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Training with the AS30 missiles 
was almost sidelined, something 
frowned upon by many pilots.

�e really painful e�ect of the 
small Mirage �eet was the lack of a 
replacement for the ageing ground 
attack Venoms. In 1970 the air force 
disbanded Fliegersta�eln 12 and 14. 
�e remainder of these venerable 
jets (see Aeroplane September 2016) 
were modi�ed to lengthen their 
service lives, and would soldier 
on until 1983. Interdiction strike, 
ground attack missions deep inside 
an enemy’s hinterland, had once 
been high on the priority list.

�e next evaluation, this time for a 
ground attack aircraft, began straight 
away. In 1972 the air force proposed 
to the government the purchase of 
a �eet of Vought A-7D Corsair IIs for 
CHF 1,500 million, but the federal 
council refused to put this issue to 
parliament. At that time, sentiment 
towards aircraft procurement was 
still burdened by the recent scandal. 
�e government was also trying to 
escape intense pressure from France 
to buy the Milan, a Mirage with 
retractable ‘moustache’ foreplanes 
that never attracted any orders. On 
top of this, the idea of attacking 
targets far outside Swiss territory 
proved politically complicated for a 
state which was neutral and seeking 
to remain so.

To meet the army’s needs, the 
remaining 92 Hunters would have 
to be used for close air support. 
Even before the Corsair II proposal 
went south, Hawker Siddeley’s Bill 
Bedford mentioned the possibility 
of buying a number of second-hand 
Hunters to the Swiss government. 
�e low cost of such a proposal was 
immediately apparent, as was the 
prospect of contracting Swiss �rms 
that had lost a lot of work after the 
cuts to the Mirage deal with the 
refurbishment and assembly of 
these old jets.

Parliament agreed during 1971 to 
the purchase of 30 fully overhauled 
Hunters for CHF 105 million. A 
further batch of 30 such aircraft 
followed for 109 million the next 
year. In 1980, Switzerland invested 
CHF 90 million in the upgrading 
of its Hunter �eet, purchasing 
cluster bombs and Hughes AGM-65 
Maverick air-to-ground missiles. �e 
Hunters now acted as specialised 
ground attack platforms until their 
retirement in 1994. From then 
on, the Swiss Air Force’s mission 
has never included air-to-ground. 
Although the small �eet of F/A-
18 Hornets o�ers a considerable 

capability in this �eld, they have 
only been used for air defence. 

�e consequences of the 
Mirage scandal can still be felt 
today, 60 years later. �e fact that 
aircraft procurement can go so 
fundamentally wrong is deeply 
embedded in the minds of the Swiss 
people and their representatives. A 
failure has the potential to destroy 
some political careers and enhance 

the position of others. Accordingly, 
the proponents of new aircraft 
procurement programmes approach 
the subject carefully, while the 
opposition barks loudly. Journalists 
— even some of the competent ones 
— have a �eld day.

When in 2014 the air force tried to 
replace part of its ageing Northrop 
F-5E/F Tiger II force, the favoured 

option, the Saab JAS 39 Gripen, was 
publicly dubbed an “IKEA �ghter”, 
too cheap to be combat-ready. 
During the latest evaluation, which 
produced a deal for 36 Lockheed 
Martin F-35A Lightning IIs, the 
Boeing F/A-18E/F Super Hornet was 
reported in the Swiss press as having 
a reduced fatigue life that would 
reach only one third of Boeing’s 
guarantee. �e electorate will 
read reports, and seek alternative 
information when necessary if asked 
to vote again.

In connection with the most 
recent �ghter purchase, a public 
information event was staged in 
Biel during 2018. Lockheed Martin’s 
sales representative summed it 
up nicely when asked about the 
di�erence between Switzerland’s 
requirements and those of other 
nations. He replied, “�e operators, 
more or less, want the same thing. 
In other countries we just have 
to convince the air force of our 
product. �e big di�erence here in 
Switzerland is that we also have to 
convince the people”. If all goes well, 
Switzerland will take delivery of 36 
Lightning IIs in 2030, and these will 
reintroduce a limited ground 
attack capability.

BELOW:
Inside one of the 
secret aircraft 
caverns, a IIIS with 
an AS30 missile and 
two Sidewinders is 
lifted over a sister 
aircraft. The radome 
had to be manually 
folded sideways for 
turn-around. RUAG

“ �e 
consequences of the 
Mirage scandal can 
still be felt today ”

ABOVE:
Kurt Furgler chaired 
the investigation 
into the Mirage 
deal and presented 
its �ndings to 
parliament.


