F-16 Testers Clear Way for Increased Capability
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EDWARDS AIR FORCE BASE, Calif. (AFMCNS) - Having more Air Force F-16s that can both drop precision bombs and identify targets at night is closer to reality thanks to experts here recently condensing six weeks of testing into three and a half days.

Overcoming manmade and environmental challenges along the way, 416th Flight Test Squadron members verified that the F-16's M3.1B+ software upgrade and the Litening II targeting pod were safe and effective for Block 50 aircraft. Block 50 is the name given to the latest version of the F-16. 

Air Combat Command officials tasked the Edwards crew to confirm the software and pod were ready for operational testing, according to Tony Kaiser, 416th FLTS M3.1B+ program manager.

"We laid out a plan to prove the pod was safe and stable for use on the aircraft, to include ground testing, electromagnetic interference evaluations and flight testing," Kaiser said.

The M3.1B+ software upgrade allows the F-16's onboard computers to talk to each other and allows the jet's programs and functions to work together, said Maj. Todd Ericson, targeting pod test pilot.

"Think about the software upgrade as the Windows XP for the Block 50," he said. "To the Block 50 F-16 fighter, the M3.1B+ software serves the same purpose as Windows does to personal computers."

The Litening II targeting pod presents target identification at night, allowing pilots to deliver laser-guided bombs, he said. The Litening II targeting pod is a newer, more capable replacement for the Low Altitude Navigation and Targeting Infrared for Night pods, or LANTIRN pod, an infrared targeting system currently used by the older Block 40 aircraft. The Litening II will bring Block 40 and 50 aircraft closer together in capabilities, giving warfighting commanders greater versitility.

"The Block 50s currently conduct the SEAD (suppression of enemy air defenses) mission and the Block 40s are our ground strikers," said Ericson. "During the next few years, the Block 40 and 50 fleets both will have ground-strike and SEAD capabilities."

Once the 32-member team of government and military engineers, pilots, maintainers and civilian contractors got approval to test, Kaiser said they wasted little time planning and strategizing how to accomplish the mission. But not everything fell into place; weather and transportation problems created a number of obstacles.

The aircraft sent to Nellis Air Force Base, Nev., to retrieve the pod for testing broke down on the Nellis flight line, forcing the Edwards team to drive to Nellis and truck the pod back, Kaiser said. Additionally, bad weather forced a day's delay leaving Edwards, and then the storm drifted to Nellis, making things difficult at both locations.

"We worked through the night to get the pod in place for testing," said Kaiser. "We borrowed assets from everyone to make this happen.

"We borrowed a truck from the F-22 Combined Test Force people and a case from another unit to carry the pod in for the trip back to Edwards. We even had to go get the pod and have people standing by here to start testing when it came in."

When the pod arrived around 1 a.m., testers worked through the night and all that day to check paperwork, conduct EMI and functional checks and accomplish two flight-test missions.

Even though testing was greatly accelerated, neither safety nor quality was sacrificed, according to Bill Gaddis, 416th FLTS systems engineer.

"While there was a risk, it was paramount that the planning incorporated everything we would normally do in a six-week test in the compressed timeline," said Gaddis. "We double-checked everything to make sure all was safe before we proceeded."

For example, the Edwards team checked with ACC, the SPO and the Seek Eagle program at Eglin Air Force Base, Fla., to verify that weapons loaded on the aircraft were safe to load and fly in the proposed configuration so testing could proceed, said Gaddis.

With the flight missions completed, 416th testers said they accomplished their mission and released a safe software upgrade and targeting pod capable of accurately dropping laser-guided bombs.

"This was a team effort not only by the 416th, but also a number of base agencies here and at Nellis, with the ultimate goal of providing an essential combat capability to combat air forces as soon as possible," said Ericson.

