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Point. Click. Kill: Inside The Air Force's
Frantic Unmanned Reinvention

The age of remote-control warfare isn't coming--it's here, and not even the Air Force,
which madeit hgppen, isentirely prepared. Here, afirsthand look at thestruggle to train
thousndsof dronepilots virtudly overnight

By Eric Hagerman Poged 08.18.2009at 1:45 pm 29 Comments

Fit to Fight Armed with precision-guided bombsand missiles, the Reaper MQ-9 isthe
deadliest war droneyet. Here, it Sitsontheflightlineat Creech Air Force Basein
Nevada Lance CheungM.S. Air Force Photo

Withouttraffic, it takes Captain Adam Brockshusabout45 minutesto drive from his
four-bedroomsubutban home outside Las Vegas to Creech Air Force Base in Indian
Springs Nevada His commute follows Highway 95 northwest througha stretch of the
Mojave freckled with Joshuatrees and flanked by arid mountin ranges. He trains pilots



for comba in Iraq and Afghanistan, yet this desolate drive may bethe mog harrowing
pat of hisjob. Tal, blondand new-daddy doughy,Brockshusspendstherest of his day
in awindowless roomfull of office chars and computer monitors, teaching 20-
somethingshowto fly war drones 7,500 miles away. Althoughhisis, for al intents, a
desk job, it may be oneof themog critical podsin today@ Air Force. The number of
unmanned aircraft missionshas more than tripled in the past two years, and the Air Force
can®train people fast enoughto keep up with thedemand. Brockshus3 responsbility is
to chum outnew dronepilots, and chum them outfast.

Until afew years ago, mog of wha heknew of unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVS) came
fromwhaever he might have read in magazines like this one Operating killer drones
wasn®even an optionin 2001, when he was accepted to Air Force flight school after
graduaing from South Dakota State University, because weaponized UAV's didn®exist.
Not tha he necessarily would have gonetha route. While some of his classmates were
bent on flying F-16s the competitiveness of such a career wasn®for him. For afighter it
makes absolute sense, but |@e never been tha aggressive type Osays Brockshus whose
serene brow could fit right alongsde the granite faces of MountRushmore in his naive
South Dakota. O felt more at home with theheavies. OANd so it was tha hewoundup
flying KC-135refuding tankers, like his father.

Ashisfirst tanker tourin Mildenhdl, England, wound down in 2007,he and his wife
were discussing having a second child, and the prospect of another tour didn® appedl to
either of them. One of the problems with flying KC-135sis tha the Eisenhower-erafleet
is proneto breakdowns and Brockshuswas often diverted to any number of placesto
wait outrepars. So when the Air Force offered to reassign him to Nevada, Brockshus
thoughtit soundel good

In the short time since hearrived at Creech, Brockshus now 30, has become oneof the
Air Force® more experienced pilots of oneof its mogt unexpectedly valuable weapons
theMQ-1 Predaor. Alongwith its bigge and deadlier brother, the MQ-9 Reaper, these
armed and remotely controlled spy planes have generated what Air Force Chief of Staff
General Norton Schwartz calls an OnsatiableOdemand among groundcommandesin
Iraq and Afghanistan, notto mention special opaationsin Pakistan. 1t easy to see why.
At this moment, dozensof armed drones circle miles aboveinaurgents, watching
everythingin real time, with aresolution sharp enoughto read alicense plate. Every
month they stream 18,000 hours of live video to commandes, intelligence officers and
groundtroops they track vehicles, scan convoyroutes for explosves, and fire missiles.
Unlike the F-16, a Predaor can remain aboveatarget for 24 hours, while pilots like
Brockshusspdl each other in shifts, pehgoswatching the sunrise over Afghanistan on
ther video moritors before driving home in thedark. Orhey give you a capability that
you never had,Osays retired Air Force Colond Tom Ehrhard, aleading UAV expert.
OAnd when you couple it with alethd system, guess what? 1t@ magic.O

In theend, what lured Brockshusout of the heavies was not the GnagicOof bombing
targes each day from afar, butbeng ableto tuck hiskidsin at night. 1t@ alifestyle the
Air Force hopes will attract new recruits to thejob.



An Annotated Strike

In this video, exclusve to PopS¢.com, Captain Adam Brockshusnarrates a Hellfire
missile strike on a group of insurgents in Afghanstan. Asa Predator ingructor pilot,
Brockshuswas called into the GroundControl Station to oversee a former student who
wastaking hisfirst shotin conbat Theinaurgents gave themselves away when,
apparently, they accidentally detonaied an1ED they were trying to set up. The pilot's
ingructionswere to target the second manin the group. For more on how unmanned
air strikes work, step-by-step, see the gallery
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A MOVING TARGET

The spindly remote-control planetha began as an experimental aerial intelligence gophe
for the Army during the Balkan wars in the mid-1990shas morphed into afull-fledged
weaponssystem. But with it, the Air Force@® unmanned program has become a victim of
its own success. After 9/11, it rushed the armed Predaor into service withou so much as
an ingruction manud, and now it@ struggling to figure out how to integrate the UAV's
into an increased workload. The Air Force@® current strategy of yanking combat pilots
fromthear cockpits to retrain them to fly dronesis depleting other squadrons leaving the
service shott of pilots to fly manned planes. 1t3 also adlow and cogly way to staff up.
Theeduction required for a pilot to fly unmanned aircraft is comparable to tha of
earning a master® degree, and even the best-trained pilots struggle with the learning
curve. More than athird of the 200 Predaors ddivered to date have crashed
catastrophicaly, dueto bath aircraft malfundion and human error. One pilot executed a
hard left at high speedN perfectly dogble in amanned combat craft but not a maneuver
the Predaor, powered by a snowmobile engine can handle; it flipped over and spiraled
outof control. Several other opeators accidentally switched off the engine mid-flight



Oneinadvertently erased the onboad RAM, and with it any hopeof controlling the
aircraft. Orhat this was even possible to do during aflightis notable in itself and suggests
therelatively ad hocsoftware development process occurring for these systems,Owrote
human-error specialist Kevin Williams of the Fedaa Aviation Administrationin a 2004
andysis of UAV crashes. As Colond JohnMontgomery putit to agroupof reporters at
Creech last March, OVe(®e ontheragged edgeO

After beng chastised by its own audit agency last December for failing to establish a
dedicated career track for UAV pilots, the Air Force is now jamming pilots throughits
primary opeaator school a Creech. Theimmediate god is to create acadre of 1,100drone
pilots, up fromthe existing ranks of about400,and to boos unmanned comba parols 47
percent within the next two years. To accomplish this, 100airmen will go straightfrom
thetraditiond 12-month undegraduae pilot training to Creech this year, where they@
learn to opeate the Predator and immediately begin flying comba opeations

TheAir Force@ longterm solution, however, hinges on aradical new program to train
non-aviators for thejob and establish two pilot pipelinesN onefor manned flight and one
for unmanne flight Trimmed of theintense undegraduae training tha pilots go
through,the hetaOschool takes nine monthsingead of 16. This month, eight captains
with fourto six years of experience in theservice, and with little to no previousaviator
skills, will graduae from the abbreviated track after loggingjus 20 hous of mannead
flight, versusthe conventiond 200 Nobodyknows yet whether this humry-up strategy
will serve asthefounddionfor a more efficient, more affordable fighting force or
undeminethe Air Force@® own ambitiousvision of ruling the skies with comba Gots.

TheAir Force doesn®have time to debae it. Thefind 20 F-22 Raptors, the so-called
21g-century fighter jet, arrive this year, while more than twice tha nunber of Predators
and Reapers will aso enter service. In May, Secretary of Defense Robeat Gates
undescored this seismic shift in procurement priorities at a hearing aboutthe 2010
budgé, telling senators who were recalcitrant over theend of the$150million F-22 that
the solution to future threats As not something that has a pilot in it. OAlready the Air
Force will train more dronepilots than fighter and bomber pilots combined this year.
Meanwhile, Congressis coughing up an additiond $2 billionfor Intelligence,
Surveillance and Reconnassance, the agency tha encompasses UAVs. Althoughthe Air
Force has been invested in the spy tradefor more than 50 years, the ability to condud
unmanned and armed reconnassance is awhole new busness, and oneit amsto own.

THE NEW FACE OF AIR POWER

Zippd into aflight suit and dressed for batle, Brockshusstands over atrainee sloudhed
in atan naugehydechar, schooling him in theart of modern warfare. The setting looks
like asimulator, butsomewhere outthere, areal droneis hoveaing ove the Nevada
desert, waiting for thetrainee@® ingructions (5o let@ see if you can hookaroundto get a
better view,OBrockshussays. Calm thoughnot quite laid-back, he@® mastered the kind of
clear, ddiberate radio cadence tha gives groundcommande's the confidence to call in an
air strike with GriendliesOnearby.



Brockshusand two enlisted ingructors ddiver today@ lesson as part of Predator initial
qudification training, designed to teach airmen how to opeate the plane and deploy its
weapons laser-guided Hellfire antitank missiles. They®e in atightroomwithin oneof
Creech@ many newly erected buildings It serves as the ground-control stationfor the
Gchoohou®.Oln areal combat situaion, agrourd crew would launch a Predaor or
Reape in Irag, say, and then hand off the planevia satellite link to acrew in theU.S. at
either Creech, oneof several Air Nationd Guad bases or at a specia-opeationsunit in
New Mexico. Idedly, there would be 10 crews for every 24-hourair comba patrol to
cover all the shifts, maintenance, vacationsand such, but now they@e running thin at
seven. So thin, in fact, tha there are notranders out of Creech, and some pilots have
been studk on the desert base, wryly known as the Oasis, for five or six years (threeis
typical). To ge the equivalent coveragefroman F-16 unit, however, the Air Force would
need to deploy three times as many people, and none of them would have theluxury of
deepingin thar own bed.

Brockshu<3 charge, Captain Timothy Kile, is a33-year-old former Air Nationd Guard
hdicopter pilot from Arizona He sitsin front of an array of monitors, two yellowish
Reagan-era keyboardsand a trackbd| that@ mountd in place. Oneof thetwo primary
monitors shows the video feed from the plane® cameras overlaid with a head-up display
of the harizon, the plane@ atitudeand other vitals. Another screen displays agraphic of
the plane overlaying satellite maps of thelandscape. There@ ajoystick too, butit®
modly for takeoffs, landingsand chasing targets. Typically, dronesfollow a
preprogrammed flight path. To changedirections Kile draws a shape onsreen like you
mightin Photoshop and sits back as the automated planeheelsto theline To hisrightsits
Staff Sergeant William Keltner, who after 11 yearsin the service foundhimself
reassigned from graphic designer to sensor operator. Althoughthe pilotisresponsble for
the plang the sensor opaator@ jobN to track targets and providethebest picture to the
commande's and intelligence officers scrutinizing his feedN is more demanding. Keltner
has an identical setup, except that his joygtick controls the Predator@ $1-million sensor
bdl, known as theunblinking eye for its suite of sensors: electro-optical, infrared, video,
and laser-target marker.

Kinegtic Engagement: U.S. Air Force

Thebig, blocky chairs seem like they should swivel, but of course they don® Thisis not
aplace oneidly spinsin circles or puts feet up onthedesk. Today® lesson is target
tracking, and after alow-key classroom session and mission brief this morning, thingsare
heating up. Brockshus alongwith sensor opaator Jonahan Oakley, 24, and mission
intelligence coordinaor Michael Furger, 22, who are both ingructors, chdlengeKile and
Keltner to find a paticular white SUV. Information and acronyms fly from everywhere.
Therookie Predaor crew is, in military parlance, Qirinking fromthefire hosQ

Keltner: GDK, weve goteyes on.O

Furger: GCopy that.O

Brockshus QVhen it gets to a vehicle chase, | want a crew tha® nongop chatter. Stuff
like, there® a butterfly-shaped IR signaure onthehood,so when it gets packed in a



Baghda traffic jamN and cars are everywhereN youd beableto spotit.O

E

Brockshus Ot( easy to get complacent. Y ou have to bethinking ahead of where he®
going to be scanning.O

Kile: @ wasn®paying attention.O

Oakley: QAnd you didn®mark PID [postive identification].O

Kile: ONo, | did notO

Oakley: (8o what would you doto get back on target?0

Kile: 0@ zoomoutand use my PID features.O

E

Furger: QVe(e cleared off that target. Stand by.O

Brockshus QFunné navigaion. Always beworking big to small, big to small.O
Furger: GAny recent vehicle activity there?0

Kile: Q_et me switch to IR now. | don®see anything.O

Furger: GAny of those parking spots been used recently 20

Kile: @@n not sure where you®@e going with this. . .0

Stumped, Kile and Keltner glance at each other and then squint back at the video feed,
which isfull of blank parking spaces. Oakley reveals the magic: With infrared, darker
means cooler, so adarker space could be an indication tha avehicle was there, shading
the pavement from the heat of the sun.

The sensor opeator is doing more actud work as the pilot sits and watches. Andin the
event the pilot pulls thetrigger, launching amissile from thewing, it® the sensor
opeaator who actudly tagsthetarget with thelaser designaor for themissile. It can bea
nerve-racking 30 secondstrying to keep a movingtarget in thecrosshars. Oh, and there
can beatwo-seconddday before the datais decompressed and the sensor bdl moves.
Oakley saystha even thoughhe grew up playing Microsoft Flight Control and has more
than 1,200housin the Predaor, hestill findsopaating UAV's chdlenging. It& definitely
no videogame.

WHO'SFLYING THISTHING, ANYWAY?

So what does it take, exactly, to produe a UAV ace? To start with, the same skills
required to master any other aircraft, according to experts like Colond Eric Mathewson,
who switched from flying F-15sto UAV's 10 years ago after a back injury forced him out
of the cockpit. If tha@ true, though will sending pilots directly to Predaor grad school
withoutthefull foundaion of aviation training rob them of Girmanship,Othat
immeasurable suite of skillstha indudes soundjudgment, proficiency unde duress, and
asixth sense called situaiond awarenessN knowing where your planeisin thethree-
dimensond batle space? Sitting in Nevada, says Kile, O ou don®get that seat-of-the
pantsfeeling.O

On theother hand, should that matter? With drones, all theinformationyouneed tofly is
righttherein frontof you, numerically and visudlyN the same information a cockpit
pilot would use to fly at night Andyou don® have the added stress of worrying about



dying. Either way, thebeta training s designed to find out Ot@ called Geta testChecause
it@ atest, a guess,Osays Mathewson. Otdl be modfied.O

If thestandard undegraduge pilot training proves expendable, it@ nothard to imaginea
distinct set of characteristics tha recruiters mightlook for in the UAV pilots of
tomorrow. Maybeallittle less barngormer and alittle more gesk. Predator pilots don®
need thekiller indina so much as theability to switch fromboredomto rapid-fire project
management when atarget is getting away. GDne of thethingstha® very difficult to
wrap your arms aroundis tha we have So. Much. Information,Osaid a Predaor opeator
and former fighter pilot, Captain Patrick, who would give only his rank and first name
because he@ involved in comba opaations Q.odk at al these monitors. 1t& learning
how to filter and find and utilize that information correctly. Y ou®e gotto beable to
multitask in afighter, and youQre gotto do tha even more so here. [t@ harder.O

PATTERNS OF LIFE

Brockshusdoesn@®particularly love the commute to Creech every day. But when hewas
still flying comba opeations it served as a buffer between the stress of work and his
home life. CBometimes @l be sitting there having a sodaon the couch and think, Wow,
an hourago, | wasjug at war,Ohe says.

A month after he began flying comba UAV's, he and his crew were watching atrigge
hous, which givesinaurgents a vantage over aroadway to detonae an |ED as a vehicle
passes. Brockshushad spotted two people stringing wires from the house to theroad the
night before, butthat wasn®enoughto go on. This night, however, thefigures appeared
to pull back adark spoton theroad and croudhN pluggingin wires. Seeing that feed, the
groundunit gave him clearance to fire, and helaunched a missile. He saw it reach oneof
themen. Ot landed right at his feet, andN OBrockshuspauses. (tHe was goneQ

Hiswife wasin bed when hearrived home at 2 am. after filling outall thereports. She
gave him agroggy hug said shewas proudhetook hisfirst shot, andfell back to sleep.
He® never forget thedate. It was his daughter® secondbirthday, and he had cake with
her before heading off to work.







