Looking for the big picture - Airmen, Soldiers experiment with improving situational awareness
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  Talking an F-15 pilot onto an enemy target is nothing new for this veteran terminal attack controller, but the ability to send a digital snapshot to the aircraft using machine-to-machine capabilities is a dream slowly becoming a reality for Master Sgt. Charles Heidal.
  This innovation is part of the Future Combat Systems being tested by the Army as part of the Joint Expeditionary Force Experiment 2004.

  Sergeant Heidal, chief of TACP requirements, Langley Air Force Base, Va., is assisting with the experiment by playing in daily simulated close air support and reconnaissance missions.

  The experiment starts at the Future Combat Systems, which in itself is an innovation that the Army hopes to have in the field by 2014. For the experiment, it is a “stretched” High Mobility Multi-purpose Wheeled Vehicle (Hum-V), representing a FCS command and control vehicle, complete with radio communications and four operator positions. From these positions, operators receive a digital picture of the battlefield complete with ground, air and enemy forces.

  The real test lies in getting Army software to talk to Air Force software. For the close air support and reconnaissance missions, the simulated data is filtered through an Air Defense System Integration Terminal. ADSI uses Link 16 to exchange data with F-15s and Airborne Warning and Control System aircraft. For the experiment, a target and the nearest friendly forces are sent to an F-15 simulator digitally as the pilot “flies” the scripted mission.
  Its objective is to give the pilot and Air Force command and control center the same level of ground situational awareness that will be available to Army command and control centers. This capability will assist greatly in providing air support to ground forces and reducing the possibility of friendly fire, according to Herbert Brown, Boeing operational support out of San Antonio, Texas.

  Sergeant Heidal said giving the pilot the capability to see the target via a digital connection would significantly save time. It takes an experienced controller about 15 minutes to direct a pilot to a target via voice. Machine-to-machine capability reduces the total time to less than two minutes. 
  This system is still in its infancy, but participating in the experiment has helped the FCS team get a better picture of what it takes to work in a joint environment, said Mr. Brown. “JEFX is a great opportunity to be able to start learning now how we can take our system and plug it into the joint system,” he said. “The Army is part of a joint team.”

  He said the transition to a joint environment is what has led to most complications in the experiment.  “When you start hooking software together there are some rules of protocol you have to follow,” said Mr. Brown. “Learning the rules of software in the F-15 has been a challenge.” The simulated F-15 did not actually get a clear feed until July 29. “We’re crawling right now,” he said. “First we’ll crawl, then we’ll walk and then we’ll run. This (JEFX) gives us the capability to work some risk reduction for future FCS software development.”

  Although FCS is meant to be developed and transitioned into the military as a complete system, Mr. Brown said new technologies will be spiraled into the force as soon as possible.
