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The PD-100 Black Hornet from Prox Dynamics
fits in a soldier’s pocket. The tiny helicopter
has several cameras, GPS and autopilot. U.S.
Army Natick Soldier Systems Center is buying
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In a world of shrinking defense budgets and growing national security threats, U.S. military leaders are looking for ways to multiply their
forces and stay a step ahead of the enemy through expanded intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities.

That improved ISR requirement includes aircraft—particularly sensor-equipped unmanned aerial systems (UAS) of all sizes—say U.S.
Special Operations Command (Socom) leaders. 

While Socom has seen its force size and budget grow despite the current fiscal austerity wave sweeping Washington, it is looking not
for new platforms, but for ways of getting more data from the UAS they already have, especially small ones such as AeroVironment’s
man-portable, hand-launched RQ-11 Raven. 

There will always be a need for larger unmanned aircraft that can linger over an area for hours—such as the General Atomics MQ-9
Reaper—then-Socom commander Navy Adm. William McRaven told the Special Operations Forces Industry Conference in Tampa,
Florida, last May. But with crises requiring immediate ISR popping up in remote desert, jungle and mountainous areas around the world,
special operations forces (SOF) increasingly need to receive ISR from small unmanned aircraft that require less takeoff and landing
space than a Reaper or MQ-1 Predator. But the small unmanned aerial vehicles (UAV) have less range, flight endurance and sensor
capacity than the bigger platforms.

The solution, McRaven told the conference—which was presented by the National Defense Industry Association (NDIA)—is to think
small. “If you want a small UAV that can provide you the capability that a Predator or a Reaper used to have, then you really have to
miniaturize the sensors.” 

Socom acquisition executive James Geurts told the conference he was not interested in miniaturized ISR sensors with an aircraft
already attached or with proprietary technology that makes modifications or add-ons problematic. “I’m looking for modular, and I’m
looking for non-proprietary,” he remarked.

That policy has not changed with the new Socom commander, Army Gen. Joseph
Votel, who succeeded McRaven in the post on Aug. 28. 

“Within the current fiscal environment, Socom continues to place multiple different
sensors onto any of our platforms that allow us to work with industry to find the best
capability for the warfighters as soon as it is available,” Navy Capt. Kevin Aandahl, a
Socom spokesman, tells Aviation Week in an email exchange.

But that doesn’t mean Socom isn’t
buying any new aircraft, Aandahl
notes. Requirements for new aircraft
should stem from platform limitations
such as range and payload capability,
“allowing us the flexibility to place the
next-best sensor on the aircraft,
regardless of the contractor,” he
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them to develop a very small UAS for infantry
and special operations forces. Credit: Prox
Dynamics Photo

Socom is looking to add hand-launched RQ-11
Ravens manufactured by AeroVironment to its
UAS inventory. Credit: U.S. ARMY

adds. 

The PD-100 Black Hornet, a palm-
sized, battery-powered micro-
helicopter manufactured by Norway’s
Prox Dynamics, may be the type of
small UAS that Socom thinks it will
need in the future. The British Army
has been using the tiny helo in
Afghanistan since 2012 and has
purchased more than 300 of them. The U.S. Army Natick Soldier Systems Center in Massachusetts awarded Prox Dynamics a $2.5
million contract to develop a pocket-sized UAS for infantry and special operators. 

In its $7.7 billion budget request for fiscal 2015, Socom sought more than $15 million from Congress to buy new General Atomics MQ-9
Reaper UAS and upgrade the fleet. Socom is also seeking $6.4 million for the AeroVironment RQ-11 Raven.

Also in the Socom UAS inventory are the General Atomics MQ-1 Predator, AeroVironment RQ-20A Puma and the L3 Viking 400.
Socom leverages ISR capability from the other services to meet its many missions, but also owns “a portion of the ISR fleet which
supports SOF,” Aandahl says.

Meanwhile, the Army is planning to pair its Gray Eagle version of the Predator and Raven with Boeing AH-64 Apache helicopters to
replace the Bell Kiowa scout helicopters, although it is not buying any more UAS in fiscal 2015. On Sept. 30, AeroVironment announced
that the Army had awarded it a $27.2 million spare parts contract for the RQ-11B Raven and RQ-20A Puma. Since May, AeroVironment
says, it has received a total of $77.6 million from the Army for Raven and Puma spare parts and Raven upgrades.

The Army also is looking for as many as nine fixed-wing manned aircraft for its
Airborne Reconnaissance Low-Enhanced (ARL-E) program. In a request for
information (RFI) last summer, Army Contracting Command sought information to
begin preliminary planning for the improved ARL-E program, which operates on a
small fleet of sensor-packed but obsolete DeHavilland (now Bombardier) Dash-7
aircraft. The Army RFI is looking for aircraft that can handle plug-and-play sensor
concepts including EO/IR (electro-optical/infrared), full-motion video, hyperspectral
imagery, foliage-penetration radar, moving-target indicator, synthetic aperture radar
and ground-penetrating radar. In its 2015 equipment program report, the Army
requested $131.9 million to acquire three newer Dash-8 (DHC-8 300) aircraft, along
with workstations, radar, communications and other equipment to outfit them. 

The service has also awarded contracts to support two other aerial ISR programs
providing airborne counter--improvised explosive device (IED) sensor systems. 

Leidos Inc. of Reston, Virginia, received a $150 million contract award to support
continued operations in the Saturn Arch program, which, like ARL-E, uses manned aircraft carrying sensors to provide ground troops in
Afghanistan with intelligence about IEDs and hostile enemy action. 

And SRI International of Menlo Park, California, received a $24.7 million contract to continue supporting the airborne counter-IED and
related ISR supplied by a suite of sensors in the Desert Owl program. Desert Owl is described as an airborne program that
simultaneously conducts measurement and signature intelligence and imagery intelligence missions in virtually all weather conditions. 

A version of this article appears in the October 13 issue of Aviation Week & Space Technology.
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Army wants smaller, lighter FCS equipment for key needs
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