
Vol. 35 No.1 - 2025 • Aviation News Journal     1

News Journal Established 1991	 Vol. 35 No.1	 January-February 2025

NHV H175S
in Denmark

Princess Juliana Airport and Maho Beach

SINT MAARTEN

APEX BUCCANEER
Collaboration Over the High North

FALCON LEAP
An Exercise with Remembrance



14     Aviation News Journal • Vol.35 No.1 - 2025 Vol. 35 No.1 - 2025 • Aviation News Journal     15

TWO F-16 MILESTONES
Text and photography by Patrick Dirksen and Frank Mink of Tristar Aviation

The F-16 Fighting Falcon, one of the most successful fighter jets in history, marked two major 
milestones in 2024: its 50th anniversary and its retirement from Royal Netherlands Air Force service. 

While the type continues to serve in many air forces worldwide, these events highlight both 
its enduring legacy and the transition to next-generation fighters.

50th Anniversary

 
The iconic multirole General Dynamics (now Lockheed 
Martin) F-16 Fighting Falcon made its first flight in 1974, 
marking its 50th anniversary in 2024. This milestone was 
celebrated at the Royal International Air Tattoo at RAF 
Fairford in the United Kingdom, the world's largest military 
airshow. For the occasion, a retired F-16AM of the Koninklijke 
Luchtmacht (KLu, Royal Netherlands Air Force) was given a 
special colour scheme. 
 
In the 1970s, the U.S. Air Force sought a relatively small and 
cost-effective fighter aircraft to complement its fleet of F-15 
Eagles. Two companies were selected to build prototypes: 
General Dynamics with the YF-16 and Northrop with the 
YF-17. After a series of tests, General Dynamics won the 

competition, although Northrop later produced its design as 
the F/A-18 Hornet for the U.S. Navy. Interestingly, while the 
F-16's official maiden flight took place on February 2, 1974, the 
first prototype had already flown for six minutes on January 20. 
During a high-speed taxi run, a wingtip touched the ground, 
prompting the test pilot to take off to prevent the aircraft from 
veering off the runway and crashing. 
 
For the anniversary aircraft, a large Falcon was painted on 
the tail, referencing the fighter’s official name. The underwing 
pylon, which carried a fuel tank displaying the prominent 
'F-16 50th' titles, featured the roundels of all 29 past and 
present operators, including Ukraine as the latest member, as 
well as future users Bulgaria and Argentina. The belly fuel tank 
was adorned with a Viper, reflecting the F-16’s 
unofficial nickname.

Retirement
 
The Koninklijke Luchtmacht was one of four European 
nations that became the first export customers for the F-16. 
Alongside Belgium, Denmark, and Norway, the Netherlands 
formed the European Participating Air Forces (EPAF). Belgium 
and the Netherlands received their first F-16s in 1979, followed 
by Denmark and Norway in 1980. In September 2024, 45 years 
after the delivery of its first Fighting Falcon, the Dutch Viper 
fleet was officially retired. 
 
Aircraft J-197 was among the last dozen operational Dutch 
F-16s, out of a total of 213 ordered. For the farewell ceremony, 
it received a special livery featuring another large Falcon, along 
with the emblems of all squadrons that had flown the F-16 in 
Dutch service, including the training unit in Tucson, Arizona. 
The tail also listed the conflict zones where Dutch F-16s had 
been deployed over the years. 

The Dutch roundel and a large "45 years" completed 
the design. A notable detail was the addition of the text 
"Assembled by Fokker" on the brake chute housing, 
acknowledging that all Dutch F-16s—as well as many Danish, 
Norwegian, and even one Egyptian F-16—were built by 
Fokker at Amsterdam-Schiphol Airport. 
 
A farewell flight over all former F-16 bases and other 
significant locations in the Netherlands had to be cut short 
due to poor weather. However, this was not the final flight for 
the aircraft, as they would soon begin new service elsewhere. 
Over the years, batches of retired Dutch Vipers have been sold 
to the air forces of Jordan and Chile. The remaining aircraft 
have either been delivered to the European F-16 Training 
Centre (EFTC) in Romania or donated to the Ukrainian Air 
Force. 
 
As a fourth-generation fighter, the F-16 is gradually being 
replaced by fifth-generation aircraft in many air forces. 
However, with upgraded F-16Vs still in production and 
second-hand aircraft being transferred to South American 
and former Eastern Bloc countries, the Fighting Falcon will 
continue to grace the skies for years to come.

Specially painted F-16s together with their predecessor 
F-104 Starfighter and successor F-35 Lightning II


