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CONTROL OF THE AIR, PRECISION ATTACK, AND ISR: 
THE FOUNDATIONS OF MODERN AIR POWER

Control of the air, precision attack and Intelligence 
Surveillance and Reconnaissance (ISR) are cornerstones 
of modern air strategy and key premises of Australian 
air power doctrine.  Together they allow commanders 
to exploit the air environment and to conduct surface 
operations where and when required without effective 
interference from enemy air power.  Control of the 
air is the key to this ability.  It provides the necessary 
conditions to allow the full range of air and surface 
operations. From the air perspective, control of the air 
enables persistent ISR, precision attack and counter air, 
air mobility and air to air refuelling.  This Pathýnder 
describes the connection between control of the air,  
precision attack, and ISR.  

The ability to create precise effects is not only the 
hallmark of advanced air forces, but arguably the 
greatest contribution air power brings to the modern 
battlespace.  The RAAF creates precise effects through 
its capability to conduct precision attack.  This capability 
is reliant on its ability to control the air environment and 
provide persistent ISR to support these operations.  It is 
essential, therefore, that the RAAF maintains its ability 
to gain control of the air or if necessary, alternate means 
of utilising the air environment to collect sufýcient 
information to allow it to achieve precise effects.

Precision attack is the RAAF’s chosen means of applying 
combat air power to create precise effects against an 
adversary to achieve desired campaign outcomes.  It is 
deýned by the precision of the effect created, and does 
not necessarily imply the use of precision weapons.  The 
ability to create precise effects allows the RAAF to shape 
its environment, deter possible aggressors and when 
necessary respond decisively.  ISR provides the timely 

collection of information which facilitates the RAAF’s 
ability to conduct precision attack.

Although gaining control of the air is generally the ýrst 
objective in an air campaign, it is not the ultimate goal.  
Rather it is a necessary prerequisite for the conduct of 
all other operations to achieve campaign objectives.  
In addition to allowing surface forces freedom of 
action across their domain, achieving control of the air 
enables the Air Force to conduct the full range of its air 
operations including selectively applying precision attack 
in a time and place of its choosing.  Gaining control of 
the air, therefore, is a means to an end.  It allows Air 
Force the freedom of action it requires to optimally apply 
air power. 

The air doctrine of most advanced Western air forces 
is underscored by the importance of winning and 
maintaining control of the air to enable the application 
of precise effects.  This Western way of ýghting air 
wars is a result of historical experience in conventional 
war, especially the two World Wars, and a predilection 
to seek and exploit technological solutions to military 
problems.  The rise of air power can be seen in this light 
as a natural development in the quest for victory in the 
three environmental battlespaces–land, sea and air.  By 
operating under an air environment that friendly forces 
control, Western surface forces are able to exploit their 
advanced capabilities, tactics and technologies to most 
effectively engage enemy forces.  By creating precise 
effects, air forces are able to achieve campaign outcomes 
with discrimination and minimum force–both of which 
are important to Western democratic societies.  

Similarly, RAAF doctrine is based on gaining sufýcient 
control of the air to allow it to apply precision attack.  
With a permissive air environment (be it a favourable air 
situation, air superiority or air supremacy), ADF surface 
forces have the necessary freedom of action to conduct 
operations relatively unhindered.  RAAF doctrine 
describes two ways of achieving control of the air, ýrst, 
by ýghting to achieve it through a counter air campaign 
and, second, by creating sufýcient control, in time and 
space through the use of superior tactics and technology, 
for particular operations.  RAAF air campaigns, therefore, 




