Eliminating the Mandatory Airline Pilot Retirement Age Strengthens U.S. Military

Readiness

The Link Between Commercial Airline Policy and U.S. Military Pilot Shortages

e The Department of Defense faces a shortage of experienced military pilots that directly

impacts mission readiness, operational safety, and taxpayer resources.

e One of the primary drivers of this shortage is the syphoning of military pilots by
commercial airlines. The airline industry's mandatory retirement age of 65 creates a

continuous demand for replacements, leading airlines to recruit heavily from the

military's most experienced aviators.

e As aresult, the military loses highly trained pilots at a pace that outstrips its ability to
replace them.

Key National Security Impacts

e Reduced Military Readiness and Operational Capability

o

The U.S. Air Force alone faces an ongoing shortfall of experienced pilots, losing
approximately 2,000 pilots annually. Similar shortages aftect the Navy, Marine
Corps, Army, and Coast Guard.

The loss of seasoned aviators reduces the military’s ability to execute complex
missions, maintain operational tempo, and sustain the experienced leadership
required for combat aviation units.

e Significant Cost to Taxpayers - Training replacement military pilots is extremely costly.
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Fighter pilots cost $6—13 million each to train

Roughly half of departing pilots to airlines are fighter pilots

The total replacement cost can reach up to $9 billion annually

The Department of Defense spent $469 million in FY2026 on pilot retention
bonuses to slow the outflow of experienced pilots.

Despite these expenditures, the military continues to lose pilots to airline hiring
demands.

e Aviation Safety Risks
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The loss of experienced pilots also affects operational safety.

Pentagon data released in late 2025 showed a 55% increase in serious “Class A”
aviation mishaps, defined as incidents involving fatalities, destroyed aircraft, or
more than $2.5 million in damage.

Military aviation experts consistently emphasize that experienced pilots are
essential for mentoring junior aviators and managing complex emergencies. When
senior pilots leave prematurely, squadrons lose the institutional knowledge that
prevents accidents.



Legislative Solution

Eliminating or raising the mandatory retirement age for airline pilots would immediately reduce
airline demand for replacement pilots and help retain experienced military aviators longer.

This change would:
e Strengthen military readiness
o Improve aviation safety
e Reduce costly pilot turnover
e Protect billions in taxpayer-funded training investments

Allowing airline pilots to continue flying based on ability and medical fitness
rather than age would relieve hiring pressure on the military pipeline and help
stabilize the experienced pilot workforce.
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