USAF SEEKS INDUSTRY WISDOM ON DISPOSABLE
UAS ENGINES

News / Manufacturer

The U.S. Air Force is requesting information from industry on technologies that could
produce lower-cost engines for future subsonic “Group 5’ unmanned aircraft systems
(UAS), the largest vehicles in the fleet with sizes and capabilities similar to the General
Atomics Reaper or Northrop Grumman Global Hawk.

The request is linked to the Air Force’s Low Cost Attritable Aircraft Technology (LCAAT) initiative,
aimed at using new design and manufacturing technologies to create Group 5 aircraft that cost
less than $3 million each, not including mission systems.
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“Attritable” refers to a vehicle that is somewhat disposable. “By virtue of its cost, loss of aircraft
could be tolerated,” the Air Force says in the March 23 request for information, “however these
aircraft would be intended for reuse with limited life/sorties.”

The Air Force launched the LCAAT program in June 2015, saying disposable long-range UAS for
strike and ISR missions would provide the service with “game changing” capabilities, particularly in
“contested and denied” environments where forward bases are not viable.

“This effort will design, develop, assemble, and test a technical baseline for a high speed, long
range, low cost, limited life strike UAS,” the announcement stated. The Air Force plans to award a
$7.45 million contract to one vendor for the 30-month effort, which is to include a flight
demonstration.

For the LCAAT engine, the Air Force is starting with a technology survey “to determine the current
and future states” of propulsion systems for long-range, high-subsonic-speed Group 5 UAS.

The service says that while legacy commercial-off-the-shelf (COTS) engines provide the
necessary performance, the typical design life of 5,000 to 15,000 hours may be *“financially
unacceptable” for a disposable UAS. “A lower cost propulsion system with reduced life/reliability
will be desirable,” the Air Force says, noting that technological improvements often make for
smaller engines, but not necessarily lower-cost engines.

“The trade space between engine performance, life and cost is not well understood for engines in
this size class,” the Air Force. says.
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