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as 35 hours. During a typical mis-
sion, the aircraft can fly 1,200 miles 
to an area of interest and remain on 
station for 24 hours. It is currently 
being used to provide battlefield 
surveillance in places like Iraq and 
Afghanistan, but it also can provide 
strategic intelligence.

Global Hawk is a relatively large, 
long-range UAV. While it has per-
formance advantages over smaller 
UAVs, it is relatively expensive. 
The trend is toward the prolifera-
tion of small, short-range UAVs. 
Small UAVs are increasingly being 
used for battlefield intelligence and 

law enforcement intelligence. They commonly are the size of model airplanes, 
and their size is decreasing. UAVs currently under development are dragonfly-
sized and carry video cameras that can be used for intelligence collection.14

Aerostats

Aircraft, UAVs, and satellites all have one major disadvantage: single plat-
forms are unable to perform continuous surveillance of a target area. (The 
one exception is the geostationary satellite.) The aerostat, which is defined 
as a lighter-than-air vehicle that can remain stationary in the air (including 
blimps, dirigibles, and tethered balloons), does not have this disadvantage. 
Most aerostats are tethered, but free-flying aerostats (usually called airships) 
are able to either maintain position for extended periods or move around  
as the mission requirements dictate. The U.S. military has used tethered 
aerostats for surveillance in Iraq.15

Aerostats can carry radar, optical, or SIGINT sensors, or any combina-
tion. Since the 1980s, the U.S. Air Force (USAF) has operated tethered 
aerostats, carrying the nickname “Fat Alberts,” to provide radar coverage of 
the U.S. southern border in order to detect drug-smuggling aircraft.16 The 
standard tactic for the smugglers is to fly below ground radar coverage; 
ground-based radars have very short ranges (about 10 kilometers) against 
low-flying aircraft. An aerostat-borne radar can extend this detection range 
to hundreds of kilometers.

Figure 3-8 G lobal Hawk UAV
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