Northern Flights

Alaska suggested as ideal location to test
UAVS’ entry into National Airspace System

JOHN M. DOYLE and JEFFERSON MORRIS/WASHINGTON

% ongress should increase the Na-
tional Oceanic and Atmospher-
ic Administration’s (NOAA)
N budget for unmanned aircraft

¥ and create a testbed in Alaska for
integrating them into the national air
space, argues the American Institute for
Aeronautics and Astronautics (ATAA).

In a white paper prepared for a Sen-
ate hearing this week on unmanned air-
craft operations in Alaska and Hawaii,
ATAA urges Congress to appropriate
$90 million per year for NOAA to buy
unmanned aerial system (UAS) servic-
es starting in Fiscal 2007.

Alaska’s remoteness, its many mili-
tary bases and airfields and proximity to
certain high-value operating areas make
it an “ideal location™ to fly unmanned
aircraft, according to the AIAA.

The group says unmanned aircraft sta-
tioned in Alaska could perform several
functions for NOAA including: measure
the melting of the Arctic ice cap from
high and low altitudes to improve climate
change modeling; monitor hurricanes
and other natural disasters like forest qﬁres
and floods; keep watch over Pacific Coast
fisheries and fly homeland security mis-
sions over energy pipelines.

The ATAA believes larger UAVs such
as the Predator B and Global Hawk could
provide long-range storm observations,
improving forecasters’ ability to track
storms 4-5 days before landfall.

AN ALASKAN UAS operations center,
possibly at Eielson AFB 23 mi. south of
Fairbanks, also could support a broad
range of tests and evaluations needed by
the FAA to help resolve UAS certifica-
tion challenges, ATAA says. Hawaii’s Pa-
cific Missile Range Facility on Kauai
could be a staging center for Pacific Rim
missions, the white paper adds.

Congress should “work very closely
with the FAA to ensure that the op-
portunity to mature UAS operations in
the national airspace system is fully ex-
ploited, while simultaneously enabling
NOAA to conduct its important UAS
missions,” says AIAA President Roger
Simpson.

Under a congressional mandate,
NOAA scientists have been working
with NASA for four years to integrate
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UAS technology into their atmospher-
ic science programs.

“Boy, do we see the value of this type
of technology,” says Alexander Mac-
Donald, acting director of NOAA’s Earth
System Research Laboratory in Boulder,
Colo. For example, he says, a UAV can
take a consistent measurement at the
same point in space. But the ice moni-
toring stations that NOAA has periodi-
cally set up move with the shifting polar
ice cap. “So you're never taking the ob-

NOAA tested the
Navy's Manta UAV
and the smaller
Silver Fox for their
ability to locate,
identify and track
small vessels and
whales.

servation at the
same place, which
is not good for cli-
mate measure-
ments,” he says.

A major advan-
tage of UAVs, says
NOAA Adminis-
trator Vice Adm. (ret.) Conrad Lauten-
bacher,“is that you don’t have pilots at
risk in severe weather.”

NOAA began testing unmanned air-
craft in April 2005 with a General Atom-
ics Aeronautical Systems Altair UAV. The
flights had to be extended into Novem-
ber of that year because of satellite link
problems between the Altair and the op-
erations center at General Atomics’ fa-
cility in Gray Butte, Calif. The flights
monitored weather, water, climate and
ecosystem changes off the California
coast. The Altair, a high-altitude proto-
type of the Predator B with an 86-ft.
wingspan, carried a 252-1b. NOAA pay-
load that included an ocean color sensor
to track plankton and algae and a pas-
sive microwave vertical sounder to de-
termine humidity at different altitudes
(AW&ST June 27, 2005, p. 54).

On Sept. 16, 2005, hurricane research-
ers at NOAA's Atlantic Oceanographic
and Meteorological Laboratory in Mia-
mi completed the first UAV flight

through a tropical storm. The 28-1b. UAV
with a 9.5-ft. wingspan is made by Aero-
sonde Pty. Ltd. of Australia (4W&ST Oct.
3, 2005, p. 53). Launched from NASA
Goddard’s flight facility at Wallops Is-
land, Va., the drone flew 10 hr. in Trop-
ical Storm Ophelia, providing detailed
observations of the near-surface, high-
wind hurricane environment, a risky area
for manned aircraft like NOAA's WP-3D
Orion and the Air Force Reserve’s WC-
130H hurricane hunters.

In its most recent test, NOAA evalu-
ated the 94-in.-wide Silver Fox, devel-
oped by the Office of Naval Research,
and the slightly larger Manta, both UAVs
manufactured by Advanced Ceramics
Research. NOAA tested the small Navy-
owned UAVs Feb. 13-19 at Upolo Point
Airport at Hawi, Hawaii. The optical and
infrared surveillance system-equipped
UAVs were tested for their ability to track

small vessels, identify and document the
activities and locations of individual ves-
sels and locate and track whales.

NOAA planned to test a shipboard
UAYV launch, but wasn’t able to get FAA
certification in time for the flight.

“That would be a big part of what
we're looking at in the future: how fast
these systems can be certified for the
kind of work we want to do in the nor-
mal airspace and over the oceans,”
Lautenbacher told Aviation Week &
Space Technology.

MacDonald says NOAA's next UAV
project will be to fly an Aerosonde out
of the Florida Keys into a hurricane dur-
ing the current Atlantic storm season.
If NOAA were to take an active role in
UAS certification, it could help fill the
gap left by NASA’s departure from the
now-defunct Access Five initiative, a gov-
ernment-industry effort to enable rou-
tine UAV operations in the National
Airspace System through technology de-
velopment and regulatory work. @
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