Terminal Guidance unfunded in FY-05

CSEL LOW RATE INITIAL PRODUCTION JUMPS AGAIN, NOW TO 5,000 RADIOS 

By Cynthia Di Pasquale
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The Air Force has upped its low-rate initial production quantity for combat search and rescue radios to 5,000 to meet what it considers urgent operational requirements, but has postponed a decision on the full-rate production and did not fund terminal guidance software upgrades in the fiscal year 2005 budget.

Contracts with Boeing initially called for LRIP of 3,000 Combat Survivor Evader Locater AN/PRQ-7 radios, but that was increased by 911 in April 2003. A March 8 announcement in Federal Business Opportunities made public the Air Force’s intent to increase production once again. A decision on the full-rate production was expected by the second quarter of FY-04, but another Fedbizopps announcement from December said the service would wait until the fourth quarter and expected to purchase up to 44,000 radios.

The CSEL radio will provide secure two-way communications between downed survivors and rescuers, and equip rescuers with precise location information. The technology is intended to “provide an interim survivor capability until the fielding of the Joint Tactical Radio System (JTRS), a new system designed to provide seamless joint communications capability for a wide range of users,” according to a report sent to Congress in January by Thomas Christie, the Pentagon’s director of operational test and evaluation. JTRS will probably not be fielded until 2012, the same year in which CSEL radio deliveries are scheduled to be completed.

Using a command and control system linking hand-held radios, unmanned base stations and rescue center workstations, CSEL technology is being developed to replace the Vietnam-era PRC-90, and the more modern PRC-112 and PRC-112B radios. Planned capabilities include line-of-sight UHF and VHF voice communications, beacon, GPS and UHF over-the-horizon satellite communication data modes for worldwide coverage.

The program has been delayed primarily because of software and integration problems with the Selective Availability Anti-spoofing Module, a military signal technology for Global Positioning System users.

Terminal guidance software upgrades were unfunded in FY-05, but the Space and Missile Center at Los Angeles Air Force Base, CA, did not respond by press time to questions asking whether this would affect the current production schedule. The Air Force listed $8.8 billion for CSEL terminal guidance as No. 11 on its FY-05 list of unfunded priorities sent to Congress Feb. 17.  (* Note:  Reporter listed the cost for CSEL as $8.8 billion.  Reporter will write a follow up article on March 19 that will correct the $8.8 ‘billion’ to $8.8 million and previous responses provided will be incorporated into the new article.)

A description of CSEL terminal guidance accompanying the priorities list said it “provides secure, 2-way line-of-sight data communications between isolated personnel over AM voice frequency; [and] provides visual cuing to guide combat search and rescue aircraft during [the] ‘final mile’ of personnel recovery.” The capability would provide rescue forces and survivors a “much needed” communications link, a greater chance of a “one-pass” rescue and would minimize the risk to life and equipment, according to the description.

In his report to Congress, Christie concluded that much progress had been made on CSEL in the past year- and-a-half, although there are still problems with “employment concepts, training, hand-held radio data loading and maintenance, information assurance, batteries and national asset support.” He disagreed with an Office of the Secretary of Defense program budget decision to delay production and continue technology development “since it leads to fewer systems in the warfighters’ hands without speeding or increasing capability.” 

