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WASHINGTON — A new push by US
Senate Armed Services Committee
Chairman Sen. John McCain to in-
crease the armed services’ authori-
ties to manage major weapon
programs could weaken the power
of the Pentagon’s top acquisition
office.

The move comes as Frank Ken-
dall, undersecretary of defense for
acquisition, technology and logis-
tics (AT&L), is in the midst of a se-
ries of Better Buying Power
initiatives to reshape the Penta-
gon’s sprawling acquisition sys-
tem.

The upper chamber’s version of
the 2016 defense policy bill, the
first under the Arizona Republi-
can’s control, contains language
that would shift to the service
chiefs, secretaries and acquisition
executives program management

authorities now held by the AT&L.
The biggest changes McCain is

proposing — with the SASC’s over-
whelming backing — would make
the service acquisition executives
the milestone decision authority
for non-joint weapon programs
transferred to or started under ser-

vice control.
While there could be negative

impact on Kendall’s authority,
Mackenzie Eaglen, an analyst with
the American Enterprise Institute,
notes that may not be a bad thing.

“I would argue the undersecre-
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ROME and PARIS — After years of
false starts, Europe is once again
planning a joint UAV with a view to
gaining sovereignty in the sector
and staving off US and Israeli im-
ports. And this time officials are
convinced it is not all talk.

Defense ministers of Italy,
France and Germany signed a dec-
laration of intent May 18 in Brus-
sels to launch the two-year, €60
million (US $66.7 million) defini-
tion study for a future European
medium-altitude, long-endurance
UAV. 

That signing signals long-await-
ed political support as Airbus De-
fence and Space, Dassault Aviation
and Finmeccanica have lobbied
under a flag of sovereignty for gov-
ernments to select a European
UAV. 

“This time the stars are well
aligned,” said François Lureau of
consultancy EuroFLConsult and
former head of the French pro-
curement office.

“It’s a very important step for Eu-
ropean cooperation, a critical co-
operation which we must have at
our disposal in many theaters of
operation,” said French Defense
Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian.

For Bernhard Gerwert, chief ex-
ecutive of Airbus Defence and
Space, the signing “clearly recog-
nizes that sovereignty in develop-
ment of new systems, and
specifically in military reconnais-
sance and unmanned aviation, is of
strategic importance for European
security,”

Previous European efforts have
failed. France, Germany and Spain 

New European
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NEWPORT, R.I. — It’s no secret that
China has embarked on a major
modernization and expansion plan
for its Navy, and its aggressive
building program, coupled with
the placing in service of more mod-
ern submarines, an aircraft carrier,
destroyers with ever-sophisticated
sensors and a large number of
long-range surface-to-surface mis-
siles, is altering politics and strate-
gies throughout the Asian theater.

What is not so clear is what sort
of fleet the Chinese are building to-
ward, and how far their industrial
capability can take them. 

That was the theme last week at a
two-day conference here to dis-
cuss China’s naval shipbuilding
progress and challenges. Present-
ers at the event, sponsored by the
US Naval War College’s China
Maritime Studies Institute, were in
general agreement on several ma-
jor themes — that China’s Navy
will continue to grow and field

ever-more capable systems, and
that it remains a work in progress.

“That’s a good way to put it,” An-
drew Erickson, a leading expert at
the college on the People’s Libera-
tion Army (Navy) – or PLAN – and
one of the event’s organizers, said
shortly after the conference ended. 

“A lot of activity is occurring,
there’s a lot of effort, they’re mak-
ing achievements, but in this com-
plex and difficult field it takes a lot
of achievement to be accrued be-
fore that translates to a major in-
crease in actual capability,”
Erickson said. “They are far from
hopeless, they are moving ahead,
but it is a long and rocky road.”

There was general agreement at
the conference that the PLAN fleet 
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signed for a risk reduction study in
2007 and Airbus invested at least
€250 million to design a European
MALE UAV.

But the company closed its Tala-
rion project in the absence of gov-
ernment orders.

One Italian analyst saw two rea-
sons why this time it was different.

“Before Monday the partners
had not all committed funding,”
said Michele Nones, head of the se-
curity and defense department at
the Istituto Affari Internazionali, a
Rome think tank. 

“Sixty million euros is a small
amount, but it sets the ball rolling
after years of talk. The political
alignment is also favorable, linked
to the growing awareness that
UAVs are an essential tool for terri-
torial control. Europe has seen
how having fewer UAVs has affect-
ed control over the Mediterranean
and the Middle East, where we
must rely on piloted aircraft.”

A US analyst was ambivalent
about whether Europe could pull it
off. 

“If this is an old fashioned trans-
national cooperation development
with modest technical ambition
and a more economic motivation,
meaning the sharing of production
costs, then it does not sound prom-
ising,” said Steven Grundman, a
Lund fellow at the Atlantic Council
in Washington.

“But if it’s not a pan-European
Reaper but a breakthrough prod-
uct that leaves the Reaper in the
dust, and if they use different na-
tions for their expertise while
workshare is based on compara-
tive technical advantage, not juste
retour, then that’s different.”

The European partners will ef-
fectively compete with US special-
ists General Atomics and Northrop
Grumman, and Israeli producers
Elbit and Israel Aircraft Industries
(IAI). France, Italy and the UK op-
erate General Atomics UAVs; Ger-
many leases the IAI Heron.

The three European firms esti-
mate the development costs will
be around €1 billion (US $1.1 bil-
lion), an Italian industrial source
said. “That is a rough estimate and
depends on requirements,” he add-
ed. The estimated cost of the defi-
nition phase is €60 million. 

That €1 billion is a conservative
estimate and the real figure will
probably be much higher, a French
Air Force officer said. 

German industry has learned its
lessons from the downed Talarion
project, which bore an estimated
program cost of €2.9 billion and is
now seen to have been a “best of
the best,” the UAV equivalent of a
Mercedes or Rolls Royce, an exec-
utive said. 

The new UAV is expected to fly in
2025, Le Drian said in March. 

Along with sovereignty, key fac-

tors in the study are certification
for flying in civil airspace over
Europe, civilian missions and cost
cutting, two executives said. The
UAV would also fly with weapons.
The maneuverability of General
Atomics’ drones is seen as a bench-
mark to beat.

European rules governing UAV
flights in civil airspace are being
drawn up, and the Italian source
said one advantage the European
firms have is that they are helping
to write the rules.

“We are working with the Euro-
pean Aviation Safety Agency on
this subject to give the view of in-
dustry and to give advice on direc-
tions to take,” he said.

The development of a European
MALE design will likely have mini-
mal impact on sales of drones from
the US or Israel, which have dom-
inated the unmanned system mar-
ketplace, said Michael Blades, an
analyst with Frost & Sullivan.

“The sales will likely be localized
and probably more in the civil and
law enforcement arenas rather
than military, since the program
aims to design a system able to fly
in the European civil airspace.

“Bottom line: They are scram-
bling to get some sort of market
share while they can but are very
late to the party.” 

Michael Horowitz, an associate
professor of political science at the
University of Pennsylvania who
has studied unmanned systems,
said it’s not surprising that the
three European nations would
look to develop an indigenous sys-
tem in the face of US restrictions
on armed drone exports. 

“While both Italy and France pur-
chased the MQ-9 Reaper from the
United States, neither was able to
purchase an armed version,” Horo-
witz pointed out. “For a capability
such as UAVs, where the underly-
ing technology is increasingly
available in the commercial sector,
it is also natural to expect ad-
vanced industrialized countries to
have at least some interest in build-
ing their own platforms.”

Horowitz has been sounding the
alarm over the last year that the de-
velopment of indigenous drones,
combined with a US government
reluctance to export unmanned
technology, could limit the ability
of the US to set crucial standards
for use of the technology. 

And while a new US unmanned
system export policy announced
in February has opened the door
for potential sales, the European
strategy creates a limited timeta-
ble for the US to use its UAV ex-
ports to help shape
decision-making in Europe.

“The announcement by Italy,
France and Germany provides ad-
ditional evidence that advanced
UAV proliferation is likely inevita-
ble even if the US continues re-
stricting UAV exports to its closest
allies and partners,” Horowitz said.
Without additional exports, “it

could further incentivize other
close US allies and partners to
strike out on their own and build
their own advanced UAVs or im-
port them from others.”

Operational Details
The French Air Force is interest-

ed in arming the UAV with the
Brimstone air-to-ground precision
missile, and have it carry sensors
for large-scale surveillance and
moving target indicators, a second
French Air Force officer said.

The moving target indicators on
Harfang UAVs flying in Mali work
on the flat terrain, allowing opera-
tors to track sparse road traffic,
but the Air Force seeks imagery
which works in mountains, the of-
ficer said. That requires develop-
ment of new sensors, driving up
costs, which the three partner
countries would share.

The German Air Force focuses
on high altitude and long endur-
ance, as can be seen in renewed in-
terest in the Euro Hawk, which is
being brought out of storage, the
first officer said. That contrasts
with the French requirement,
which can be summed up as a
“Reaper plus.”

French and German units have
both flown their UAVs in coordina-
tion with ground forces. The for-
mer flew 2,000 flight hours a year
on two Harfangs in mountainous
northern Afghanistan, while the
four or five Herons of the latter
flew some 5,000 hours a year in the
same region, the officer said. Italy
has flown Reaper UAVs in Iraq and
Afghanistan.

The Belfort squadron at Cognac
airbase, southwest France, flies
the Reaper MQ-9 and Harfang, co-
ordinating the drones with Mirage
and Rafale fighters over Mali. 

The design study will help indus-
trial partners uncover the opera-
tional needs. “Industry does not
know the requirements,” an exec-
utive said. The study will help de-
cide turboprop or jet, twin or
single jet, low or high wings.

“The definition is key,” the exec-
utive said. The air forces’ concept
of operations will help industry see
what will be needed in the next 20
to 30 years.

A turboprop is low cost but the
relatively slow speed makes the
UAV more vulnerable to being shot

down. The Reaper is a first-genera-
tion turboprop, while General
Atomics is working on the next
generation jet-engined Predator C,
the Avenger. 

The definition phase will cover
“key issues such as competitive-
ness, sovereignty, growth poten-
tial, compliance with joint
requirements or certification,” Air-
bus, Dassault and Finmeccanica
said in a joint statement.

The program, named MALE
2020, would “take into account the
need to optimize the difficult bud-
getary situation through pooling of
research and development funding
... the certification of drones is in-
herently built into the program
from the onset,” the firms said.

Sovereignty is an issue because
acquiring a drone off the shelf of-
ten requires the foreign govern-
ment to allow its use in a given
region, and there is suspicion the
sealed boxes carrying the mission
systems might allow the foreign
authorities to read the data. 

IAI may have supplied the Har-
fang airframe but the sensors are
French-built so there is a confiden-
tiality of content, an industry
source said.

System Design Key
The systems outweigh the impor-

tance of the platform, an analyst
said. 

The task is essentially to field “an
intelligence, surveillance and re-
connaissance, and command-and-
control asset which happens to
fly,” said Robbin Laird of consul-
tancy ICSA, based in Washington
and Paris. The system is agnostic
as to the platform on which it flies.
That focus on systems puts Thales
UK at an advantage. An increasing
sophistication of airborne systems
means aircraft will be flying a dis-
tributed datalink, or a honeycomb,
he said.

French Air Chief Denis Mercier
told a May 4 conference on drones
that the cloud computing system is
key in strategic thinking, with is-
sues such as security of the data-
link and the handling of “big data”
by automation and artificial intelli-
gence, TTU newsletter reported
May 13. Such concerns now super-
cede selection of the platform.

The need is for more personnel
as the sensors gather so much data

on a mission, an officer said.
Firms are also interested in

drones in the stratosphere, able to
stay aloft for weeks and equipped
with large sensors that would de-
liver reconnaissance as well as sur-
veillance, the report said.

Airbus has been working on its
Zephyr, a high-altitude pseudo sat-
ellite (HAPS) that flew in 2013.
This system flies at 75,000 feet for
up to 14 days. The Zephyr, built like
a huge glider and drawing energy
from solar panels on wings, would
overfly regions where there is little
satellite coverage or where ene-
mies would shoot down a UAV.

After the two-year definition
phase, development work would
start, with first flights following
four-and-a-half years later, the Ital-
ian source said. 

“We have agreed that during the
definition phase, everyone will
participate in all areas of work,” he
said. “Everyone sees everything
and the workshare is equally bal-
anced. Then, during the develop-
ment phase, different firms may
take the lead in different areas.”

An engine supplier has yet to be
decided. 

Retired Lt. Gen. Dave Deptula,
the former head of the US Air
Force’s ISR efforts, sees potential
benefits to the European design —
as long as it is not just a copy of ex-
isting US capabilities. 

“If it seeks to achieve substantial
capability advancement such as
modular, multipurpose design
with large payload, survivability
that will enable use in contested/
denied airspace, and persistence
that greatly exceeds current capa-
bility, then it would be a worth-
while effort.” 

The contract for the definition
study will be signed later this year,
with OCCAR, the European arma-
ment cooperation office, acting as
program manager, and the Euro-
pean Defence Agency will give
support on certification for flying
in civil airspace, the joint French,
German and Italian statement said.
Other European countries could
join in the development stage, with
support from EDA. 

The European plan is “very posi-
tive because it shows the willing-
ness of the political authorities to
develop a European capability,”
said Bruno Even, chairman of Sa-
fran’s Sagem. That is welcome af-
ter France ordered US MALE UAVs
when European industry could
have supplied such aircraft.

Sagem can offer technical know-
how gained on its Patroller and
Sperwer tactical UAV systems,
Even said. “My view is to take a
system approach,” Even said. “In
the system, the platform has a sig-
nificant role as the platform is at
the heart of the system but it is im-
portant to be vigilant and take a
system approach.” N

Aaron Mehta in Washington contributed
to this report.
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African Duty: French Harfangs have been used in operations in the Sahel. 


