implementa-
tion of advanced Ballistic Missile Defense (BMD) and 
Integrated Air and Missile Defence (IAMD) systems 
will reinforce regional air defence capabilities, solidify-
ing the TÜ AF’s role as a vital member within NATO. 

General Ziya Cemal Kadıoğlu joined the Turkish Air Force 
in 1978 and graduated from the TÜ AF Academy in 1982. 
Until 1995, he served as a wingman and instructor jet 
 pilot at Malatya and Eskisehir. After graduating from Air 
War College in 1997, he performed several duties in 1st Air 
Force Command HQ/Eskisehir, TÜ AF Academy/Istanbul, 
1st Main Jet Base/Eskisehir, and NCO College Regiment/
İzmir. Promoting to Brigadier General in 2007, he served 
as the 11th Air Transportation Base Commander and TÜ AF 
Intelligence-Planning Management Director in Ankara. In 
2011, he was promoted to Major General and served as Air 

Force Intelligence Department Head/Ankara, then the 
Air Force Technical Schools Commander/İzmir. Following 
promotion to Lieutenant General in 2015, he served as 
the Deputy of Combatant Air Force and CAOCs Com-
mander/Diyarbakır, Chief of Evaluation and Inspection 
Department/Ankara and Air Force Training Commander/
İzmir. He was promoted to General in 2022. Following 
his promotion, he was appointed as the Combatant Air 
Force Commander. With a wide spectrum of expertise 
and 4,800 flight hours, General KADIOĞLU has been the 
Turkish Air Force Commander since August 2023.

General Ziya Cemal Kadıoğlu 
Commander of the Turkish Air Force
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[…] ‘TÜ AF plays a crucial role within NATO and  
its regional context, being dedicated to upholding  
its responsibilities.’
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