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While each of the U.S. armed services is developing directed energy technology largely for defense against small, 
weaponized unmanned aerial vehicles (UAV), the Missile Defense Agency (MDA) wants to mount a laser on a UAV to 
attack enemy ballistic missiles. Ahead of this years 2nd  Annual Directed Energy & Next Generation Munitions event, 
June 26-28 in Washington, DC, IDGA takes a deeper look into this, and plans to discuss it in even more detail at the 
event with sessions led by  Mr. Richard Matlock, Advanced Technology Program Executive, Missile Defense Agency & 
Lt Gen Bradley Heithold, Principal Deputy Director, Cost Assessment and Program Evaluation, Office of the Secretary 
of Defense. 
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Artist's rendering of how a mobile force protection system might use lasers and other technologies 
against attacks by small drones. The Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) is 
exploring ideas  to improve protection of fixed and mobile ground and naval forces. (DARPA image). 

. 

Since the Air Force manned Airborne Laser system was cancelled as too 
expensive and impractical in 2012, MDA has looked for a way to combine a 
compact, efficient, high-power laser with a high-flying aircraft that can stay 
aloft for extended periods to destroy an intercontinental ballistic missile 
(ICBM) in the boost stage, shortly after launch, when it is most vulnerable. 
 
Richard Matlock, MDA’s program executive for advanced technology, says 
the agency’s primary focus is in directed energy research. “Our goal 
eventually is to integrate a high-powered, solid-state laser on a long-
endurance unmanned aerial vehicle operating in the stratosphere where 
the atmospheric disturbance of the aircraft and the laser is significantly 
reduced,” Matlock told a Missile Defense Advocacy Alliance conference in 
December.  
 
“This would revolutionize missile defense by dramatically reducing, if not 
eliminating, the role of very expensive (kinetic) interceptors,” MDA’s 
director, Vice Admiral James Syring, told the Senate Armed Services 
Committee’s Strategic Forces panel last April. “Our long-term goal is to 
deploy lasers on high altitude, long endurance UAV platforms to destroy 
ICBMs in the boost phase,” he added.  

“Our overall 
vision is to shift 
the calculus of 
our potential 

adversaries by 
introducing 

directed energy 
into the ballistic 
missile defense 

system 
architecture.”  

Vice Admiral James Syring, Director, MDA 

By John M. Doyle 

The agency is seeking to integrate laser and drone technology by the early 2020s, but the major hurdle is getting 
compatible size, weight and power for both the drone and laser. MDA awarded contracts in 2016 to Boeing, General 
Atomics, Lockheed Martin, Raytheon and Northrop Grumman to produce concepts for a low power laser 
demonstrator. Before the end of the current fiscal year, the MDA plans to award contracts to two or more contractors 
for flight testing and integration by 2021. 
 
Syring said MDA will also be collaborating with the Air Force and the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency 
(DARPA) to develop and demonstrate the technology necessary to scale laser power to a level required for speed-of-
light missile defense.  DARPA is also working on a counter drone laser system to protect moving ground vehicles. The 
agency’s Mobile Force Protection Program is seeking industry solutions for protecting high value ground assets from 
the growing threat of autonomous, small weaponized drones. (See artwork above).  
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Among the services, the Navy is the farthest along in laser development with the 30-kilowatt solid-state XN-1 laser 
already deployed on the USS Ponce, a converted amphibious transport ship. While continuing work on a more 
powerful 150-kilowatt laser system, the Navy is also helping Special Operations forces to mount a directed energy 
weapon on Air Force AC-130 gunships. In addition to the big plane’s flying arsenal with a finite load of ammunition, 
directed energy would bring a silent, invisible capability that will be a game changer, according to Air Force Lt. Gen. 
Bradley Heithold. 
 
When he headed Air Force Special Operations Command, Heithold worked with the Navy Surface Warfare Center to 
develop an offensive laser weapon small enough to fit on an AC-130. “I believe that we can put a high-energy laser, 
offensive and defensive, on an AC-130 by the close of this decade,” Heithold stated  during a presentation at the 
Association of Old Crows annual symposium in Washington. “That’s the challenge – we can do this in five years, inside 
five years.”  
 
Now that he is principal deputy director for cost assessment and program evaluation at the Pentagon, Heithold will be 
able to outline the Defense Department’s roadmap for offensive and defensive directed energy weapons capabilities 
when he and Matlock speak at IDGA’s Directed Energy and Next Generation and Munitions conference.  

• June 27th - The Department of Defense Directed Energy Roadmap 

• June 26th -  Incorporating Directed Energy into the BMDS and CUAS Architecture  

Relevant Speaking Sessions at Directed Energy & Next Generation Munitions  

Lt Gen Bradley Heithold Principal Deputy Director, 
Cost Assessment and Program Evaluation 
Office of the Secretary of Defense 
 

View Agenda 

Mr. Richard Matlock 
Advanced Technology Program Executive 
Missile Defense  Agency 

June 26-28 in Washington, DC 
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