
T he RQ-21A, the latest small tactical unmanned
aircraft system (STUAS) developed for the
Marine Corps and Navy, is nearing the end of

a 27-month development and testing period, on its way
to limited initial production.

The 135-pound, twin-boomed unmanned air vehicle
(UAV), manufactured by Insitu Inc., a Boeing subsidiary,
com pleted its first one-hour test flight July 28 at an
Insitu fa cility in eastern Oregon.

“We’ve been flying ever since,” said Ryan Hartman,
Insitu senior vice president of Integra tor Programs.

Now the UAV is at Naval Air Weapons Sta tion China
Lake, Calif., to complete developmental and opera tional
testing. That should wrap up in December, he said.

After that stage is completed, the Navy is slated to
consider purchasing a low-rate initial production ver-
sion of the RQ-21A — one system for land-based test-
ing, another for shipborne testing. The RQ-21A can be
launched and recovered from land or sea. Each system
consists of five unmanned aircraft with a ground con-
trol station, launch and recovery systems, and support
equipment.

Hartman said operational testing
and evaluation should take about a
year, with initial operational capa-
bility expected to be reached near
the end of 2013. Shipboard testing
also is expected to begin next year.

Current acquisition plans call
for the Marine Corps to buy 32
RQ-21A systems, with another
four to be acquired by the Navy.

The Marines want them for a
number of missions, including land-
and sea-based tactical reconnais-
sance, surveillance and target acqui-
sition (RSTA) data collection. The
RQ-21A will provide Marine
Expeditionary Forces and subordi-
nate commands, such as divisions

and regiments, with a dedicated intelligence, surveillance
and reconnaissance (ISR) system capable of delivering
data directly to the tactical commander in real time.

The Navy version will provide persistent RSTA sup-
port for tactical maneuvering decisions and unit-level
force defense and/or force protection for Navy ships,
Marine Corps land forces, Navy Expeditionary Combat
Command forces and Navy special warfare units.

In announcing the first flight in August, the pro-
gram manager, Marine Corps Col. James E. Rector, said
the “organic ISR capability” the RQ-21A provides “to
the Marine Air Ground Task Force will be a huge
enabler of our Marine Expeditionary Units and the
Navy and Marine Corps team afloat.” 

Rector is manager of PMA-263, the Naval Air Systems
Command office overseeing the STUAS program for the
Navy and Marine Corps. It also manages the Shadow and
Raven programs of record, as well as ISR services and the
smaller T-Hawk and Wasp programs.

Insitu was awarded a $43.7 million contract for the
STUAS program in July 2010 to provide persistent
maritime and land-based tactical ISR data collection
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A Multimission ‘Flying Truck’

The RQ-21A small tactical unmanned aircraft system (STUAS)
Tier III, a multimission drone, is nearing the end of developmental
and operational testing. 

■  The drone is a bigger, heavier and more capable version of the
ScanEagle unmanned aircraft that has logged thousands of hours
with the Marine Corps and Navy in Iraq and Afghanistan.

■  Like the ScanEagle and the Integrator drone, the RQ-21A can
be launched and recovered on land or aboard ship.

■  The Marines want it for tactical intelligence, surveillance and
reconnaissance missions. The Navy likes it for maritime domain
awareness and force protection in theater.
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and dissemination. The RQ-21A is a larger, follow-on
version of Insitu’s Integrator UAS, which in turn grew
out of the ScanEagle that Marines and Sailors have
been using in Iraq and Afghanistan since 2004, logging
more than 600,000 combat flight hours.

The Integrator is designed to carry a bigger payload
than ScanEagle, including day/night full-motion video
cameras, infrared marker, laser range finder and
Automatic Identification System (AIS) receivers for
identifying surface vessels for situational awareness.
Multimission payloads are expected to provide ISR,
communications relaying for up to 15 hours a day, and
a short surge capacity of 24 hours.

Hartman said he had no problem with the descrip-
tion of the RQ-21A as a “flying truck” to carry whatev-
er modular mission payloads are needed. 

“In fact, we designed the system around that exact
trend. When we were looking at the design parameters
and carving out our trade space for design, we looked
at it as a cyclical environment, in that air vehicles are
good for 10 years before new technologies enable you
to design a better air vehicle. But new payloads are
becoming available, if not every year, then every other
year. We’ve proven that with ScanEagle. So, yeah, we
are a flying truck,” he said. “It’s a flying truck that’s
going to be around for a long time”

The RQ-21A has an air speed of 80 knots (80 nauti-
cal mph), a service ceiling of 15,000 feet and a range of
50 nautical miles. It has a length of 7.2 feet, with a wing
span of 16 feet. Payload bays are designed to be “plug
and play” to handle a wide variety of missions with lit-

tle downtime. It is expected to take
a crew of four Marines or Sailors to
operate an RQ-21A system

While the militarized RQ-21A
has been in development, Insitu
provided a commercial version of
the Integra tor to the Marine Corps
for testing at the Air Ground Com -
bat Center at Twentynine Palms,
Calif., and at Naval Air Station
Patuxent River, Md. Those aircraft
have been flying since early 2011.

At Twentynine Palms, the UAS
has totaled more than 152 flight
hours in support of Enhanced
Mojave Viper, the Corps’ combined
arms exercise that prepares Marines
for deployment to Afghanistan. 

Although the basic concept has
been around for years, Hartman said
the first flight of the RQ-21A was sig-
nificant because it tested “all of the
improvements that we made,”

including new avionics, new sensor, propulsion module
unit improvements and the communications relay pay-
load. “It was the first flight of all those systems,” he added.

Both the Integrator and ScanEagle are launched by a
pneumatic catapult and recovered by a cable on a
“SkyHook” that snags the UAV’s wingtip. Both the
launcher and SkyHook, which require neither nets nor
runway, can be used aboard surface ships. The ScanEagle
has logged 24,500 combat flight hours off destroyers
such as USS Mahan. Future plans call for flying the
STUAS off San Antonio-class amphibious assault ships.

The RQ-21A currently packs a sensor payload in its
nose or a gimbaled ball below the nose. Hartman said
it does have hard points under each wing to carry sen-
sors, extra fuel or other payloads. He declined to spec-
ify whether the UAS was capable of carrying offensive
or defensive weapons, saying only, “Our requirement
for STUAS is ISR and maritime domain awareness, and
that’s what we’re concentrating on now — satisfying
the mission that we’ve been asked to design a system
around. As that mission evolves, as the customer’s
requirements evolve, this system will evolve with it.”

As yet, the RQ-21A does not have a name and
Hartman hopes it keeps the Integrator designation.
Three prospective names proposed by the Navy and
Marine Corps, Hartman won’t say what they were,
were all rejected by the Air Force. 

“The Air Force has the final authority in approving
the name of aircraft. I think it’s back to square one. We
kind of like the name Integrator and, hopefully, they’ll
go with that,” he said.                                                  ■
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An early version of the RQ-21A small tactical unmanned aircraft system is pre-
pared for launch during a sneak preview of the system Jan. 22 for Marine
Unmanned Aerial Vehicle Squad rons 2 and 3 at Marine Corps Air Ground
Combat Center, Twentynine Palms, Calif.

U
.S

. 
M

A
R

IN
E

 C
O

R
P

S


