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Unmanned Aircraft Numbers Down in Pentagon Austerity Budget

By John M. Doyle

Self-imposed Defense Department cost-saving mea-
sures last year and more than $40 billion in man-
datory budget cuts imposed by sequestration this 

year are having an effect on unmanned systems spending 
in the Pentagon’s fiscal 2014 budget request.

The Air Force is cutting the number of General Atom-
ics Aeronautical Systems reconnaissance and strike un-
manned aircraft systems it wants to buy, and neither 
the Air Force nor the Navy have plans to acquire more 
of Northrop Grumman’s high-altitude Global Hawk 
reconnaissance UAS or its maritime variant, the Triton, 
in fiscal 2014.  

“What we’re doing is not part of a strategy of UAVs. It’s 
part of an overall national se-
curity strategy just to meet the 
needs that we need to meet,” 
Maj. Gen. Edward Bolton, the 
deputy assistant Air Force sec-
retary for budget, explained to 
reporters.

Only the Marine Corps is 
buying any of the smaller 
UAS, although both the 
Army and Marine Corps 
are seeking more than $150 
million for system hardware 
upgrades, training and con-
tractor logistics for the RQ-7 
Shadow and the RQ-11 Ra-
ven UAVs.

The Defense Department requested a $526.6 billion 
base budget 10 April, but Pentagon officials conceded 
it does not take into account the possible extension of 
mandatory sequestration cuts in future years. Those cuts, 
mandated by the Budget Control Act of 2011, kicked in 
1 March, when Congress and the White House were un-
able to reach a deficit reduction deal, imposing $42.7 
billion in defense spending cuts for the remainder of fis-
cal 2013, which ends 30 Sept. 

If Congress doesn’t revise the BCA — which seems un-
likely given the current political climate — Robert Hale, 

the Pentagon’s chief financial officer, says $52 billion 
would have to be cut from the 2014 budget request. 
Adding to the uncertainty, the Pentagon hasn’t calcu-
lated how much it will need to wind down the war in 
Afghanistan and other overseas contingency operations 
like emergency humanitarian aid missions. Hale said the 
Defense Department had an $88 billion estimate, but 
that was only a placeholder, adding that he hoped to 
have a firm number for Congress next month.

Meanwhile, at the 10 April budget rollout the Army said 
it is requesting $550 million to acquire 15 new MQ-1 
Gray Eagle extended-range, multipurpose unmanned 
aircraft systems, including ground control stations and 
satellite communications terminals. Also on the Army 

shopping list: $122 million in 
upgrades and training for AAI 
Corp.’s RQ-7 Shadow and 
$11 million for the smaller 
RQ-11 hand-launched Raven 
UAVs. 

Another $813 million is 
planned for 42 remanufac-
tured Block 3 AH-64 Apache 
manned attack helicopters 
with net-centric capabilities 
allowing them to control air-
borne unmanned aircraft. 

“Essentially, the crew of the 
Apache can do everything to 
navigate and direct that un-

manned aerial system, except for takeoffs and landings,” 
said Deputy Army Budget Director Davis Welch.

The Navy also will have some unmanned aircraft reduc-
tions, said Rear Adm. Joseph Mulloy, deputy assistant 
Navy secretary for budget. The Navy variant of the 
Global Hawk, the Broad Area Maritime Surveillance air-
craft, was delayed a year because of two technical issues 
separating the Navy’s Triton from the Air Force version, 
he said.

The Navy version has a unique double tail that was caus-
ing some design delays. Additionally, there are problems 

Defense Secretary chuck Hagel testifies before the House armed Services com-
mittee on the fiscal year 2014 defense budget request on 11 april. DoD photo by 
erin a. Kirk-cuomo.
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integrating the Triton’s onboard mission computer with 
the Navy’s P8-A Poseidon reconnaissance aircraft. 

“The bottom line,” Mulloy said, “we had to put in about 
$200 million in R&D [research and development] and 
take out $425 million of production in 2014.”

The Marine Corps, which comes under the Navy bud-
get, is acquiring 25 small tactical unmanned aircraft sys-
tems, the Insitu RQ-21, for $66.7 million.

The Navy’s unmanned helicopter, the Northrop Grum-
man MQ-8 Fire Scout is also experiencing a pause, with 
only one to be purchased in 2014 for just more than 
$1 million, compared to six sought the previous year. 
“We’re doing a lot of Fire Scout operations in the Middle 
East off our frigates,” said Mulloy. “ We’re still develop-
ing what we’re going to do with LCS [Littoral ombat 
Ship] on that. I would say it’ll be next year before I could 
lay out where I go with MQ-8,” he added. Navy budget 
documents indicate there are plans to buy 17 additional 
Fire Scouts spread out in crements ranging from two 
to eight from 2015 to 2018. The Navy is also seeking 
$47.8 million in research and development funding for 
the MQ-8.

The Littoral Combat Ship itself is funded for a total of 
$2.4 billion, roughly the same as last year’s level, which 
pays for the construction of four ships. The LCS is in-

tended to make extensive use of unmanned systems as 
part of its mission packages.

For its planned unmanned carrier-based aircraft, the 
Unmanned Carrier Launched Airborne Surveillance and 
Strike (UCLASS) system, the Navy is seeking $146.7 
million in research and development funding. The chief 
of naval operations approved the acquisition project re-
cently. The Navy plans to launch an air vehicle competi-
tion with a request for proposals in the second quarter of 
Fiscal 2014, and a contract award anticipated at the end 
of Fiscal 2014. 

The Air Force is still budgeting $379 million to con-
tinue its Long Range Strike Bomber program, which of-
ficials have said could be optionally manned.

The budget request includes $69.4 billion for research, 
development, test and evaluation, and would fund 
DARPA slightly above last year’s level, allowing the 
country to “explore diverse scientific principles and tech-
nological applications, including biodefense, cybersecu-
rity, information access, and cleaner and more efficient 
energy use, robotics and advanced computing,” says a 
budget description.

John M. Doyle is a defense and homeland security writer 
based in Bethesda, Md. He blogs at http://4gwar.word-
press.com.


