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Program Manager Outlines Improvements to Triton UAS

By John M. Doyle, Special Correspondent

NATIONAL HARBOR, Md. — Several improvements have been made to the durability and sensing
capabilities of the MQ-4C Triton, the Navy’s big, high-altitude unmanned aircraft system (UAS) slated for
its first operational assessment this summer, the program’s manager said April 13.

The land-based unarmed UAS with a 131-foot wingspan is a maritime variant of Northrop Grumman’s high-
flying RQ-4B Global Hawk, an Air Force intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR) drone. The
Navy intends to combine pair the Triton’s benefits with PA-8 Poseidon manned surveillance aircraft to
replace the aging P-3 Orion patrol aircraft.

With a need for wide-ranging, over-ocean ISR as the United States shifts its strategic focus to the vast
Asia-Pacific region, “Triton is a key enabler” of a networked naval force across all domains: air, surface and
sub-surface, Sean Burke, the Triton program manager told a briefing at the Navy League’s Sea-Air-Space
Exposition.

Improvements to the Navy’s two Triton demonstrator models include stronger wings and fuselage. Those
features will allow the aircraft, which can stay aloft for 24 hours and fly as high as 50,000 to 60,000 feet,
to descend through cloud layers for a closer look at ships and other targets at sea.

Triton also has a sensor package providing 360-degree field of regard through multi-function active sensor
(MFAS) maritime radar, electro-optical/infrared sensors and video and a ship-tracking automatic
identification system.

“In some areas where air space is very constrained, you want ‘eyes on’ all the time. For example, when
you’re tactically supporting a carrier group, you don’t want to be constrained,” Burke said.

One planned improvement, “due regard” radar that allows a UAS to operate independently in international
airspace without the danger of colliding with civil aircraft, is not ready yet, Burke said. Northrop Grumman
is working on shrinking the size of the original radar system to fit with other electronics in Triton’s nose, he
said.

Eventually, the Navy wants to buy 68 Tritons. Three MQ-4Cs are sought in the Navy’s fiscal 2016 budget
request. Another Triton was on the Navy’s unfunded wish list sent to Congress recently.

Plans call for maintaining five Triton orbits, each requiring four aircraft, to cover the Middle East, the
Mediterranean and Europe, Asia and the Pacific, and the Atlantic and Pacific coasts of the United States,
with main control stations planned for Jacksonville, Fla., and Whidbey Island, Wash.

The two demonstrators, system development and demonstration aircraft will be joined by the first low-rate
initial production aircraft in the future to form the first four-aircraft operational orbit.

Flight tests are being conducted at Naval Air Station Patuxent River, Md., with approximately 2,000 flight
hours over the next three years. The first sensor flight with MFAS radar is expected later in April. Burke
said Triton is on track to achieve Milestone C by the end of this year and begin Initial Operational Test &
Evaluation by 2017.
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