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Army Unmanned Aircraft Systems (UAS) Range Operations

The United States Army Unmanned Aircraft Systems (UAS) strategy puts UAS at every echelon of from Company through Corps.  Each unit owning or supported by UAS will have a need to train with those systems on range complexes.  The biggest challenges associated with UAS range operations are ensuring that training objectives are met while maintaining a safe operating environment.  It is important to understand the capabilities of each system in the current, or modular, force and those UAS that will be part of the future force.  Understanding its operational employment will provide an idea of how it could be utilized on a range complex.  Airspace coordination is a key aspect of making training effective and safe, just like in contingency operations.

The Army modular force solution for a small UAS (SUAS) is Raven which comes in two variants; an A and B model.  Raven is fielded at the company level and can be employed anywhere from the squad level through battalion.  The concept of Raven employment is that it provides an over the hill, around the corner capability.  It flies at an operational altitude of 1,000 feet or less and more commonly at 300-500 feet.  Raven has day and night capability with its EO/IR payloads.  The B model also has an IR illuminator for target marking.

Potential use on range complexes will be to conduct reconnaissance in support of operations and the use of the IR illuminator during range operations to mark targets.  


The next Army UAS in size is the Tactical UAV, or Shadow.  This UAS is organic to each maneuver Brigade in the Army and operates in the 4,000 to 6,000 AGL window.  Shadow is used for ISR primarily and will have an IR illuminator and a laser designator in the future.  Shadow also requires a launch (rail launched requiring terrain/obstacle clearance) and recovery area (unimproved landing strip) in the vicinity of the range complex which may or may not be in the associated restricted area.  Launch and recovery sites outside the restricted area bring additional challenges with getting clearance from the FAA in the form of a Certificate of Authorization (COA) to operate in civil airspace.  

Hunter is the next largest system and is fielded in the Aerial Exploitation battalion within the Corps MI Brigade.  It is a low density asset with only three companies worldwide.  Hunter operates at the Corps/theater level providing ISR support.  It also has a launch/recovery site requirement similar to but larger than Shadow as it takes off and lands like an airplane.  Hunter has a laser designation capability which could be operated on a range complex.  Hunter typically operates between 6,000 and 12,000 AGL.

Extended Range/Multi-Purpose (ERMP) is a future system which will require an improved runway for operations.  The air vehicle will operate at altitudes up to 25,000 AGL.  It is organic at the Division level and will employ a variety of sensor capabilities to include a laser designator.  ERMP will also carry Hellfire missiles which can be fired and designated autonomously or collaboratively with other systems.  ERMP will be a prime candidate for conducting manned/unmanned teaming (MUM) operations.  All of these capabilities require range airspace and time to train.  

In summary, each of the Army UAS could potentially require time and airspace on joint aviation range complexes to allow the supporting unit as well as the UAS unit itself to train effectively.
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