
T
he Navy announced 
in April 2023 a second 
delay in the debut of its 
carrier-based unmanned 
aerial refueling air-

craft, the Boeing MQ-25A Stingray.
Initial operational capability slipped 

from 2025 to late 2026 for the drone 
the Navy has called the “pathfinder” 
for future carrier air wings that could 
be 60 percent unmanned by 2040. 

Rear Adm. Stephen Tedford, the 
Navy’s program executive officer 
for unmanned aviation and strike 
weapons, attributed the delay to dif-
ficulties faced by Boeing in establish-
ing a mature production line. The 
company in 2018 won a $805 mil-
lion contract to build the first four 
Stingrays, with the Navy exercising 
a $84.7 million option to purchase 
three additional aircraft in 2020.

Then in late November, the Defense 
Department’s Office of the Inspec-
tor General released an audit of the 
service’s management of the pro-
gram. It found that “the Navy planned 
to make crucial production deci-
sions before conducting tests and 
evaluations to ensure the program 
meets operational requirements.”

Originally planned to be in-service 
by 2024, the MQ-25 is designed to take 
over the aerial refueling duties now 
performed by F/A-18 Super Hornets 
in carrier air wings and perform addi-
tional future missions including intelli-
gence, surveillance and reconnaissance 
as well as joint all-domain functions 
including advanced communications.

The service’s decision to proceed 
without sufficient testing added to 
the risk that the MQ-25 program “will 
not meet its operational capability 
requirements, which could require 
costly and time-consuming engineer-
ing changes and may delay the MQ-
25A’s deployment,” the audit stated. 

The inspector general’s audit recom-
mended the service either delay the 
initial production and initial operating 
capability decisions until sufficient 
tests are conducted or ensure the pro-

gram’s risk management documenta-
tion is updated to identify, assess and 
mitigate the impacts of making these 
decisions before conducting develop-
mental test and evaluation and initial 
operational test and evaluation.

Capt. Daniel Fucito, who leads PMA-
268, the unmanned carrier aviation 
office responsible for the MQ-25, said 
the Navy’s decision to delay initial 
operating capability prior to the release 
of the report will allow the service and 
Boeing sufficient time to complete 
and test the seven flight-worthy engi-
neering and manufacturing develop-
ment, or EMD, aircraft being built 
ahead of production and adequately 
train pilots and maintainers.

“This will also provide increased 
opportunity for the correction of defi-
ciencies discovered in tests,” Fucito 
noted. The Navy is adjusting the cur-
rent plan for MQ-25 development, test 
and production toward a more tradi-
tional acquisition strategy, he added.

A production decision for the 
Stingray and a low-rate initial 
production contract award previ-
ously proposed for 2023 will be 
postponed for now, Fucito said. 

Troy Rutherford, Boeing MQ-25 
program vice president, said the com-
pany expects low-rate production to 
begin late this year or early in 2025. 

An unresolved question is what 
the MQ-25 will cost. The most 
recent Selected Acquisition Report 
on the Stingray is from December 
2022. The report put the total cost 
of the MQ-25 program at $16.5 bil-
lion. The Navy’s fiscal year 2024 
budget estimates list the cost of 
each MQ-25 at $136.2 million, how-
ever the report noted an increase in 
average procurement unit cost. 

Despite setbacks for the MQ-25 
effort, the service and the Sting-

ray’s maker contend it is still on 
a rapid path to deployment.

“The Navy and Boeing took aggres-
sive risk on cost, schedule and testing 
and we expect to see benefits from 
that early learning in the program 
long-term,” Fucito said. “Our intent is 
to accelerate the delivery of these air-
craft to the fleet as soon as possible.”

Rutherford compared MQ-25’s ges-
tation to typical time from contract 
award to initial operating capabil-
ity across the Defense Department, 
which averages 14 years, he said.  

“When we look at IOC in 2026, 
it shows how lean-forward both 
the Navy and Boeing were in say-
ing we’re going to rapidly develop 
this faster than any other produc-
tion program out there. We’re still 
in front of that average,” he said.

Boeing currently has five Stingrays 
in production at its St. Louis facility, 
Rutherford said. With a contract award 
for low-rate initial production aircraft, 
the company will transition produc-
tion to a newly built site, he noted.

Boeing invested $200 million on 
a new production facility at Mid-
America Airport attached to Scott 
Air Force Base in Missouri. It will 
complete final assembly there for 
the current airplanes and con-
duct flight tests there, he said. 

Rutherford added that Boeing’s 
production line problems have mostly 
been resolved. Post-COVID chal-
lenges, including issues with the qual-
ity of coatings applied to Stingray’s 
metal components and drilling holes 
in the components during the fab-
rication process, a practice known 
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as “full size determinant assem-
bly,” were the result of work done 
by “sub-tier processing facilities.” 

Boeing now has checks in place to 
ensure proper execution of manu-
facturing processes, Rutherford said. 
Manufacturing delays also came 
down to “the length of time it took 
for the supply base and even our 
own manufacturing to stand up in 
a post-COVID world where we had 
to train new employees and gather a 
new employee base,” he explained.

While Boeing is responsible for the 
air vehicle, the Navy is responsible 
for the Unmanned Carrier Aviation 
Mission Control System, or UMCS, 
the means by which pilots will com-
mand and control Stingrays. Known 
as “air vehicle pilots,” they will fly 
MQ-25s from a ground control sta-
tion within unmanned warfare center 
installations aboard aircraft carriers. 

Fucito said that the USS George 
H.W. Bush is being modified with 
control system updates and a ground 
control station. Carriers USS Carl 
Vinson and USS Theodore Roos-
evelt will receive the same modi-
fications in fiscal year 2025. 

The Navy “is making great prog-
ress with ongoing lab integration 
events to demonstrate the capa-
bilities of the UMCS” in coordination 
with Boeing and Lockheed Martin, 
the builder/developer of the MD-5 
ground control station, he said. 

The Navy has no current timeline 
for fielding future Stingray capabili-
ties. Fucito said capabilities beyond 
refueling and deployment phases for 
them are still being determined.

J.J. Gertler, senior defense analyst 
for the Teal Group, observed that 
the delays for the MQ-25 program 
are concerning, particularly as the 
aircraft will serve as the founda-
tion for future carrier air wings 
and have roles beyond refueling.

“MQ-25 is not being treated as a 
program,” he said. “It’s being treated 
as an experiment. The difference 
is if you do an experiment with an 
[unmanned combat air vehicle] and it 
works out, you’ve got [an unmanned 
combat aerial vehicle]. But if you only 
do an experiment with a tanker and 
it works out, you’ve got a tanker and 
you’ve still got to develop a UCAV.”

While the Navy hasn’t outlined 
exactly what aircraft types future air 
wings will consist of, service leaders 
have mentioned a combination that 
includes MQ-25, collaborative combat 
aircraft — also called robotic wing-
men — and the service’s sixth gen-
eration fighter, known as F/A-XX.

“At some point they have to make 
MQ-25 and F/A-XX work together,” 
Gertler added. “But we haven’t seen 
a plan that I know of for that.”

Fucito responded: “MQ-25 will 
play a key role in the air wing of the 
future and as such has been assessed 
alongside all current naval platforms 
for capability; what exactly that 
entails and details for future plat-
forms are still being determined.”

Tim Walton, senior fellow at the 
Hudson Institute’s Center for Defense 
Concepts and Technology, said the 
Navy hasn’t said much about the pos-
sibility that MQ-25s could receive 
gas as well as refuel aircraft. 

“That would be a really important 
capability, because if you could do 
that, it gives the MQ-25 very long 
range,” he noted. “Sure, it could 
refuel other aircraft in other loca-
tions, but you could use it for for-
ward [intelligence, surveillance and 
reconnaissance] and targeting.”

“There’s absolute potential there,” 
Boeing’s Rutherford said. Current Navy 
requirements call for the unmanned 
tanker to be capable of offloading at 
least 14,000 pounds of fuel up to 500 
nautical miles away from the carrier. 

“The next phase of autonomy is 
for MQ-25 to be able to shuttle tank 
off a KC-46 or receive fuel from 
another MQ-25. That’s definitely in 
the Navy’s roadmap and our road-
map,” Rutherford maintained. 

Training is underway for the per-
sonnel who will fly the MQ-25. The 
first eight MQ-25 warrant officer 
pilots finished undergraduate train-
ing, earning their wings of gold in 
May 2023, according to Fucito. The 
eight pilots have now become part of 
Unmanned Carrier-Launched Multi-
Role Squadron VUQ-10 at Naval Air 
Station Patuxent River, Maryland. 

There, they join multiple naval 
aviators with previous manned 
flight experience who will later per-
form instructor duties at VUQ-10 
and operate the MQ-25 in sup-
port of the Integrated Test Team. 

Twenty-two MQ-25s are to be in-
service by 2028, according to the 
Navy. But concerns raised by the 
inspector general and other govern-
ment reports introduce doubt to the 
Navy’s contention that the “path-
finder” Stingrays will be in service in 
meaningful numbers before 2030.

Walton said the service will have 
to accelerate delivery of the Sting-
ray and fund the program appro-
priately to ensure carrier air wings 
can fight effectively in contested 
environments against China.

“I would say that it’s even more 
important that the Navy invests in 
the suite of capabilities related to 
autonomy and command, control 
and communications that will allow 
MQ-25 to conduct operations in 
contested environments,” he said. 

“Otherwise, what we’ll find is that 
regardless of what the number is in 
the 2028 timeframe, that 22 number, 
you might not be able to use those as 
effectively as you want,” he added. ND
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