Infrared Laser Aircraft Defense System Returns Huge Savings on Initial Investment

By Gary Cunningham,
Air Force Research Laboratory Manufacturing Technology Division

WRIGHT-PATTERSON AIR FORCE BASE, Ohio (AFMCNS) - Air Force Research Laboratory experts reducing acquisition and maintenance costs on the ViperTM Mid-Infrared Laser promises to save $42 million, doubling the service's initial investment while reducing life cycle costs and increasing system availability.

AFRL's Manufacturing Technology division experts teamed with Northrop Grumman representatives to develop what officials are calling significant cost saving procedures in manufacturing and assembling the ViperTM Mid-Infrared Laser, according to Ray Linville, ManTech Viper Laser program manager.

Linville said AFRL and Northrop Grumman officials believe costs could be reduced by addressing manufacturability, maintainability, reliability, supportability and availability issues. These cost reductions would, in turn, save money on the entire LAIRCM program.

The ViperTM laser is one of the primary components in the Large Aircraft Infrared Countermeasures - LAIRCM - system designed to protect C-17s, C-130s and other large aircraft from IR-guided surface-to-air missiles, Linville said. The LAIRCM will autonomously detect and signal the flight crew when the aircraft is threatened. It will then track and jam the missile's guidance system, resulting in saved aircraft and aircrews.

Test experts completed live-fire LAIRCM testing July 8 in White Sands, N.M., putting the program on track to deliver the first laser-protected transport to Air Mobility Command by 2004.

According to Linville, program experts inserted Lean practices and principles to increase yield, reduce rework and touch labor costs.

"In general, design changes were made that reduced deficiencies and the number of assembly and adjustment steps for the electronic and optical components," he said.

Additionally, Linville said having high value electronics, optics and other materials only available from a single supplier helped in the cost-saving venture.

"Multiple supplier sources were made available, creating more competition and driving the cost down by substituting standardized components for the specialized ones," he said.

Regardless of the steps taken that produced the savings, the Viper's baseline system performance was not degraded in any way, according to Linville.

For more information on this program call the Technology Information Center at (937) 255-4689, and refer to item 02-510.

