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J. E. Bennett 

Staff Reporter 

 

October 6
th
, 2008 

 

So it begins…. 
 

29 PALMS, CA - The desert sky is a clear and clean blue. Temperature is hovering 

around 85º with the promise of higher to come. Time is approaching 1230 as I stand just 

outside of the Visitor Center near the main gate of Marine Corps Air Group Combat 

Center (See Addendum item #1), just a short distance from 

my own home near the high desert town of Twentynine 

Palms, I had arrived early as I am to meet with Public 

Affairs Office (PAO) Director, Jennie Haskamp prior to 

my visit to VMU-1. She is to coordinate my rounds of the 

facilities being used by VMU-1 for their training and 

operational readiness preparations, and will act as liaison 

for me. VMU-1 will be deploying again to Iraq soon, for 

the 7
th
 time now. Each deployment is proceeded by months 

of training operations for their personnel and preparation of 

all of their equipment to insure that not only are the troops 

ready, but that operationally they can meet (or exceed) the 

needs of their mission. In the past they have operated in support of ground troops in the 

areas of artillery spotting, tracking of ground targets, as well as location of IED sites with 

great success. 

 

Director Haskamp contacts me via cell to let me know that she is sending Corporal 

Cifuentes to meet me at the Visitors Center. Cpl. Michael D. Cifuentes, from Princeton, 

New Jersey, arrives in just a few minutes 

and I follow him onto the base in my own 

vehicle. We soon arrive at the Public 

Affairs Office, and I am shown to Director 

Haskamp’s office. After introductions to 

all of the PAO staff and a short tour of 

their facilities I am introduced to the 

Corporal who is to accompany me and 

take photos during the interview. Cpl. 

Nicolas Dunn, a two year veteran from 

Milford, New Hampshire and his trusty 

Canon EOS 30D follow me out to my 
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vehicle for the short ride to the VMU-1 facilities. Moments later we arrive at VMU-1, 

park in their lot, and walk towards building 1980 where VMU-1 is currently being 

housed.  

 

The Personnel…. 
 

After a walk up the stairs, we are shown into the office of Lieutenant Colonel Richard E. 

Jordan of Houston, Texas, the present Commanding Officer of VMU-1. A few words 

from the LtCol and his office soon fills with other members of the command including 

the Executive Officer Major Eddie Wheeler of Kansas City, Kansas. Major Wheeler, with 

18 years of service, is the inbound XO who is taking over from Major Lance Arp of San 

Angelo, Texas. Major Arp is retiring soon after serving for over 19 ½ years. Captain 

Chris Hakole, the Maintenance 

Officer from Seattle, 

Washington with 8 years of 

service. Also, UAS pilot 

Gunnery Sergeant David 

Sweeney of Tampa, Florida 

who has 16 years of duty, and 

who is also an avid Radio 

Control enthusiast as well as 

the Assistant Operations Chief 

was there. Rounding out the 

group was Captain Julian D. 

Rosemond from Columbus, 

Ohio by way of North 

Carolina. He is a 7 year 

veteran, and is currently acting 

as RBOIC (Remain Behind OIC) while taking college courses. Others wandered in and 

out during the interview as their schedules permitted, and LtCol Jordan was able to spend 

an hour answering questions I posed to him, as well as describe many aspects of the 

operation of VMU-1 and the perceived role played by the UAS in today’s Marines. 

Questions were posed and answers were given in a forthright and honest manner and 

there were only a couple of restrictions placed on the answers due to security issues, 

surprising since many of my questions did deal with hardware specifics and operational 

performance of the equipment. Overall the answers were very informative, and are 

detailed with the questions located in the Question and Answer area a bit further below. 

LtCol Jordan did have other commitments an hour into the interview, and myself and 

most of the others moved to the XO’s office to continue for the better part of another 

hour. I was able to ask quite a few questions about the operation of the unit, the 

equipment, and the personnel, and came away feeling that VMU-1 is the type of 

command I would be proud to serve in. The interview showed me the dedication and 

commitment, and comradery of the unit to a degree that would not otherwise be evident 

to the outside casual observer. 
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The Equipment…. 
 

Once my interview with the personnel was completed Cpl. Dunn and I returned to the 

lower deck hanger area where the VMU-1 personnel had assembled a Pioneer UAV and a 

Shadow 200 (RQ-7) for a photo 

opportunity. The unit had just 

returned from participating at the 

Miramar Air Show (Oct. 3
rd
 thru 

the 5
th
 this year), and most of their 

equipment was still stowed for 

travel, but they were kind enough 

to break out these two aircraft for 

this interview. I had glanced over 

at them upon my arrival, but was 

not able to really look at them 

closely until now. The Pioneer was 

parked closest to the hanger door, 

and was HUGE for a small sized UAS. The SSV2 pictured with the Pioneer is typical of a 

civilian sUAS, and is dwarfed by the Pioneer.  

 

The other UAV was an earlier version Shadow 200 (RQ-7), as pictured with the SSV2 for 

comparison. This version is still 

being flown with excellent 

results pending replacement with 

later versions such as the RQ-7b 

model. The POP 300 (See 

Addendum item #2) system is 

being utilized with great success 

and makes the RQ-7b a 

formidable tool in the VMU-1 

arsenal of aircraft. Improvements 

and enhancements are being 

made on a continuous and 

regular basis that makes the 

Shadow more versatile and useful for the battlefield commander to utilize. 

 

 

 

 

. 
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Questions and Answers…. 

 

For Command section: 

� What do the Marines see for the future of UAS's ?  

One of the things that LtCol Jordan had emphasized during the interview was the 

“3 tier” setup of the Marines UAS commitment. Tier 1 was to be the individual 

backpack type systems, such as the Raven UAV. These would allow for “over the 

hill” observation by troops and would play a significant part in battlefield 

awareness. Tier 2 would consist of UAV’s such as ScanEagle which would help 

extend the view of the battlefield outward to 100nm or more. Then there are the tier 

3 systems, such as the Shadow 200 (RQ-7b) which would be operated typically by a 

unit such as VMU-1. Outward coverage would be as much as 450nm or more. 

Overall the Marines show a strong committement towards continued utilization of 

UAS’s with a view towards expansion of their capabilities as the technology is 

developed..  

� Typically how many are assigned to an operational VMU? 

Manning levels vary greatly dependant upon what phase of deployment or training 

the unit is currently in. Overall strength is usually between 190 to 270 personnel. 

Operations averages ~ 30, Intel averages ~ 20, Maintenance averages ~40/50, and 

S4 average ~ 30. Miscellaneous other areas round out the remaining levels. 

� What has been the biggest benefit UAS's have offered the Marines to this point in 

time? Any specific examples that can be discussed?. 

Increased battlefield awareness, reduced incidents due to preventative intelligence, 

the ability to create and sustain airborne communications links which provide 

longer range and more reliable ability to troops in the field, convoy support 

operations and observation, and IED detection and intervention via use of the POP 

300 day/night package. The use of UAV and UAS has brought a new era to how the 

field commanders can administer and direct their assets in a real time environment. 

 For Operations section: 

� Average training time a pilot gets before becoming certified. Any training details 

would be good to get. 

Typically the initial training phases can take up to 21 weeks, which includes a 

standard FAA ground school course as well as other  flight related theory and 

practical applications. Training is usually done at Fort Huchuca, AZ.  This is 

followed by an intense Flight Simulation training period prior to assignment to an 

active VMU. 
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� What types of support equipment are usually deployed with the unit? 

As is standard in todays military, the Humvee is the workhorse of the VMU. It is 

used to haul much of the equipment assigned  to the unit. This includes the Mobil 

Launch equipment as well as the COC (Command Operations Center) which is 

where the sorties are flown from. The unit also employs several LAV’s in support of 

the personnel for their movement and protection. All of a VMU’s assets can be 

delivered to its destination in just two C-130 aircraft. The unit also has the ability to 

provide basic meteorological information in-house, but usually obtains detailed 

data from any host airfield if possible. 

� Is “sense & avoid” actively implemented? 

No current capability is provided to allow for direct “sense & avoid” abilities. De-

conflict by Procedural Control is typically implemented which allows for safe flight 

operations when in the theater of conflict. All aircraft are controlled by proper 

flight authorities and procedures during the duration of their operation. Potential 

aerial conflicts are avoided by the set protocols in place. 

� Are “friend & foe” beacons used? 

 Identification, Friend & Foe (IFF) beacons are used to assist in identifying the 

UAV in flight. Their use is typical of any IFF systems in today’s modern flight 

operations, especially when in a hostile threat environment. 

� What is the process in readying, launching, conducting a mission, and recovery of 

the UAV? 

The launch of the Shadow 200 UAV can be conducted in two ways allowing the 

military personnel the flexibility to 

choose the most appropriate launch site 

during field operations. A standard 

wheeled take-off procedure can be used 

or the air vehicle can be launched from 

a hydraulic rail launcher. The 

guidance of the air vehicle can be pre-

programmed before take-off or 

remotely controlled during the flight. 

The air vehicle climbs at a rate of 300m 

to 450m (1,000ft to 1,500ft) a minute. 

The vehicle has a cruise speed and 

quick-dash speed of 148km/h to 250km/h (80kt to 135kt) to proceed to the operating 

area. Its minimum speed is 111km/h (60 kt). 

The Shadow TUAS air vehicle can use a conventional wheeled landing on a flat 

surface about 95m in length. An alternative recovery method uses a deployable 

arresting hook on the air vehicle and ground based arresting cables. 
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� What ranks operate and maintain the UAVs? What is the breakdown of operating 

personnel for a typical mission. 

All enlisted ranks are involved in the maintenance and operation of the UAV’s. 

From Privates to Master Gunnery Sergeants, each has their role to play in the 

successful operation of the VMU. A typical mission will involve at least one pilot, a 

payload operator, an Intel specialist, and a Mission Commander, who can be a 

senior enlisted person. 

� What is the typical altitude and duration the Marines fly their missions.  

Due to security concerns, the actual flight altitude cannot be given for a typical 

mission. As it would vary anyway with the type of mission, it is of little concern for 

the interview. The flight characteristics of the Shadow 200 (RQ-7b) are well 

published and readily available, so this info can be found at other locations if 

needed for any reason. A mission can though, last upwards of six (6) hours or more 

as the duration of the Shadow 200 (RQ-7b) has increased dramatically in the recent 

past due to new additions and modifications. 

 For Maintenance section: 

� What is the most common part to break in their aircraft.....motor, batteries and so 

forth ? 

When asked this question, most of the personnel present smiled and it was 

indicated to me that they proudly hold a 98% readiness record due to the ultra 

reliability of the Shadow 200 (RQ-7b). Most downtime is directly related to the 

amount of standard maintenance required to keep any aircraft ready in the harsh 

types of environments that they are operated in. There have been no real problems 

with any of their equipment that has made it unavailable for its assigned missions. 

� What general problems (not specific to UAS type) have they seen in operating 

UAVs? 

There have been a very few software related glitches, but these have been corrected 

in a very timely manner by the manufacturer as they have presented themselves. 

They have created no problems for the day to day operation of the VMU. 

� How does the harsh environment the equipment is asked to endure affect the 

operational status of the equipment and the unit? 

Sand, dust, and dirt. Heat, and humidity (or lack of). These all play a large part in 

the type and amount of maintenance that is needed to keep the UAV’s of VMU-1 in 

flight ready condition. With their 98% readiness record, it does seem that they do 

have these things truly in hand. As they have in the past received a number of 

military as well as civilian awards and commendations, their own record stands as 

a testament to their abilities.   
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� Is there a high rate of failure with some components of the system? 

To date, only a temporary problem with their launch rail system, which was quickly 

repaired, has caused any delay or concern. The airframe is very well sealed away 

from the environment, dust, and sand. It has been flown in winds in excess of 

25mph, but usually this is avoided if possible. It can be flown in light rain, but this 

is not the optimum conditions for airborne intelligence gathering, and again is 

avoided if possible. 

� What type of work hours are typical of the average “work day” while deployed? 

During deployment, a typical day for the flight crews might last as long as 12 or 

more hours, and for the maintenance crews it might be as much as 14 hours. As the 

Shadow 200 (RQ-7b) is capable of day and night operation, alternating shifts are 

often worked to keep the aircraft flying for a maximum period of time depending of 

the actual needs of the Battlefield Commanders.   

 

 

 

Other questions were asked during the course of the interview, and have been 

incorporated into the article itself. I wish to thank the personnel of VMU-1, and the PAO 

for their time and assistance provided in the creation of this article, and for their 

dedication and service to the United States and its people. Semper Fi. 
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Addendums…. 
 

#1 - Marine Corps Air Group Combat Center 

(MCAGCC) 

 
The Twentynine Palms Marine Corps Air Group Combat Center is HUGE consisting of 

just over 932 square miles of surface area, all dry land. Arid and typical of the high 

desert, the facility is home to many Marine Corps units during their training for 

deployment to Afghanistan, Iraq, and many other overseas sites. Roughly similar to many 

of the desert countries in terrain and conditions, MCAGCC has proven to be an ideal 

location to bring our troops to the peak of readiness. State of the art training and real life 

scenarios make for a realism that is unsurpassed by any other in the world. Live fire 

training is combined with interaction with role playing actors to make the training as 

accurate as possible and allows for rapid modification to keep it as up to date as needed. 

No other place in the world allows for the diversity and outright space to perform this 

type of preparation for interaction with the conditions and situations that are likely to be 

encountered once the troops are deployed. 

 

Return to article 

#2 - POP 300 (Plug-in Optronic Payload) 

The POP 300 is the successor to the POP 200, and as such it is fully qualified for air, 

ground and marine application. It has a modular, 

compact, competitively priced gyro stabilized 

day/night observation, surveillance, and targeting 

system. This is a COTS (Commercial Off The Shelf) 

product, ready to drop directly into the airframe and 

has the same pitch-over-yaw gyro stabilized 

observation mechanism as previous versions. It also 

incorporates the same continuous X45 zoom color 

day camera and FLIR (Forward Looking Infra Red) 

ability. The FLIR channels in the POP 300 have the 

same optics as the POP 200 and differ only in the 3-5 

µm InSB detector matrix. Both models have the same 

Automatic Video Tracker (AVT) for fixed and 

moving target tracking during day and night 

operations. The larger detector matrix of the POP 300 

vs. the detector matrix of the POP 200, enables the 

user of the POP 300 to achieve greater observation 

ranges as may be required. POP is based on a unique Plug-in "slice" concept. The 

payload is able to host different slices containing a variety of sensor combinations such as 

Focal Plane Array (FPA) Thermal Imager (IR), color CCD, Laser Pointer and Laser 

Rangefinder. The "slice" can be easily replaced in the field within minutes without the 
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need for alignment or adjustment. The slice concept also allows for easy upgrades 

whenever new sensor slices are introduced. Additional slices with more enhanced 

capabilities are also available 

POP 300 includes a  640X480 Thermal Imager, color CCD with near IR capability and a 

Laser Pointer. A Laser Rangefinder is optional. 

POP 300-I includes a 640X480 Thermal Imager with improved optics, a color CCD with 

improved optics and near IR capability and a Laser pointer. A Laser Range Finder is 

optional. 

POP 300-LR includes a 380X480 or 640X480 Thermal Imager with a new long range 

zoom lens, a color CCD with long range zoom, a wide angle CCD and an optional Laser 

Range Finder.  

These enhanced abilities make for a very versatile and compact package. 

Automatic video tracker for both the thermal and the CCD channels is a standard option 

on all POP models. The system's electronics are fully contained within the turret thus 

allowing for easy installation and maintenance. The total weight of the system is less than 

16 Kg (35 lb). POP is ideal for tactical unmanned air vehicles, helicopters, fixed wing 

aircraft, land vehicles and light boats 

 

Return to article 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Links to each of the current active VMU’s 
(VMU-3 does not have an actual home site at this time) 

 

VMU-1 http://www.3maw.usmc.mil/macg38/vmu1/default.asp 

VMU-2 http://www.2maw.usmc.mil/MACG28/vmu2/default.asp 

VMU-3 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/VMU-3 


