Winning streak: ESC again delivers Joint Star Early
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Electronic Systems Center (ESC) officials delivered the first Block 20 E-8C Joint Surveillance Target Attack Radar System production aircraft, better known as Joint STARS, to the 93rd Air Control Wing at Robins Air Force Base, GA, Aug. 6.

This is the 11th overall delivery and the seventh consecutive time ESC experts have delivered a Joint STARS E-8C ahead of schedule, according to Col. Gary Connor, director of the Joint STARS Joint Program Office. The aircraft was delivered Aug. 31. "We're particularly excited about this delivery because we know we've taken a system that has proven itself time and again and made it even better," said Connor.

Computer Replacement Program

Perhaps the most significant enhancement delivered in Block 20 is the computer replacement program, or CRP. This has reduced the number of on-board main computers from five to two while increasing processing power and speed, according to Capt. Brad Turpen, deputy of the program office's operations and control team. "It's also important to note that it's all based on an open architecture that allows new capabilities to be added much more quickly and easily," Turpen said. He added that the entire computing infrastructure on the Block 20 plane is commercial-off-the-shelf technology.

"This allows us to take advantage of the marketplace cycle," said Jim Kuhn, a MITRE employee who serves as lead engineer on the team. The CRP also offers a fiber optic local area network that provides greater bandwidth, speed and reliability, according to Turpen.

The CRP software development team also developed a single software baseline that allows the ground support system, used for training at Robins, to have the same system environment as the aircraft. "This provides both training and maintenance benefits because operators and maintainers are now working on the same equipment on the ground or in the air," said Turpen.

Engineering Improvements

This plane is also being delivered with a set of engineering improvements intended to reduce maintenance requirements and design changes that respond to user concerns, according to Senior Master Sgt. Joseph Casino, chief of E-8C maintenance for the program office. Examples include installing a tougher, more abrasion-resistant gasket material designed to reduce chafing on wire bundles and a new fuel door designed to open from the bottom up, rather than the top down, so it stays closed even if it comes loose.

Cooperative Acquisition

As with other recent deliveries, a cooperative effort among prime contractor Northrop Grumman, the joint program office and the 93rd Air Control Wing focused on delivering the aircraft in ready-to-go status, according to Lt. Col. Jean Hebert, chief of the joint program office's production division.

The team once again joined on-site Defense Contract Management personnel, working to accelerate acceptance inspections, too, according to Hebert. The Joint STARS Test Force, co-located with Northrop Grumman in Melbourne, FL, also played a key role in preparing the plane for early delivery by flying test sorties.

The program office has also initiated a fielding readiness process, according to Turpen, which addresses all support elements, including training, spare parts availability, technical data and documentation. It also emphasizes delivering a fully capable weapon system to the warfighter.

Turpen said the heart of this effort is continuous communication between the acquisition and warfighting communities that enables them to manage all issues affecting fielding of the new capability. "This allows us to ensure the wing can step on board right away and operationally employ the upgraded weapon system," Turpen said. Eventually all the existing Block 10 aircraft will be upgraded to Block 20. The first Block 10 plane is scheduled to be brought in for upgrading in November 2001, and is expected to roll out in late February or early March 2002, according to Turpen. "We'll continue to team with the wing to carefully manage the upgrade," said Connor. "We want to ensure they get the upgraded capabilities they need with the least possible disruption to mission availability."

The Joint STARS planes are refurbished Boeing 707s. Workers complete the transformation by installing the 24-foot Joint STARS radar, the powerful computer systems and other equipment. The finished product is the world's most advanced airborne surveillance and target acquisition system. It provides real-time, accurate information about vehicles on the ground and slow-moving aircraft for peacekeeping missions and decision-making on the battlefield.

Related Links

Electronic Systems Center Site on Joint STARS
For news releases and other information on Joint STARS, search Air Force Link.
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