VAMPIRE TESTERS

AIR TEST AND EVALUATION SQUADRON NINE
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Combat Aircrait visits the 'Vampires of VX-9 at Naval Air
Weapons Station (NAWS) China Lake, California, to meet
the US Navy squadron responsible for the execution of
operational test and evaluation.
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‘Our aircrew are up to
date with the way the
US Navy and Marines
operate and know what
is expected of crews
and the systems that
they use during their
operations’

- - . CDR William Agerton
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simulate an ensmy opponent. Adversary
pilots are essential for the conducl of
npnﬁlhnnﬂ] tests. Typically, newly-
assigned aincrew are idantified to serve as
an Operational Test Director for a specific
EILI'_]I.'L'I'&ILLD.I:I program and will funchion in
that capacity for the duration of their tour
inormally two o thres years).

China Lake is home to two Air Test and
Evaluation Squadrons: VX- "Vampires' and
VE-31 "Dust Devils”, VX-31's mission is to
test and svaluaie developmental waapons
anid soffware systems used on vanous strike
and assault airorafl, The imit employs test
pilots fo check ngorously the sarly stages of
development through controlled scenarias,
They advise when & weapon or systam is

ready for oparational examination. Once this

approval is given, VE-2 puts it io the tost to
saa if the requirements of the fleat are met.

COR William Apgerton, VX-9's flight
surgoon, axplains: Tn VE-0 we like to work
with fleet pilots. We want our aircrew o
ant with their aircrali and weapon syslems
in the way that the majority of US Navy or
Marines pilots would do. They are up to
date with the way the US Navy and Marines
operate and know what 1s expected of
craws and the systems that they use dunng
theur upﬂmf_u:ms They uss realistic combat
soanaros to get an ecourate opinion of the
ability of the lested weapon or systam.
Sa, in our opinion, these aviators ars the
best possible raviewars of new systems ar
updates of existing systems.’

The test work 1n VX-9 15 divided across
saveral project branches:

* Mission Systems

* Waapons

# Floectromc Warfare

* Light Atlack

« AV-8E Harriar [

« Tactics

The Mizsion Systems hrench akes care
of lesting sensors, communication systams,
and all of the software that supports tha
F/A-18 Homet and Super Homet, the lafer
nicknamed "Fhino’. The Weapons bmanch
tests new weapons on the Homaet and

W¥-0,_or AIRTEVRON NINE, was established
in 1994 when V-4 and VX-5 were'
combined, but its ongins date back to
1a50. In that year, VX-4 Bvaluators was
commissioned at NAS Atkantic City, Naw
Jersey. Two years [ater, the squadron moved
1o MAS Point Mugu, where it remained
until 1994 The unit became well known
fiar its black-painted ‘Bunny’ F-4 Phantom
Il= and F-14 Tomcats. It also conducted

a considerable amount of testing in
co-operation with U5 Navy ships and
submarines. VX-5% role primarily involved
testing in the air-to-air and air-to-ground
role. The squadron bore the name and
emblem that VX-9 uses now: the 'Vampiras.
It began life in 1951 at NAS Moffett Feld,
California, re-locating five years later to
MAWS China Lake in the same state.

VX3 islarger than an average LIS Navy
squadron. Today the Vampires have 34
pilots, 18 Maval Hight Officers (NFOs), 200
maintenance professionals, and dose to
100 civilians supporting the squadron.

The flying & consists of a mix of 24
aircraft from both the US Mavy 2nd the U
Marine Corps: 11 F'A-18EF Super Homets,
six FA-180/0 Hornets, three EA-186G
Growkars, twao AH-TW/Zs and two UH-TYs. It
co-operates with WX-31 for AV-88 Harrier Il

test flights,

‘During test flights

. we don't go outside

- acceptable risks. You
have to stay away from
. things that you would

- not do when assigned
 to a fleet squadron’

| CAPT Brandt
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‘Bhing', and the Flectronic Warfare branch
those systems associated with the EA-1806
Crowlar and EA-GB Prowlar, while the Light
Attack branch does likewise with helicopter-
related systems and weapons, and the AV-8B
branch specializes in testing for the Harrier
IL Tachics is a speciel hranch within VX-9,
interacting with all the other branches of the
squadron. The unit provides its perspective
on tactics, lechniques, and procedures
associated with the weapons and syslams
being heldad.

In all cases, duning operational tests the
individual system is evahuated as well as the
‘system of systems', which could be thowgit
of as tha aircrafl as 11 hindtions in concart
with the new systems on board. A team of
analysts typically works with the Operational
Test Director to help co-ordinale events,
analyze data and writs reports. All possible
combat scenarios are worked through,
including lange-force stnke packagas.

The systams have to parform under any
circumstances. Besides testing the weapon/
svstem ilself, integration with other platforms
— likea LIS Mavy ships — is evaluated.

April 2014 www.combataircraft.net

|:I




The briefing before a test flight is similar
to a regular fleet brighng. The aim of the
missicn 18 discussed and the team specifies
what il wants to achieve. Some 60 to 70 par
cent of the lests are executed at Chine Lake.
If specific oirmumstances not available at
China Laks are required, the siromaft deploy
to an appropriate location, for example MAS
Point Mugu, California. for lests sbove open
waler, When all the testing is complate and
the results ame satisfactory, the system or
weapon is labeled "Heady for Fleet use’. If
this is not the casa, testing is intermiplad
uniil a solution 15 determined.

Test pilot challenges
Of course, thame are differences batween
V-9 ind a normal flest squadron. Mot anly
is it larger, but WX-9 also doas not deploy
oparationally. Formal channels axist for the
fleet to relay their concerns to V-8 and the
rest of the test acquisition community in
order to address the issues most ]JE'-I'Ii.HE::IIl
to them.

Although VX-8 does not go on operations,
the aircrew trivel often. For example, when
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i @ waapon or svalem is used operationally for
: the first tme, V-9 airceew will go to bnief
1 mndividual flest unils on it

fundioning as students and eventually
: instructors as thoy ¢
! and expariance. In V-0, the foous is on

! avalusting the systems undar test and how

| they interact with existing systems on board
i the aircraft. Piloks at VX-9 I'I'p a comparable
! number of hours to fest aviators, since it is
! imporiant thit they accurmtely represant the
! fleet. Aircrew will normally fly an avemge
| of wo to four times a week. Time in the a
! is spent either mainlaining proficiency or
: participating in test events supporting the
svstems undar fesi,

! member is also assigned a ground job (o

i support tha test effort. Thess range from

i writing the sohedule o baing responsihle
! for directing the test effort on one or more
! mcquisition progmms, When nat flying or
: preparing for a Bight, air
i performing L
i As an opars

Fleet aviators fiy frequent traimmg fights

O

e in proficianoy

In sddition to fiying, every aircreaw

: A Super Hornet pilot and WSO discuss the
ally last fewr mission aims as they crew into

CTEW Ere DEeT
ks related to their gronnd job.
qmal Test Dhrector, the main

their jet at China Lake. Jarniz Huinter
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‘I like the opportunity to directly
ginfluence the quality of the product

_that is delivered to the fleet. We have
our fingers on the pulse of what'’s

.,E \

coming down the pipeline’ % =

LT Mike ‘Mitch’ Shaughnessy 5
-

A
“
-

challenge is co-ordinating with support
persannel, the program office, contmacting
angineers and olher test agencies to ensurs
mmformaticn 15 transmitted in 8 hmaely and
aceurzte fashion, Developing a test plan and
writing test raports are part of that process.
LT Mike ‘Mitch’ Shaughnes 5y BXPIHEEES
his feelings sbout being an rﬁ]:l.,'r.m_'ma] best
pilot: "Operational testing is & challenging
and rewarding link between the
acquisition community and the aviators in
the fleet. I ks the opportunity to directly
influence the quality of tha product that is
dalivered to the fect. We have our Angers
on the pulse of whats coming down the
pipalina. That responsibility is whal
makes our job important.’

Exchange experience
Tha U5 Nevy and LS Air Force sach
have separate omganizalions responsibla

62

i for conducting

i operalional lests,

i I peneral, becaoss

. hoth services fly

: different aircraflt, thers are
limitations on the relevance of information
; ‘n‘r rking with new 'l.'l.ldF onis and systems

that they share. But whan operating
together, systems must be abla to mteract
with sach other. Working logether oftan
oceurs when testing weapons with the ‘T
af ‘foint’ in thair name. In thal case VX-0
tasts the US Navv/Marines component of
a weapon. CDR Aperton: "‘Bacause we are
an operational test organization. we look
forward to opportunities to fly togather
and also participate in training events. We
have traditionally had an exchange pilot
from the Uniled Kinpdom on staff. We
enjoy trading experionces with them. They
affer an inherently different parspective

i on fying, which is simply a function of

i their experiences. Becanss most

t pilots al VE-9 flew a varsion of the

¢ FiA-18 in the feel, we walcome Lhat
! perspective.’

- Risky business?

an lead to urt'v:]'l_utﬂ surprises. Does that

: nni-h it nisky to be an oparational test palot?
¢ CAPT Brandt doesn't think so: ‘1 personally
¢ belisve that Aying in a test squadron is safer
i than flying in a regular s
i aland-hased squadron comprised almost
¢ entirely of fleet-experienced aviators. We
i foous our flying on
i and evaluating new systems end tactics.
i Developmental and Right test squadraons
i have normally Bown &nd vouched for

¢ the safety of svstems under test as a risk
: nu,.p'.dl]ml measure bafore they amive al

E VXD,

quadron. VX-0 is

maintaining ]'.IT‘"I:.ZI-{ zhate " )
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