Operational Debut Helps Keep Global Hawk Development On-Track
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EDWARDS AIR FORCE BASE, Calif. (AFMCNS) -- With a deployment debut behind them, Global Hawk test experts at the Air Force Flight Test Center here are pushing forward with developing the high-altitude unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV).

Global Hawk is now in the engineering, manufacturing and development (EMD) phase of defense acquisition, which began last March. The UAV is designed to provide battlefield commanders with near real-time, high-resolution, reconnaissance imagery.

Flying at extremely high altitudes, Global Hawk can survey large geographic areas giving military decision-makers the most current information about enemy resources and personnel. 

The 452nd Flight Test Squadron (FLTS), part of the Global Vigilance Combined Test Force (CTF) at Edwards, is working to incorporate into the developmental test process many of the lessons learned from the system's recent deployment to support Operation Enduring Freedom.

Unique Deployment Allows Warfighter Input

The deployment was unique in that Global Hawk was employed in theater by nontraditional crewmembers mostly from the test and evaluation community.  Operational and developmental military testers supported by contractor maintenance and support crews provided combatants the new reconnaissance capabilities throughout the Global Hawk deployment. 

According to Lt. Col. Michael Guidry, commander of the 452nd and director of the Global Vigilance CTF, the experience is allowing the Global Hawk team to develop a production representative vehicle that's exactly what the warrior needs. Such a vehicle is the final version of a weapon system before it heads to low-rate initial production.

"As part of EMD we would have conducted certain tests but because of recent events we were able to accomplish these evaluations through actual operational flights," said Guidry, who deployed with the Global Hawk during its combat debut. "This will significantly benefit the test program in that it minimizes the required sorties necessary to complete the test process and allows us to make the most out of those sorties we do fly." 

The Global Hawk team is looking into methods that will provide better data-link connectivity between the UAV and its ground-based operators said Guidry.  Part of the solution is to simplify and miniaturize the units that house ground operations.

In addition, Guidry said the team is focused on improving data-collection techniques and response times by bringing more automation to the image-collection process.  

"We are there to collect imagery, but it isn't beneficial if we can't deliver that picture or image to the warfighter," said Guidry.

To ensure a successful EMD phase, the Edwards test force is working closely with the Reconnaissance Systems Program Office at Aeronautical Systems Center, Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, Ohio.  The program office assumed program control in 1998 and is responsible for moving Global Hawk toward low-rate initial production. 

Col. Wayne Johnson, Global Hawk director at the System Program Office agrees the operational experience the entire Global Hawk team has had can only benefit the future program.  From the requirements and development stages through the transition to operations and sustainment, Johnson said the early deployment will help the team mature Global Hawk into one of the finest intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance assets in the world.

"Integral to this maturity is the test experts at Edwards and the insight they provide into how well the design meets the requirement," Johnson added.  "Their developmental and early operational tests are extremely important in fielding a tremendous and much needed asset to the war fighter."

In addition to enhancing connectivity and data-collection, Guidry said the Edwards test force is further developing the EMD test plan and making improvements to Global Hawk's overall mission planning process.  These preparations will help smoothly integrate another test bird expected to arrive here this summer.  The next vehicle following the summer arrival should be production representative, said Guidry.

Military-Industry Partner for a Better System

According to Bob Ettinger, manager of Global Hawk flight test for lead contractor, Northrop Grumman, the key to successful system testing is continual collaboration between military members, civil servants and government contractors. Ettinger's contractor team was part of the initial cadre of pilots and mechanics that established the Global Hawk CTF in 1997.

Also on board from the start were members of the 31st Test and Evaluation Squadron, part of Air Combat Command.  These operational testers are still actively involved in vehicle testing today.

"I'm absolutely convinced that working hand in hand with the military makes for a more robust airplane," said Ettinger, who also aided in the development and flight-testing of the F-16.  "We work very hard to make a good design. However, it's hard for us to visualize all of the things the system will be used for and all of the limitations the operational Air Force will face in the field."

Another priority for Guidry was to establish the squadron that today supports not only the Global Hawk, but also the Airborne Laser and Unmanned Combat Aerial Vehicle (UCAV) test forces. The 452nd FLTS stood up in October of 2000 to combine all of the UAV development expertise in one location.  

"My number one goal in re-establishing the 452nd FLTS was developing a solid squadron foundation through the proper integration of all the players," Guidry said.  "With several test forces each made up of contractors, operators and testers, you still have to have your squadron basics. It lends a sense of unity, camaraderie and a sense of pride."  

Guidry said the future of the squadron lies in integrating all of its assets into one combat force, where Global Hawk could send data directly to other weapon systems.  

"Our mission is to further enhance the Air Forces' tenets of information superiority and precision engagement through the fielding of the Global Hawk, UCAV and Airborne Laser Weapon system," he said.

