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A i r F o rc e Spec i a l  O pera ti o n s  C o mma n d ’ s  n ex t g en era ti o n  
g u n s h i p,  th e A C - 13 0J  G h o s tri d er,  h a s  h a d  a  tu rbu l en t y ea r 
o f  tes ti n g  bu t i s  n o n eth el es s  ma k i n g  s tea d y  pro g res s  to w a rd  
i n i ti a l  o pera ti o n a l  tes ti n g  a n d  ev a l u a ti o n  th i s  f a l l .  

A F SO C  pl a n s  to  pu rc h a s e a n d  c o n v ert 3 7  C - 13 0 a i rf ra mes  
to the AC-130J configuration as part of its $2.4 billion program 
to replace its legacy AC-130U/W gunship fleets. The aircraft 
w i l l  a l l o w  A F SO C  a n d  th e A i r F o rc e to  c o n ti n u e to  a d d res s  
ev o l v i n g  o pera ti o n a l  n eed s .

The first Ghostrider prototype was delivered to Eglin AFB, 
F l a . ,  l a s t y ea r to  c o n d u c t d ev el o pmen ta l  tes ti n g .  A s  o f  ea rl y  
August, the aircraft had been grounded at Eglin since April 
w h i l e a  mi s h a p i n v es ti g a ti o n  to o k  pl a c e.  M ea n w h i l e,  a  s ec -
ond aircraft is busy spinning up for IOT&E at neighboring 
H u rl bu rt F i el d .  

In February 2014, less than a month after its first postmodifi -
cation flight, the first airframe “departed controlled flight” during 
handling trials and “exceeded some speed and load limits” 
in the recovery maneuver, the Director of Operational Test 
and Evaluation revealed in a report released earlier this year.

The same aircraft was grounded following a second in-flight 
mishap on April 21, but “returned to base and safely landed 

Ghostrider Gains and Pains
without further incident or any injuries to the crew,” Air Force 
Materiel Command officials said in a statement. After a pre -
l i mi n a ry  i n v es ti g a ti o n ,  th e a c c i d en t w a s  ra i s ed  f ro m a  C l a s s  
C to a Class A mishap after “structural analysis suggested 
damage greater than the $2 million monetary threshold for a 
Class A incident,” AFMC said in the statement. 

I n  J u l y ,  A F SO C  s to o d  u p th e 1s t Spec i a l  O pera ti o n s  G ro u p,  
Det. 2, tasked with AC-130J operational testing at Hurlburt. 
The unit received its first airframe—the second prototype—on 
July 29, detachment commander Lt. Col. Brett DeAngelis told 
Air Force Magazine. 

T h e new  AC- 1 3 0 J  gu ns h ip  s h o u l d  h ead  t o    o p er at io nal  t es t ing t h is  f al l .
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An AC-130J Ghostrider prototype No. 12-5753 at Eglin AFB, Fla. The aircraft is 
grounded pending the results of a mishap investigation.

Ghostrider Gains and Pains
W h i l e th e d ev el o pmen ta l  pro to ty pe w a s  s ti l l  g ro u n d ed ,  th e 

second prototype was cleared to fly to validate several design 
c h a n g es  ba s ed  o n  l es s o n s  l ea rn ed  d u ri n g  d ev el o pmen ta l  tes t-
ing and to train flight and maintenance crews. 

T h e A i r F o rc e h a n d pi c k ed  a  tea m o f  6 0 a i rc rew  a n d  ma i n ta i n -
ers  w i th  ex peri en c e o n  l eg a c y  g u n s h i ps  a n d  th e C - 13 0J  a i rl i f ter 
the new platform is based on. Schedule delays began during 
the second prototype’s modification process, and having only 
one flightworthy airframe makes the window for training crews 
ahead of IOT&E in October very tight. 

N ev erth el es s ,  th e c rew s  “ w i l l  be tra i n i n g  o n  th e a i rpl a n e,  
getting all the qualifications and hands-on experience we 
n eed  to  be a bl e to  perf o rm o pera ti o n a l  tes ti n g  i n  o rd er to  g i v e 
a n  ex a c t pi c tu re o f  h o w  th i s  pl a n e w i l l  o pera te i n  a  rea l - w o rl d  
environment,” maintenance superintendent MSgt. Michael 
Ezell stated in a release. 

“ P u tti n g  i t th ro u g h  th es e tes ts  w i l l  a l l o w  u s  to  w ri n g  o u t th e 
A C - 13 0J  i n  a  s i mu l a ted  c o mba t en v i ro n men t,  i n s tea d  o f  th e 

T h e new  AC- 1 3 0 J  gu ns h ip  s h o u l d  h ead  t o    o p er at io nal  t es t ing t h is  f al l .

By Aaron M. U. Church, Associate Editor

more rigid flight profiles in formal developmental testing” con -
ducted at Eglin, DeAngelis added.

T es ters  pl a n  to  c o mpl ete th e i n i ti a l  o pera ti o n a l  tes t ph a s e i n  
spring 2016. 

The first two aircraft represent the early AC-130J configura -
ti o n ,  d es i g n ed  to  c a rry  th e prec i s i o n  s tri k e pa c k a g e— i n c l u d i n g  
a 30 mm cannon and the ability to launch Griffin missiles and 
drop Small Diameter Bombs. New mission equipment includes 
a l l - w ea th er s y n th eti c  a pertu re ra d a r a n d  d u a l  el ec tro - o pti c a l /
infrared sensors.

AFSOC plans to add a 105 mm gun and a ninth crewman to the 
th i rd  pro to ty pe,  w h i c h  w i l l  mo re c l o s el y  res embl e th e g u n s h i p’ s  
final production configuration. This third prototype will primar -
i l y  s u ppo rt f o l l o w - o n  o pera ti o n a l  tes t a n d  ev a l u a ti o n ,  l a rg el y  
f o c u s ed  o n  th e n ew  g u n ,  a c c o rd i n g  to  th e F Y  2014  D i rec to r 
of Operational Test and Evaluation’s report released this year. 

L o n g - term pl a n s  ev en  c a l l  f o r th e ev en tu a l  i n teg ra ti o n  o f  l a s er 
and directed energy weapons, according to AFSOC leadership.J
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