
 

 
    

Rare Glimpse Inside a Predator Drone 
Control Station 
By David Cenciotti /  Published July 17, 2011 / Space.com 

 

Members of the 11th Reconnaissance Squadron from Indian Springs, Nev., perform pre-
flight checks on a Predator unmanned aerial vehicle prior to a mission in this November 
9, 2001 file photo shot at an undisclosed location. (Reuters)  

Once closely guarded military secrets, remotely operated unmanned aircraft systems (UAS) are 
now widely known to play a vital role in modern wars. But while most people recognize that 
UAS are extremely important, they usually don’t know how they are controlled and by whom. 

TechNewsDaily was recently invited to take a rare behind-the-scenes tour of a UAS ground 
control station in Italy that is jointly shared by the Italian and U.S. air forces to demystify some 
of the operations of these robot warrior aircraft. 

A new breed of fighters 

UAS are able to silently fly for 20 or more hours deep inside enemy territory; can carry a wide 
array of sensors, radars and even weapons to identify or attack time-sensitive targets; and, above 
all, they are “expendable” because they are controlled from a remote Ground Control Station by 
pilots who fly them in the same way you might fly a virtual plane in a flight simulator game. 
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Drones have been supporting ground troops, helping them to identify suspect activity and to 
prevent IED (Improvised Explosive Device) attacks in Iraq and Afghanistan for years. More 
recently, they were dispatched to attack Gaddafi forces in Libya, and also played a vital role in 
Operation Neptune’s Spear  in Pakistan, where they helped monitor Osama bin Laden’s 
compound prior to the Navy Seals raid that resulted in the al-Qaida leader’s death. 

[Read also Top Secret Copter Used in Osama bin Laden Raid, Experts Say .] 

A UAS consists of four main components: the remotely piloted vehicle (RPV), its sensors, its 
Mobile Ground Control Station (MGCS), and its data link and communication suite. That’s why 
the term UAS, which describes the whole system, is preferred to UAV (Unmanned Aerial 
Vehicle). 

There are several types of remotely piloted vehicles in operation, but with a combat debut dating 
back to the ‘90s in the Balkans, and several years of operations in Afghanistan, Iraq, Pakistan, 
Yemen and Libya, the General Atomics Predator has become the primary and most famous U.S. 
unmanned platform. 

Other nations have recognized the importance of the UAS as well. Among them, Italy used its 
first RQ-1A Predators in Iraq from 2004 to 2006 and later deployed them in Afghanistan, where 
they have logged more than 7,000 hours of flight since 2007. The Italian Air Force (ItAF) is also 
equipped with the first two of six ordered examples of the most advanced Predator B (known as 
the MQ-9 “Reaper” in the U.S.), which has an improved internal and external payload, is able to 
fly at higher altitudes and could soon be used to boost NATO ISR (Intelligence, Surveillance and 
Reconnaissance) capabilities in Libya . 

Teamwork 

In order to understand how Predators operate, we visited the MGCS located at the Amendola 
airbase in southeast Italy. The Amendola airbase is home to the 28 Gruppo (Squadron) of the 32 
Stormo (Wing), which manages the entire Italian UAS force and remotely controls drones of the 
Task Group “Astore” performing ISR missions, convoy escorts, and special operations in 
Afghanistan. The technologies and procedures used by the ItAF and USAF are very similar, with 
the main difference being Italian Predators don’t currently carry missiles or bombs. 

The aircraft operates with clear line-of-sight to the ground data terminal antenna, while over-the-
horizon communication is achieved via satellite link. Both control modes can be used during the 
same mission. 

In Afghanistan, Predators are employed in accordance with the so-called Remote Split 
Operations (RSO), which means their control is shared by pilots in different locations, said Col. 
Fabio Giunchi, commander of the 32 Stormo. 

“On a typical mission, the aircraft is launched from the forward operating location under direct 
line-of-sight control of the local ground control station” Giunchi explained. 
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“Then, by means of satellite data link, it is taken on charge and guided from Italy. When the 
assigned mission is completed, it is once again handed over to a pilot in Afghanistan, who lands 
it back to Herat airbase. The 1-second delay introduced by the satellite link is not compatible 
with the most delicate phases of flight; hence, aircraft are launched and recovered in line-of-sight 
by the deployed MCGS.” 

A 12-hour mission can require up to three mission crews, and each crew can consist of up to five 
members: Typically, there is a Mission Monitor, who is responsible for the entire mission; a 
Pilot, who flies the drone using a joystick; a Sensor Operator, who controls the aircraft’s 
cameras, radar and targeting systems; an Intelligence Operator, who performs a first analysis of 
the imagery; and a Flight Engineer, who supervises the entire system. 

[Read also Ten Military Planes That Never Made It Past the Test Phase .] 

Real-time video 

Each MGCS has five workstations, each one equipped with two or more screens providing all the 
information required by the specific operator’s tasks. For example, the displays for pilots contain 
flight symbology as well as maps that show the aircraft’s position and the regions covered by its 
sensors. 

Predator B UAS carry a suite of integrated sensors, including an infrared camera, a 
color/monochrome daylight TV camera, and laser designator and illuminator. Encrypted live 
high-resolution Full Motion Video from the imaging sensors can be transmitted to both the main 
control station or to tactical hand-held receivers that soldiers in the field can use to improve their 
own situational awareness and reduce the risk of collateral damage or friendly fire. 

A basic analysis of the imagery recorded by a Predator takes around 5 minutes. A more detailed 
look (to determine the target’s shape, dimensions, occupants and more) can take up to an hour. 
And a comprehensive “analytical assessment” that can identify and catalogue everything that has 
been discovered about a specific target takes several days. In less than a week, target data 
captured by a drone is available on an online “intelligence knowledge base” that is published on 
the coalition’s internal websites. 

  *   Gallery: Inside a Predator Drone Control Station 
  *   7 Next Generation UAVs 
  *   Seven Sci-Fi Weapons from Tomorrow Are Here Today  

 
Read more: http://www.foxnews.com/scitech/2011/07/17/what-its-like-inside-predator-drone-
control-station/#ixzz1x3Y4CkBY 
 


