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Air Force Requests Funding For Upgrades To  Inventory of EW Jammer Pods by Marc Strass

The Air Force wants funding for upgrades for its entire inventory of ALQ-131 and ALQ-184 radar jammer pods, according to its FY '03 Unfunded Priority List (UPL).

The service, according to the list, wants a total of $124.1 million for aircraft survivability equipment, including cockpit armor for Lockheed Martin [LMT] C-130s, satellite communications systems for mobile communications for personnel aboard Boeing [BA] C-17 transport aircraft, 1,200 Raytheon [RTN] ALE-50 towed decoys, as well as upgrades and new pods.

"CAF (Combat Air Force) funds include advanced infrared countermeasures Comet pods for A-10 aircraft [and] critical shortfalls for over 1,400 fighter electronic attack pods," according to the UPL, which was sent to Congress last week.

The ALQ-131 and ALQ-184 are the Air Force's two primary external electronic warfare pod systems. In Air Force service, they are carried externally by the A-10 and Lockheed Martin F-16. Acquisition of the ALQ-131, manufactured by Northrop Grumman[NOC], ended in 1989, while acquisition of the ALQ-184, manufactured by Raytheon, concluded in 1998.

According to the Air Force, the most pressing need for the ALQ-131 and ALQ-184 pods is for test equipment.  "Both test sets are facing serious obsolescence issues and lack of spare parts and/or repair support from the original equipment manufacturers," the service said in written response to questions. "We project the depot will not be able to sustain the test sets beginning as early as FY '04. Without test equipment, the field will not be able to troubleshoot built-in-test failures or conduct scheduled system checks."
The UPL also calls for Comet infrared countermeasure pods for 

A-10s. The Comet pod is a concept development program at the Air Force's Air Expeditionary Force Battlelab, at Mountain Home AFB, Idaho.

It is designed to defeat man portable surface-to-air missile (MANPADS) systems and based on technology developed for a Raytheon towed infrared (IR) decoy system, Raytheon spokesman Ron Coleman said. The decoy had been tested by the Air Force

in 2000 but is suited only for fast-moving jets that spend little time in the MANPADS threat envelope.

The pod works much like the towed IR decoy, slowly dispensing pyrophoric material behind the jet to create a realistic engine-plume signature that can defeat IR guided missiles. However, it contains enough material to provide over 30 minutes of coverage. Such coverage is necessary for both the A-10 and O/A-10 aircraft because they spend considerable time in range of MANPADS. The next flight test of the Comet pod is expected to take place in May.
