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With the looming announcement of a new Iran nuclear deal that will likely pave the way for Tehran to acquire a 
nuclear weapons capability, it would advance U.S. national security interests to expedite delivery of weapons 
systems and platforms that Israel could use to prevent a nuclear Iran, as a last resort. Specifically, as JINSA has 
recommended, the United States should immediately transfer to Israel two KC-46A Pegasus aerial refueling tankers. 

Despite Israel already securing financing to acquire these platforms from the United States, the Biden admin-
istration has declined delivering them before 2024, at the earliest. The Biden administration’s opposition has 
stemmed from its desire to avoid upsetting Iran during nuclear negotiations. Once talks conclude—which are 
expected to yield a deal that endangers Israel and the stability of the Middle East—the Biden administration will 
no longer have a reason to deny its partner this vital military assistance. If the president does not act quickly and 
decisively to bolster Israeli military capabilities, Congress should act to encourage fast-track transfer to Israel 
of at least two KC-46As.

Known Capabilities of Aircraft Refueling Tankers

Aircraft Range without cargo 
(miles) Refueling time (min) Number of aircraft it can 

simultaneously refuel
Refueling capacity 
(lbs.)

KC-46 7,350 and can be refueled 
to have global range 3 to 4 3 212,000

Boeing 707 (Ram) 3,000 Unknown Unknown Unknown
KC-135 1,500 30 2 180,000-200,000

KC-10 11,500 miles and can be 
refueled to extend range 11 2 356,000
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Israel Urgently Needs KC-46As to Counter Iran

As Iran moves toward becoming a nuclear threshold state, Israel’s limited capacity to operate at range limits 
the credibility of its military option to prevent a nuclear Iran. This visible limitation degrades Israel’s deter-
rence against and, if necessary, ability to respond to an Iranian attempt to produce a nuclear weapon. Should 
Israel choose to strike, its attack aircraft will face a tradeoff between carrying more fuel to extend operations 
or larger payloads. Delivering more and larger payloads will require Israel’s aircraft to refuel to reach their 
targets and likely again to return home. While Israel has improved its ties with the UAE and Bahrain, these 
countries would likely not want to be directly involved in an Israeli attack against Iran due to their vulnerability 
to retaliation. Relying on foreign basing would also restrict Israel’s capability to act independent from regional 
partners, which is a core tenant of its national security doctrine. To give such an operation the greatest chance 
of success, Israel needs to upgrade its refueling capabilities.

Acquiring the KC-46A would significantly enhance Israel’s qualitative military edge (QME), which the U.S. 
Congress has defined in law as “the ability to counter and defeat any credible conventional military threat 
… while sustaining minimal damages and casualties, through the use of superior military means…” In 2012, 
President Obama also made it authoritative U.S. policy to “do what it takes to preserve Israel’s qualitative 
military edge—because Israel must always have the ability to defend itself, by itself, against any threat.” 
Neither of Obama’s successors has retracted this political commitment. The highly advanced and largely 
autonomous KC-46A would boost Israel’s capability for long-range operations compared to its existing fleet 
of Ram tankers. Israel purposely tries to keep secret the size and capabilities of this fleet, which is adapted 
from a Boeing 707 but reportedly has seven Ram tankers, which have an operational range of roughly 3,000 
miles (using a Boeing 707 as a stand-in). 

To confront the Iranian threat, Israel needs tankers that are more reliable—the Ram fleet was temporarily 
grounded in 2019 following an accident—with longer ranges, better defenses, and updated battlespace tech-
nologies. The KC-46A can operate for eleven to twelve hours carrying 212,000 pounds of transferable fuel and 
has wing air refueling pods that allow it to refuel three jets simultaneously, replenishing the fuel of each within 
three to four minutes. Additionally, the KC-46A is a modular aircraft built to include fuel cells under the floor, 
enabling it to carry cargo or soldiers without compromising the ability to refuel in the air. Unlike the roughly 
fifty-year old Ram that is passed its ideal operational lifespan, the KC-46A has cutting-edge defensive systems, 
such as ballistic armor, infrared countermeasures, radio frequency warnings, threat avoidance systems, and 
night vision. Reportedly, Israel wants to add its electronic warfare countermeasures as well.    
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https://isis-online.org/isis-reports/detail/analysis-of-iaea-iran-verification-and-monitoring-report-november-2021
https://www.congress.gov/bill/110th-congress/house-bill/7177/text
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/blog/2012/03/04/president-obama-speaks-aipac-policy-conference
https://www.thedrive.com/the-war-zone/32449/sale-of-boeings-KC-46A-tanker-to-israel-approved-while-new-delays-for-key-fixes-revealed
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/israels-endless-saga-of-KC-46A-refuelers-and-iran-688647
https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/israel-air-force-asks-to-swap-four-KC-46A-tanker-aircraft-instead-of-two-681730
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Source: https://www.boeing.com/defense/kc-46a-pegasus-tanker/ 

USAF Refueling Needs for Indo-Pacific Operations

Due to these cutting-edge capabilities, the USAF is eager to replace its KC-135 Stratotanker and KC-10 Extender 
tankers quickly with KC-46As as it focuses on competition with China in the Indo-Pacific. There are nearly 400 
KC-135 Stratotankers in service, which have a 1,500-mile range without cargo, can simultaneously refuel two 
aircraft, and can carry between 180-200,000 pounds of fuel, depending on the model. The USAF had fifty-nine 
KC-10s as of June 2020 with plans to retire the fleet by 2024. With Boeing’s current production rate of two 
KC-46As per month, the USAF will likely fulfill its request for 179 tankers in mid-2027. The KC-10 has a range 
of 4,400 miles with cargo or 11,500 miles without cargo but can also be refueled in the air like the KC-46A to 
extend its range and has a fuel capacity of 356,000 pounds. Compared to the KC-135 and KC-10, the KC-46A 
has superior avionics that provide better battlespace situational awareness, instead of relying on Airborne 
Warning And Control System (AWACS) or other command and control systems.

KC-46A Production Hiccups

The KC-46As initially faced critical technical difficulties that created a production backlog, which delayed USAF 
acquisition and use of the aircraft. In February 2021, USAF announced that it had fixed one of two serious 
operational and safety problems involving the Auxiliary Power Unit and downgraded its assessment of the 
severity for a third issue. In addition, there were since-resolved technical issues with the KC-46A’s Remote 
Vision System (RVS) that prevents a clear visual of the boom connecting to another aircraft. In March 2021, 
USAF suspended KC-46A deliveries after discovering foreign debris in the tankers. After temporarily resum-
ing deliveries, USAF briefly stopped accepting the aircraft when it found more debris in April 2021. Each of 
these delivery-delaying technical issues have been largely resolved. In May 2021, USAF discovered two new 

https://www.boeing.com/defense/kc-46a-pegasus-tanker/
https://www.everycrsreport.com/files/20080228_RL34398_22a39422298aa9a93f4e709aae612c99011e9980.pdf
https://www.airforcemag.com/kc-46-arrivals-herald-end-of-kc-10-era-at-mcguire-even-as-capacity-questions-persist/
https://www.defensenews.com/air/2021/02/01/the-air-force-has-a-fix-for-two-of-its-major-kc-46-problems/
https://www.thedrive.com/the-war-zone/40821/kc-46as-long-troubled-vision-system-cant-even-reliably-show-the-end-of-the-refueling-boom
https://www.defensenews.com/digital-show-dailies/air-warfare-symposium/2019/03/01/air-force-suspends-kc-46-tanker-deliveries/
https://www.airforcetimes.com/news/your-air-force/2019/04/02/air-force-again-halts-kc-46-deliveries-after-more-debris-found/
https://www.defensenews.com/air/2021/06/17/more-cost-overruns-are-coming-down-the-line-for-boeing-as-the-kc-46-program-logs-another-two-technical-deficiencies/


JINSA   4

deficiencies that still require solutions and temporarily delayed delivery. The first is a fuel frizzing problem 
where the drain tubes in the KC-46A’s air refueling receptable, which remove water from the aircraft, can crack 
at temperatures below freezing. Also, the KC-46A’s Flight Management System caused what Boeing called 
“navigation anomalies.” In October 2021, U.S. Air Mobility Command cleared the KC-46A to refuel C-17 airlift-
ers, B-52 bombers, F-15s, F-16s, and other KC-46As, but has not determined if it is safe to refuel F-22 and F-35 
fighters and the B-2 bomber. Israelis with knowledge of the procurement process told the authors that the 
Israeli Air Force (IAF) has inspected this closely and is comfortable with Boeing’s technical fixes. The United 
States and Israel have conducted aerial refueling for many years, overcoming the problem of fuel frizzing. 
Similarly, the Flight Management System is not a concern for Israel’s operations of the KC-46A, since it will 
add its own avionics, as it typically does with the aircraft it purchases.

 
Finally On Track: KC-46A Production, Delivery, and Service

The U.S. military has already received at least 50 of a planned 179 KC-46A tankers. It expects to acquire roughly 
two KC-46As per month going forward, which is basically equivalent to Boeing’s monthly production rate for 
the KC-46A. While the USAF wants KC-46s for strategic competition with China in the Indo-Pacific, the refueling 
tankers it acquired have initially deployed to bases in the United States, not a potential operational theater. 
The USAF has deployed twenty-one to McConnell AFB, Kansas; twelve to Pease ANGB, New Hampshire; seven 
to Seymour Johnson AFB, North Carolina; six to Altus AFB, Oklahoma; two to McGuire AFB, New Jersey; and 
two to Edwards AFB, California (on loan from McConnell AFB). Additionally, Japan, the only country other 
than Israel seeking the KC-46A through foreign military sales, received its first of four KC-46A aircraft at the 
end of October 2021. Providing Japan with KC-46As is also likely part of the Pentagon’s shift toward strategic 
competition with China, the same pacing threat that the USAF is acquiring these refueling tankers to face. 

KC-46A Development Timeline

2011

DoD announced Boeing 
as the winner to build 

179 KC-46As.

JANUARY 2019

First 4 KC-46As 
were delivered to 

McConnell Air 
Force Base, KS.

SEPTEMBER 2019

USAF restricted KC-46As 
from carrying passengers 
or cargo because of issues 

with cargo restraints.

APRIL 2020

Boeing and the 
USAF agreed on fix 

to the Remote4 
Vision System 
(RVS) issues.

Boeing and the 
USAF agreed on 

fix to leaking fuel 
system.

MAY 2021

The USAF discovered 2 
issues: air refueling 

receptable freezes in 
cold temperatures and 

“flight navigation 
anomalies” in the Flight 

Management System.

OCTOBER 2021

U.S. Air Mobility 
Command cleared 

the KC-46A to refuel 
C-17 airli�ers, B-52 

bombers, F-15s, 
F-16s, and other 

KC-46As.

AUGUST 2017

Boeing missed the 
contractual deadline to 

deliver 18 KC-46As.

MARCH 2019

The USAF briefly 
stopped accepting 

KC-46As because of 
foreign debris in fuel 
tanks and other parts 

of the aircra�.

APRIL 2021

The USAF briefly 
halted delivery a�er 
finding more debris 
in undisclosed parts 

of the KC-46A.

https://www.defensenews.com/air/2021/06/17/more-cost-overruns-are-coming-down-the-line-for-boeing-as-the-kc-46-program-logs-another-two-technical-deficiencies/
https://www.defensenews.com/air/2021/06/17/more-cost-overruns-are-coming-down-the-line-for-boeing-as-the-kc-46-program-logs-another-two-technical-deficiencies/
https://www.airforcemag.com/amc-green-lights-kc-46-to-refuel-f-15s-f-16s-62-percent-of-receivers-now-cleared/
https://web.archive.org/web/20190204065756/https:/www.mcconnell.af.mil/News/Article/1740512/mcconnell-afb-welcomes-first-KC-46A-pegasus/
https://www.fosters.com/story/news/local/2021/02/05/final-kc-46-a-tanker-delivered-157th-air-refueling-wing-pease/4369755001/
https://twitter.com/boeingdefense/status/1388206595411173383
https://www.airforcemag.com/Boeing-Delivers-Three-More-KC-46s-USAF-Fleet-Now-at-11/
https://www.defensenews.com/air/2021/11/10/mcguire-dix-lakehurst-gets-its-first-kc-46s-and-the-air-forces-50th/
https://www.edwards.af.mil/News/Article/1758591/KC-46A-pegasus-connects-with-fifth-generation-fighter/
https://www.defensenews.com/industry/2021/11/01/japan-becomes-first-non-american-operator-of-kc-46a-tanker/
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Israel’s KC-46A Acquisition Process

The Israeli Ministry of Defense sent a formal Letter of Request in June 2019 to purchase two KC-46A Pegasus with 
the option to buy six more. On March 3, 2020, the U.S. Defense Security Cooperation Agency (DSCA) announced 
that the State Department had cleared Israel to buy a potential eight KC-46As as well as spoofing-resistant GPS 
receivers, radios, and support services for $2.4 billion. In February 2021, Israel’s Ministry of Defense signed a 
letter of offer and acceptance  to purchase two KC-46As, shortly before the Israeli government took out loans to 
move forward its ability to pay for these platforms. Israeli Air Force Chief of Staff Brigadier General Nir Barkan 
told Breaking Defense in September 2021 that Israel asked to use some of USAF’s KC-46A production slots to 
expedite transfer of the initial two KC-46As. When Israeli Defense Minister Benny Gantz reportedly requested 
accelerated delivery of the KC-46As at a December 2021 meeting with U.S. Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin 
III, Gantz was told the United States would work to improve the production backlog. Currently there are no 
public indications that Israel would receive its first KC-46A any time before 2024. 

The Biden Administration Decision on Expediting KC-46A Delivery

After initial delays in Israel’s acquisition of KC-46As due to physical problems with the aircraft and Israel’s 
budgetary process, the current delay appears to be, in part, a political decision by the Biden administration 
as well as a desire to have as many refueling tankers deployable to the Indo-Pacific as possible. Israeli officials 
with knowledge of negotiations with the Pentagon told JINSA the holdup is intended to signal to Tehran that 
Washington is not prioritizing viable military alternatives to ongoing, open-ended nuclear negotiations in 
Vienna. According to an anonymous Israeli official who spoke with Breaking Defense, “the U.S. effort to cool 
off the Israeli intention to act is portrayed by small delays and longer evaluation of Israeli requests.”

https://www.thedrive.com/the-war-zone/32449/sale-of-boeings-KC-46A-tanker-to-israel-approved-while-new-delays-for-key-fixes-revealed
https://www.dsca.mil/press-media/major-arms-sales/israel-kc-46a-aerial-refueling-aircraft
https://www.defensenews.com/air/2022/01/04/israel-inks-3-billion-deal-for-kc-46-tankers-ch-53-helos/
https://files.constantcontact.com/5fbef467001/4fb0202b-81fc-47a3-9915-f6b60a11ca70.pdf
https://breakingdefense.com/2021/09/israel-wants-to-put-new-equipment-inside-the-f-35-exclusive-qa-with-top-officer/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/13/us/politics/israel-tankers-iran.html
https://www.thedrive.com/the-war-zone/43506/israels-request-to-speed-delivery-of-KC-46A-tankers-critical-in-striking-iran-denied
https://www.thedrive.com/the-war-zone/43506/israels-request-to-speed-delivery-of-KC-46A-tankers-critical-in-striking-iran-denied
https://breakingdefense.com/2021/12/amid-iran-concerns-us-wont-help-israel-speed-up-tanker-buy-sources/?utm_campaign=Breaking%20News&utm_medium=email&_hsmi=195177136&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-9kPUlcscqQPFQrLlZM3Awxjmc2RmQ0gaf3kF7Ulohckh9ecTHSAAeDLe5J_TFXv6UrenIZJtIAzX1UYhX3r77RsGsG8A&utm_content=195177136&utm_source=hs_email
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Strategic Feasibility of Expediting KC-46A Delivery

Selling these tankers to Israel would enhance deterrence and diplomatic leverage against a shared U.S.-Israeli 
adversary, which is increasingly salient as Iran’s approach to nuclear weapons capability compounds the 
importance of “Plan B” alternatives should negotiations fail to reach an acceptable outcome—an outcome 
which seems increasingly probable. Given that Israel’s willingness, if need be, to counter Iran’s nuclear program 
militarily is widely perceived as more credible than that of the United States, transferring KC-46s would help 
ensure Israel has capabilities to match its intent, and thereby underscore that both Washington and Jerusa-
lem are serious and ready to prevent a nuclear Iran. More generally, it would support Israeli contributions to 
collective defense in the Middle East—as DSCA noted in 2020, “the proposed sale further supports the foreign 
policy and national security of the United States by allowing Israel to provide a redundant capability to U.S. 
assets within the region, potentially freeing U.S. assets for use elsewhere during times of war.” Furthermore, 
despite concerns about such transfers impacting U.S. readiness, USAF still has a large KC-135 fleet and has 
proven it can put its own needs momentarily on hold to strengthen a partner, as it did in mid-December 2021 
when Japan took delivery of two KC-46As.

Nor is providing Israel with two expedited KC-46As likely to unduly set back the USAF’s acquisition of the new 
aircraft. As Senator Lindsey Graham (R-SC) told reporters on a recent trip to Israel, “two airplanes are not going 
to substantially change America’s ability to defend herself. [Yet, they] could dramatically change the equation 
here in the Middle East.” Since Boeing is currently delivering two KC-46As per month, delivering two KC-46As to 
Israel would only briefly affect the U.S. fleet. The two aircraft provided to Israel would only amount to roughly 
eight percent of the twenty-four total aircraft that come off Boeing’s production lines over the course of a year. 
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https://jinsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/20211116_JINSA_IranPlanB_v1.2-1.pdf
https://www.defensenews.com/air/2020/03/03/us-state-department-approves-24b-sale-of-kc-46s-to-israel/
https://www.jns.org/in-jerusalem-sen-graham-calls-for-formal-mutual-defense-agreement-to-counter-iran/
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Recommendations

 • The Biden administration should acknowledge that Iran’s leadership can only be reliably compelled to 
abandon nuclear and regional aggression when it perceives a real threat of military action by the United 
States or Israel. The administration should therefore fast-track the delivery of two KC-46A Pegasus aircraft 
refueling tankers to Israel by swapping already acquired aircraft or USAF production orders in early 2022 
to strengthen its negotiating leverage in Vienna.

 • Congress should request an assessment on the availability of purchase or transfer of KC-46A refueling 
tankers to Israel. In hearings and meetings with White House, State Department, and Department of 
Defense officials, legislators should ask why the administration does not expedite delivery of the tankers 
to Israel given the pressing need for strengthening leverage and deterrence against Iran. Congressional 
hearings should include outside experts who can testify whether the United States can afford to expedite 
two KC-46As to Israel.  


