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F-35B Weapons Load Testing Wraps up on USS America during DT-III  
 

PACIFIC OCEAN (NNS) -- The F-35B Lightning II third developmental test 
phase (DT-III) aboard amphibious assault ship USS America (LHA 6) reached 
a new milestone as the program completed weapons load testing Nov. 16. 
 
The Patuxent River Integrated Test Force (ITF) assigned to Air Test and 
Evaluation Squadron (VX) 23 embarked America Oct. 28 with an aggressive 
test plan featuring a broad array of milestones, which included shipboard 
launch and recovery expansion test points focused on the evaluation of flying 
qualities at various aircraft weights, in particular in regard to crosswinds, sink 
rates, and high sea states. Additionally, the DT-III weapons team evaluated 
ordnance separation tests and live-fire tests. 
 
"We're here to augment the existing weight center of gravity effects of the 
aircraft to expand the fleet envelope wind over deck, and different lateral 
symmetry and asymmetry configurations," said Gabriella Spehn, a F-35 
weapons engineer from the Pax River ITF.  
 
The DT-III weapons team conducted the load tests on land prior to embarking on America. The team tested all of the 
takeoff and landing worst-case scenarios and endpoints. 
 
"The only way to increase the endpoints is to test on board a ship for sink rates and high sea states, which is the next 
phase of testing after land-based testing is complete," Spehn said. "There is no way to recreate the conditions that 
come with being out to sea." 
 
Although the tests are conducted to assess the limits of the aircraft, Spehn explained all tests are evaluated and 
conducted safely. 
 
"We don't just keep testing until something goes catastrophically wrong," she said. "Each engineering discipline has to 
look back at the data we've collected after the most recent flight and completion of each test point, and then figure out if 
we feel comfortable proceeding to the next point." 
 
The F-35B DT-III pilots purposely conducted test flights under various unfavorable environmental conditions to test the 
aircraft's limitations and capabilities.  
 
"As we all know, we can't choose the battle and the location of the battle, so sometimes we have to go into rough seas 
with heavy swells, heave, roll, pitch, and crosswinds," said Royal air force (RAF) Squadron Leader Andy Edgell, an F-35 
test pilot embedded at the Pax River ITF. "The last couple of days we went and purposely found those nasty conditions 
and put the jets through those places, and the jet handled fantastically well. So now the external weapons testing 
should be able to give the fleet a clearance to carry weapons with the rough seas and rough conditions. We know the 
jet can handle it. A fleet clearance will come -- then they can go forth and conduct battle in whatever environment."  
 
In preparation of DT-III load testing, America's Weapons Department assembled two types of smart bombs. The team 
assembled 72 laser-guided Guide Bomb Units (GBU) 12 and 40 satellite-guided GBU-32s for the first time in the ship's 
short history. 
 
Laser-guided bomb (LGB) kits consist of a computer control group and air foil group normally attached to a general-
purpose bomb to form an LGB. The dual mode, laser-guided kit enhances existing LGB kits by adding GPS/inertial 
navigation system capabilities.  
 
For many of the Sailors assigned to Weapons Department, it was the first time in their career they were given the 
opportunity to handle ordnance.  
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"It's been really awesome to experience this," said Petty Officer 2nd Class Fabiola Cesar, a qualified weapons team 
leader. "Many of our guys have been working in the ordnance community for three years and have not built one bomb. 
This has really been motivating to our Sailors to finally be able to do the job they were trained to do." 
 
"For us, this is how we make a difference on board the ship," said Petty Officer 1st Class Hung Lee, a quality assurance 
safety observer. "Being able to do this feels like we are supporting the overall scope of what the ship is trying to 
achieve. Without ordnance, to us, this ship isn't a warship. This is what we do." 
 
Lee explained working with ordnance of any type, live or inert, presents a danger. Even the lightest type of ordnance the 
team assembled, the GBU-12, weighs 500 lbs. 
 
"At any point in time when there is any carelessness during a build, anyone can get hurt or lose their life," he said. "For 
instance, bombs have been known to fall on people as the ship takes rolls. That is why we need quality assurance and 
safety personnel at all times during a build." 
 
The team normally builds eight bombs at a time in a method similar to an assembly line. 
 
"The first thing we do is break out all of the equipment, starting with the bomb body, which contains the warhead," he 
said. "We then attach the fins which help stabilize the aircraft, and attach the computer control group which guides the 
bomb. After the assembly is complete, we inspect the unit and all of the components." 
 
Although America's Weapons Department leaders have a vast amount of experience, the majority of the department 
had no experience handling ordnance as they began to on-load bombs and build them. 
 
"We went from building one bomb in four hours on the first day to building 16 bombs in less than three hours 
yesterday," said Cesar. "There has been a bit of a learning curve for us, but we're learning and we're moving now." 
 
Weapons Department's "Gun Boss" said he was impressed at the increased level of competency of his team as 
individuals and their cohesive growth while working together as a team.  
 
"I am amazed at the level at which our ordnance team was able to increase their proficiency in building bombs," said Lt. 
Cmdr. Todd Blackman, America's weapons officer. "This was our 'ordies' first real build of bombs on USS America, and 
when the call came to begin building, it took them on average of three hours to build four bombs. In a matter of days, 
their time decreased to one hour to get the bombs out." 
 
With the bombs built by America, the test pilots from Marine Operational Test and Evaluation Squadron (VMX) 1 from 
Edwards Air Force Base, California, conducted successful live-weapons tests for two consecutive days by dropping six 
GBU-12s on a live-weapons range in Yuma, Arizona. 
 
"I am glad our weapons team and our ship was able to support JSF for future developments," said Blackman. 


