
Despite a tug-of-war between the White House and the U.S. 
Congress over major military programs—not to mention the 
ongoing debate in Washington over the best strategy for Af-

ghanistan—funding for most unmanned systems is expected to come 
through the Fiscal 2010 U.S. defense budget process unscathed.

House and Senate negotiators hammered out an agreement on their 
differing versions of the defense authorization bill a few days after 
Fiscal 2010 began on 1 Oct. but progress was slower for appropria-
tions, the legislation that actually provides the money. The Senate 
only passed its spending bill—appropriating $636.3 billion—on 6 
Oct., more than two months after the House passed its $640 billion 
version.

Except for the Army’s MQ-1C Sky Warrior Extended Range/Multi-
Purpose unmanned aircraft system, which took a hit of nearly $200 
million in the defense authorization compromise language, un-
manned systems were not subject to the same budget-cutting de-
bate as the Air Force’s F-22 stealth fi ghter, the Marine Corps’ VH-71 
presidential helicopter and a range of missile defense programs such 
as the Airborne Laser.

Senate and House negotiators agreed to include $560 million in the 
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GA-ASI’s MQ-9 Reaper, one of the unmanned systems 
expected to fare well in the U.S. defense budget. DOD photo.

$681 billion defense authorization bill to continue funding an alter-
native to the F135 engine made for the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter, by 
Pratt &Whitney, setting up a showdown with President Obama, who 
has threatened to veto any defense legislation that includes money for 
the Rolls-Royce/General Electric F136 alternate engine, which the 
Defense Department insists it doesn’t need. Even though the Senate 
eliminated alternate engine funding in its version of the authoriza-
tion bill, the money was added in the compromise language to get 
the measure through the House, says Senate Armed Services Com-
mittee Chairman Carl Levin (D-Mich.), the chief Senate negotiator. 
But Levin thinks the measure may dodge a presidential veto because 
it does not shortchange F-35 production funding to pay for the alter-
nate engine, which has been a key White House concern.

And while the Senate authorization bill terminates the VH-71, 
House appropriators added $400 million to make operational fi ve 
of the helicopters already paid for. The differences will have to be 
worked out with Senate negotiators.

There was less controversy when it came to unmanned vehicles. 
Compromise language in the House and Senate authorizing bill 
approved Pentagon requests for $555 million to fund fi ve more 
Northrop Grumman RQ-4 Global Hawks and $138 million for 
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modifi cations to the high-altitude UAS. It included $489.4 million 
for 24 MQ-9 Reaper UAS made by General Atomics Aeronautical 
Systems and $35.4 million for 618 hand-launched AeroVironment 
RQ-11 Ravens. It also authorizes spending $31.3 million for the Air 
Force Global Hawk maintenance and operations center at Naval Air 
Station Sigonella, Italy.

Concerned about a dispute between the Air Force and the Offi ce 
of the Under Secretary of Defense for Acquisition, Technology and 
Logistics (USD AT&L), House lawmakers want the undersecretary 
to report back when the Fiscal 2011 budget request is submitted on 
how the Air Force will manage 50 combat air patrols with a mix of 
Predator and Reaper UAS and how the Pentagon will manage the re-
lationship “between the Air Force Global Hawk and the Navy Broad 
Area Maritime Surveillance [BAMS] version of the RQ-4, in terms of 
interoperability and data relays.”

The report should also update Congress on Defense Department 
efforts with the Federal Aviation Administration to integrate UAS 
into the National Airspace System. In the report accompanying their 
version of the authorization bill, House lawmakers said they were 
“discouraged” that the FAA has yet to establish a UAS program offi ce 
to work with the Defense Department “on this critical challenge.”

The authorization measure also includes money for the Navy to 
build more shallow-draft Littoral Combat Ships (LCS), which make 
heavy use of unmanned systems in their component mission pack-
ages. The bill grants the administration request for $360.5 million to 
fund mission packages.

The unmanned aircraft on the LCS is Northrop Grumman’s MQ-8 
Fire Scout unmanned helicopter, which can take off and land verti-
cally aboard a ship at sea. “Vertical UAVs, that’s where they’re going,” 
says David Rockwell, an analyst at the Teal Group specializing in un-
manned systems electronics. “They need them for the LCS, even for 
testing. They’re looking to buy a radar for it now. They still haven’t 
decided on an electrical/optical system. That’s what’s going to be get-
ting the most funding in the near term.”

But House and Senate negotiators also agreed to cut $200 million 

BUDGET… CONTINUED

from the Army’s $401.4 million request for the MQ-1C Sky Warrior 
“to avoid forward funding of production,” according to their confer-
ence report. A House committee staffer explained: “The schedule 
they [the Army] had laid out made no sense and we went to the 
Senate’s higher cut number.” However, the negotiators agreed to the 
Army’s request for just over $2 million in research, development, test 
and evaluation (RDTE) for the MQ-1.

On the appropriators’ side of the budget equation, the House and 
Senate approved the Pentagon’s MQ-1C request—and then some—
appropriating $489.5 million for 24 of the high-endurance aircraft. 
Both also approved additional money for more Global Hawks, al-
though the Senate agreed to fund fi ve aircraft for $554.8 million 
while the House is providing $275.1 for just two of the surveillance 
aircraft. 

Global Hawk Cut?
However, appropriations bill writers are also considering whether to 
keep cuts made to Global Hawk Block 40 aircraft and the Navy’s 
BAMS program made by the House. House appropriators cut about 
$280 million to procure three RQ-4Bs because of reported delays in 
initial operational testing and evaluation (IOT&E), although sup-
porters say those aircraft will otherwise be ready for and needed in 
Afghanistan. An additional $30 million was cut in the House bill for 
advance procurement of three more Global Hawks, although $85 
million cut from the BAMS program was expected to be restored 
when negotiators meet in conference to reconcile the differences.

Both the Block 40 RQ-4s and the BAMS Global Hawks are equipped 
with ground moving-target indicator technology that allows the UAS 
to track targets. The moving target indicator “is a huge force multi-
plier. They need to do it, more not less,” says Rebecca Grant, senior 
fellow at the Lexington Institute, a Virginia-based think tank.

Defense analysts say the debate over the right strategy to pursue in 
Afghanistan will probably mean good news for unmanned systems, 
especially those that fl y. “Afghanistan is really a prime arena for un-

manned systems,” Grant says. They’ve been so 
useful in intelligence gathering and operational 
roles that if and when U.S. forces withdraw, 
Grant expects a UAS “is going to be the last 
item moved out of Afghanistan.”

Army Gen. Stanley McChrystal, U.S. com-
mander in Afghanistan, warns that the counter 
insurgency mission could fail if more troops—
as many as 40,000 more—aren’t sent. But other 
Obama advisers, including Vice President Joe 
Biden, oppose a large troop increase, saying 
the U.S. should instead focusing on counter-
terrorism tactics that use Special Operations 
forces and UAS missile strikes on safe havens 

Secretary of the U.S. Air Force Michael Donley, left, and Air Force Chief 
of Staff Gen. Norton Schwartz testify before the U.S. House Armed 
Services Committee in May. U.S. Air Force photo by Scott M. Ash.
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inside Pakistan. Either way, unmanned aircraft, and possibly ground 
vehicles will be needed, analysts say.

“Regardless of which strategy we go ahead with in Afghanistan, UAVs 
are going to be really important to what we’re doing over there,” says 
Todd Harrison, a defense budget expert with the Center for Strategic 
and Budgetary Assessment (CSBA), adding: “There’s going to be an 
increased demands for UAVs in the near future.”

“The big thing is whether there are going to be more soldiers or fewer 
soldiers,” adds Teal Group’s Rockwell, “that will determine what type 
of UAVs are bought.” If the Obama administration decides to in-
crease troop strength in Afghanistan “expect continued mini UAVs,” 
the hand-launched Raven for short-distance surveillance. If U.S. 
military presence is decreased, “look for more funding to go toward 
endurance UAVs (like the Reaper and Sky Warrior), but I don’t think 
UAV funding is going to be cut substantially.”

The Pentagon requested, and Congress is on its way to approving, 
continued funding for the initial increment of the renamed and re-
designed Future Combat Systems, which is to include a networked 
combination of radios, manned ground vehicles and automated air 
and ground vehicles. But Defense Secretary Robert Gates terminated 
the ground vehicles, deeming the lightly armored machines too vul-
nerable to roadside bombs. Instead, he wants to spin out the tech-
nology already developed through FCS and issue it to the Brigade 
Combat Teams (BCT). Two of those technologies include iRobot’s 
Small Unmanned Ground Vehicle (SUGV) and the Honeywell’s T-

Hawk (for more on the revamped FCS, see page 36).

“Ground and naval systems are both growing at the rates now that air-
borne UAVs were growing at maybe fi ve years ago,” says Teal Group’s 
Rockwell. “I think you’re going to fi nd fi ve years from now we have 
as many ground and naval unmanned vehicles running around as we 
have aerial vehicles now.” In all, a House committee staffer says, the 
Army buys about 5,000 ground robots of all sizes. “They buy a lot 
with funds we don’t see at the line item level,” the staffer added.

John M. Doyle writes about aerospace, defense and homeland security 
from Washington.

The Block 40 variant of Northrop Grumman’s 
high-fl ying Global Hawk could face a cut. 
Photo courtesy Northrop Grumman.
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