Predator Team Tackles Acquisition Issues to Develop First ‘Weaponized’ Unmanned Air Vehicle

We Need a “Weaponized” Predator

In the world of acquiring new warfighting capabilities, the Air Force has crossed a new threshold in aerospace history by launching a missile from a Predator Unmanned Air Vehicle (UAV), and hitting a stationary tactical-sized target. The feat was first demonstrated as part of a Phase I feasibility demonstration on February 21, 2001 when a Hellfire missile homed in from three miles away and a 2,000-foot altitude on an unmanned tank positioned on Nellis Air Force Range, Nev. 

The newly “weaponized” Predator met its acquisition challenges, too, by going from project approval to contract award in just two weeks. Most remarkable in this acquisition process is how quickly the Predator team successfully completed the integration and successfully demonstrated the feasibility of launching a laser guided missile from a UAV. The Predator Weaponization Team is truly deserving of the Air Force David Packard Excellence in Acquisition Award.

We Need a “Weaponized” Predator

The UAV’s current role is primarily reconnaissance, but the Air Force Aeronautical Systems Center, Reconnaissance Program Office, Special Projects Division (ASC/RAB, Big Safari, 645th MATS) was tasked by General John Jumper, then-Commander, Air Combat Command, with demonstrating the feasibility of using a “weaponized” Predator for wider applications. The initial effort started as a demonstration of weaponized UAVs sponsored by the Air Armament Center, Eglin AFB. General Jumper said, “obviously, we don't plan to stem armored attacks with a few Predators with Hellfires on them. But for those fleeting, perishable targets that present themselves as they did in Kosovo, this is a great opportunity to close the loop [and reduce the time] between tracking, targeting and engaging [mobile targets].” Working Through Challenges as a Team.

The ASC/RAB management team evaluated several weapons alternatives and chose the AGM-114 Hellfire missile to arm the UAV because it was considered to have the highest probability of success — in addition to being an “off-the-shelf” solution with a proven track record. Hellfire proved to be an excellent choice. ASC/RAB received official tasking to proceed from SAF/AQI on July 28, 2000. ASC/RA was authorized to do initial engineering and analysis, but was directed not to modify aircraft, nor procure hardware until appropriate New Start and treaty Compliance Review Group (CRG) approval was obtained. In an effort to continue the drive forward, the ASC/RAB team expertly prepared and submitted the required New Start documentation and began working on securing a finding from the CRG. 

New start approval was received on September 21, 2000. Meanwhile the demonstration effort was put on hold pending CRG resolution of potential concerns that an armed UAV might violate the Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces (INF) treaty between the U.S. and the former Soviet Union. The Predator management team then developed documentation required for Non Nuclear Munitions Safety Board (NNMSB) approval. Interim NNMSB was granted on 8 November 2000, which allowed the Flight Launch demonstration, but the actual integration effort remained on hold through December 21, 2000 pending resolution of Treaty concerns. Technical Review Board and Safety Review Boards were convened and test plans were developed during November and December. Continuing the drive toward completion, the ASC/RAB and contractor team worked nonstop to complete required contractual documents, which would allow uninterrupted progress once CRG restrictions were lifted. To that end, the project went from project approval to contract award in just two weeks of time — a testament to the “can-do” attitude embraced by the government/contractor team.

In addition to continuing on with the main Predator acquisition program and staying fully engaged with five other major research and development efforts, the Predator team reallocated scarce personnel and hardware resources to focus all efforts on the Hellfire project.

On December 21, 2000, the team received official authorization to proceed with the demonstration from Dr. Jacques Gansler, then Under Secretary of Defense for Acquisition and Technology, and the integration effort began at a fever pitch the following January. Having successfully completed the first phase of the weaponized UAV demonstration, the project team is prepared to proceed to Phase II and another round of demonstration tests.

