l GROUND PRESSURE RECOVERY ASSEMBLY l

With the airborne laser flight test program under way,
members of the ABL Integrated Test Force at Edwards
AFB are putting the finishing touches on a new facility
that will be key to upcoming ground tests.

The $18.5 million test support structure, known as the
Ground Pressure Recovery Assembly (GPRA), will
allow the test team to operate the weapons-class
chemical laser and conduct testing on the ground.

Because the laser was
designed to function at the
lower air pressures found at
altitudes above 40,000 feet,
the facility serves to
simulate that lower pressure
on the ground. The facility's
large, sphere-like top is a
negative pressure vessel,
which sucks in the heat
energy and water vapor
generated by the chemical
reaction of the laser. This
venting action keeps the
chemical reaction of the
laser going. Without the
release of heat energy and
vapor, the chemical reaction
would choke and light from
the laser would cease.

The facility supports ground tests, which will take place
inside the Systems Integration Laboratory (SIL).
Ducting will connect the aircraft housed inside the SIL
to the recovery assembly. Ducting can also be routed
to additional hangars inside the ABL test complex to
accommodate testing at other locations.
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According to Kevin Montoya, ABL project manager at
Edwards AFB, the recovery assembly is part of the
ABL program's risk-reduction plan. The industrial grade
chemicals needed to produce the laser beam require
detailed support and expertise from across the base,
Montoya said. Therefore, safety continues to be
paramount for the test team.

“We want to reduce our safety risks as we build up this

weapon system,” Montoya said. "This means learning

about the operation of the laser inside the SIL and

through ground testing. What we learn could reduce
the overall flight test risk of the
program.”

According to Montoya, it is
possible that other Department
of Defense agencies as well as
private industry could use the
recovery assembly for similar
directed-energy tests in the
future; however, the team
currently is concentrating on
preparing the aircraft for its
major test against a ballistic
missile. Besides testing on the
ground, the test program
includes laser firings against a
number of objects in the air
over White Sands Missile
Range in New Mexico, such as
balloon-dropped instrumented
targets and short-range
rockets.

"Our focus right now is to shoot down a missile in
2004," Montoya said. "We don't want to sideline that in
any way, but if some synergy exists that can ultimately
save the taxpayer money, then it's in our best interest
to consider that down the road."
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