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The Army Desperately Wants
A Pint Sized Tank With A Big
Gun, Here's What We Know

Worried about Russia, the service is rushing to get these vehicles, but it has
had big trouble with acquiring little tanks in the past.

BY JOSEPH TREVITHICK OCTOBER 31, 2017
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he U.S. Army is rushing ahead with its project to develop a new light tank
T to give infantry brigades extra firepower, especially against a near-peer
opponent such as Russia. In the past, though, developing a vehicle that is both
lighter than a traditional main battle tank and still survivable and useful on a

modern battlefield has proven to be a difficult proposition.

The Army plans to send out a final, formal request for proposals for the
program, known as Mobile Protected Firepower (MPF), to interested defense
contractors in November 2017. The service then hopes to power through the
contracting process and pick a winning design during the 2019 fiscal year,
which begins on Oct. 1, 2018.
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“We expect to be delivering prototypes off of that program effort within 15

months of contract award,” U.S. Army Major General David Bassett, the

service’s program executive officer for Ground Combat Systems, said earlier in

October 2017. The goal is “is getting it in the hands of an evaluation unit six ®

months after that - rapid!"
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vehicle modernization with the cancellation first of the Future Combat Systems
(FCS) program and then of the subsequent Ground Combat Vehicle (GCV), the

service has been keen to stress that this effort will be different.

US ARMY

One of the US Army's M1A2 Abrams tanks, which are too heavy to adequately support
light infantry and airborne forces.

Getting the vehicles to units quickly is important because the Army has
identified a clear need to improve the firepower of infantry units in particular
against a more traditional opponent. After more than a decade of limited, low-
intensity conflicts against terrorists and insurgents, the U.S. military has
become increasingly concerned it isn't prepared for a conventional, high-
intensity battle.

After Russia seized control of Ukraine’s Crimea region in 2014, subsequently
began fighting alongside separatists battling the central government in Kiev,
and adopted a broadly revanchist foreign policy, this only became more

apparent. Since then, the United States and NATO members have taken up and
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services.

MPF will follow a number of other similar rapid procurement efforts primarily
focused on the European theater of operations, including the development and
purchase of an up-gunned Stryker armored vehicle with a 30mm automatic
cannon and of a turret for other variants of the 8x8 design that features both a
.50 caliber M2 machine gun or a 40mm Mk 19 Mod 3 automatic grenade

launcher and a Javelin anti-tank missile system.

US ARMY

| Upgunned Stryker.

As for the actual requirements for the MPF, the Army appears to have done its

best to keep them as opened ended as possible. The design should be able to

blast its way though bunkers and other fortifications, attack enemy forces

taking shelter in buildings, and destroy various enemy armored vehicles,

according to one official briefing.

At the same time it has to be light enough - approximately 25 to 30 tons - to fit

inside at least a C-17 Globemaster III transport aircraft, and hopefully even a
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combat landing zone. It should be protected against at least small arms and
shrapnel air burst artillery rounds, with additional armor kits offering defenses

against more powerful threats.

@ Mobile Protected Firepower (MPF)
Light Tank -

Provides offensive light tank capability to IBCTs IOT rapidly close with and destroy enemy forces and preserve freedom
of maneuver for Infantry formations. MPF will also support XVIIl Airborne Corps Global Response Force (GRF) mission.

O Lethality: Support IBCTs with MPF in offensive roles, larget sel includes: defensive fortifications (bunkers), urban largets (behind
the wall eflects) and armored vehicles (light skinned through heavy armored vehicles). Stabilized, shoot on the move capability in all
weather conditions, day and night.

O Deployability: Low Velocity Air droppable from a C-17 (Threshold) C-130 (Objective).
Provide initial combat capabiity, including main gun and maching gun fires, upon amval onto a
drop zone or off the ramp of a C-17 (T) C-130 (O).

O Protection: Prolection against small arms and artillery airburst shrapnel in base combal
configuration. Transitions quickly from initial to full combat configuration, including underbeily
biast protection, utilizing scalable (add on) armor.

O Mobility: Provide sufficient maneuverability to ensure tactical mobility in complex
terrain, 1o support offensive dismounted Soldier maneuver. Capabile of executing

small radius tums characteristic of urban, forest, jungle and mountainous terrain. Maintain
speeds compatible with organic IBCT vehicles.

O Sustainability: Maintain high operational readiness rates through rugged construction,
modular component replacement under field conditions, embedded diagnostics and
prognostics and reduced logistics demand over current armored systems.

O Operational: Camry sufficient fuel and ammunition for a 24 hour continuous IBCT operation
upon arrival onto a drop zone or “off the ramp” of a C-17 (T) or C-130 (O) without resupply.

O Status: MPF ICD in Joint Staffing

US ARMY

There’s no apparent stipulation that the vehicle has to be tracked rather than
wheeled or what kind of main weapon it should have to do its job. Without
tracks, it's unlikely the vehicle would be able to negotiate the required
obstacles or have the requisite off-road mobility - and it definitely wouldn't
qualify as a tank, light or otherwise. The Army would really prefer if you didn’t
call it a tank at all though.

"I don't want to say it's a light tank, but it's kind of like a light tank," David Dopp,
the MPF project lead, told the service’s reporters in June 2017. “It's not going
toe to toe with a tank. ...it's for the infantry. It goes where the infantry goes - it
breaks through bunkers, it works through targets that the infantry can't get
through.”
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enemy tanks. So far, though, the three major competitors for the program have
presented designs that would look very much like tank to the average person,
that is to say a tracked vehicle with a turret armed with a medium caliber main

gun that is able to traverse 360 degrees.

In 2016, General Dynamics debuted a vehicle called Griffin as its likely entrant
for the MPF program. The design leverages a significant amount for the
company’s existing experience, including the hull of the Ajax scout vehicle it is
building for the British Army, a turret dervied from the one on the M1 Abrams
containing the lightweight 120mm cannon it developed for the FCS project.
Internally, the turret has many of the same systems and a nearly identical basic
layout as the M1, too, which could reduce how much of an additional training
regimen the Army would need to create to get troops qualified to operate the

vehicle. The firm said the total package weighed approximately 28 tons.

Shephard Media

AUSA 2016: Griffin to tempt US Army
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Then there’s the much smaller team of defense contractor SAIC and Singapore’s

ST Kinetics, or STK. The same partnership has already provided 16 Terrex 2 8x8
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Armored Fighting Vehicle (NGAFV) armed with the 105mm-gun armed
Cockerill 3105 turret from CMI in Belgium. The exact weight of this

configuration is unclear.

Lastly there is BAE Systems, which has put forward an upgraded version of its
M8 Buford Armored Gun System (AGS), called the Expeditionary Light Tank.
This vehicle, weighing in at less than 20 tons in its lightest configuration, also
features a turreted 105mm cannon as its main weapon. BAE has already
conducted low-level air-drop tests of this design, as well, but its unclear

whether or not this is still a core MPF requirement.

"What it will not be capable of is a low-velocity air drop from a C-17," U.S. Army
Major General Bassett said earlier in October 2017, according to the service's
official report. "Protection and lethality requirements will probably make it
heavier than what's acceptable for a C-17 air drop," U.S. Army Major General

Bassett said earlier in October 2017.

There is always the possibility that additional competitors may submit bids
after the final requirements become available. At the Association of the U.S.
Army's main annual conference and exhibition earlier in October 2017, South
Korean conglomerate Hanwha displayed a model of a design based on its K21

armored fighting vehicle that also uses the Cockerill 3105 turret.

Singapore's Next Generation Ar...
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In theory, adding any one of these vehicles to the Army’s infantry brigades and
providing it air-landed option for airborne forces could increase the capability
and flexibility of those forces. At present, the largest combat vehicle available
to those units is a High Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled Vehicle, or Humvee,

with an M2 machine gun, Mk 19 grenade launcher, or TOW missile launcher.
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| Amodel of South Korean conglomerate Hanwha's K21-105 light tank.

These troops will eventually receive new Joint Light Tactical Vehicles, but the
armament options may very well be the same. The Army is considering adding
a 30mm cannon to some of these 4x4 light trucks in certain units, but this
would not have anywhere near the capability to blast fortifications or take on

larger armored vehicles the service expects from MPF.
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| A Joint Light Tactical Vehicle with a lightweight 30mm cannon.

With a larger armored vehicle, light infantry and airborne units would have a
more powerful answer to enemy forces with those own similar capabilities or
hunkered down behind heavy cover, especially in urban areas. Advances in
programmable, multi-purpose large caliber ammunition mean that the

vehicles may even be able to take on many of these targets with just one type of
shell.

As it stands now, these units must rely on M1 Abrams from nearby armored
formations or air support to provide this type of capability, which might not
always be forthcoming in a crisis. In addition, the M1 might not be able to
navigate narrow streets, small bridges, or generally dense urban
environments, especially those troops might regularly encounter during a

conflict in Europe.
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AMP Provides the Versatility Required b efeat the Future Hybrid Threat
US ARMY

The same technology that has gone into the 1220mm Advanced Multi-Purpose tank
round could make any future Mobile Protected Firepower vehicle even more flexible.

The MPF would be “essential to defeating local fortifications, point defenses,
and blocking positions to maintain momentum,”’ the Army explained in a
combat vehicle modernization white paper in 2015. “Without the combat
vehicle, the infantry [brigade combat team] requires reinforcement with

heavier armored vehicles for close combat against capable enemies.”

More pointedly, in 2016, the RAND Corporation estimated it would take heavy
armored Russian forces less than a week to steamroll over American and other
NATO forces in the Baltic States of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. This was in
no small part due to the lack of available anti-tank weaponry among friendly

forces or vehicles protected to any serious degree against massed artillery fire.

Underscoring this potential threat, in September 2017, thousands of Russian
and Belorussian troops took part in a massive exercise, called Zapad, or West,
which occurs every four years. Though the Kremlin insisted it was purely
defensive in nature, the goal was to demonstrate the capability of the two
countries to conduct large scale operations across a wide area against a

notional major opponent, which most experts assume is a stand-in for NATO.

YHUUYTOXEHME yCnoBHbIX HBO n...
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So, the requirement for a system like MPF is definitely there. The only problem
is whether there is a design that truly meets the Army’s requirements or
whether it will have to water down its wish list, resulting in vehicle that has

limited utility on any battlefield.

To drive the point home, there’s a reason why BAE Systems had a design that it
could simply update in the first place. The basic MPF requirements sound very
similar to those that led to the development of the original M8 in the 1990s.
United Defense crafted the Buford before the Army cancelled the program
ostensibly in response to post-Cold War budget cuts in 1996. In 2005, BAE
bought the company.

But it was never clear that the AGS concept was truly workable. When it
scrapped the project, the Army was facing criticism that the M8 was too
vulnerable in its lightest configuration and at the same time too heavy and
bulky to be air-dropped or fit inside a C-130 with the protection offered by its

heaviest add-on armor package.
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The M8 Armored Gun System navigates an obstacle at Aberdeen Proving Ground during
tests in the 1990s.

By the mid-1990s, the Army had already been struggling with what it really
wanted from a light tank for more than three decades. The M8 was supposed to
have been a direct replacement for the last such vehicle, the M551 Sheridan,

which entered service in 1969.

The Sheridan itself remains a prime example of “feature creep” in weapon

design, as engineers attempted to make an over-ambitious multi-purpose

tracked vehicle to fill the job of an “armored reconnaissance/airborne assault

vehicle” or AR/AAV for armored cavalry and airborne troops. The final M551

weighed just more than 15 tons, was supposed to be able to swim across rivers

and lakes, and featured a futuristic and lightweight 152mm combined gun-and- ®

missile launcher that was supposed to make up for the lack of space for a

traditional tank cannon.
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weapon. Firing the huge cannon had an above average chance of destroying
the M551’s sensitive missile targeting system, as did dropping the vehicle out of
an airplane, essentially defeating the entire purpose of using the combination

weapon.

M551 Sheridan Low Altitude Par...

The vehicle had, at best, a mixed reception from cavalry soldiers who put it to
use first in Vietnam. Its 152mm gun could fire a massive anti-personnel shell,
but it was vulnerable to even light anti-tank weapons and had little if no real

protection against land mines.

In 1989, the Air Force air-dropped 10 of them during the U.S. intervention in

Panama, destroying two in the process. In 1991, the 82nd Airborne brought

them to Iraq during the first Gulf War, where reportedly some of them actually
employed their Shillelagh anti-tank missiles for the first and last times in

combat. There is no indication that any of the vehicles killed any Iraqi T-55s or ®
T-72s.
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during the 1970s and 1980. During that period, the Army had explored
lightweight vehicles with unmanned turrets, including that could elevate its

main gun to fire from behind cover, and smaller, high velocity cannons.

AAl

One of AAl's Rapid Deployment Force Light Tank prototypes with a 75mm high velocity
cannon.

As the AGS program progressed, though, the vehicles requirements grew and

so did its size, a theme the Army ran into again with FCS and then GCV, the

latter of which had ballooned to 84 tons, more than an M1 Abrams tank, before

that project ended. The M8 project itself morphed into the much maligned

wheeled Stryker Mobile Gun System (MGS) variant, which has weathered its

own criticism of being too lightly armored, too heavy for widespread use, and

unable to properly withstand the shock of firing its special medium-velocity ®

105mm cannon.
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can'’t stop the laws of physics. With the relatively open-ended requirements and
the need for MPF to protect against steadily emerging threats, including, but
not limited to the proliferation of advanced, man-portable guided anti-tank
missiles and small drones, the Army will have to keep a close eye on the MPF

development to avoid more feature creep and weight growth.

With the Army already talking about add-on armor, one of the factors that
doomed the Buford, protective features will be a particularly important
consideration. The MPF competitors could choose to sacrifice passive armor in
favor of an active protection system to help keep weight down. The Army is
already buying Israel’s Trophy system for its M1 tanks and is considering

lightweight versions of it, as well as other systems, for other vehicle types.

The Army might not be willing to give up too much conventional protection,
though, since hard-kill defenses have a limited number of shots before they
have to be reloaded, something best done off an active battlefield. There's
always the danger that nearby troops could find themselves in the path of the
intercepting projectiles, too. The service could always decide to accept
different kinds of risk by relying more on active protection, something it has

already suggested it is trying to convince tankers as part of the decision to add

Trophy to its Abrams.
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“There has to be a level of trust in whatever it is that you're trying [to use] to
displace that passive armor,” U.S. Army Lieutenant General John Murray,
Deputy Chief of Staff for Resource Management, told industry representatives
in March 2017. The officer wasn't sure then that troops had real confidence in

active protection.

An ammo-less system such as an electronic warfare system might be a better
solution, but Jammers might not have the same effect on all incoming
projectiles or could block friendly communications or other systems.
Combining electronic warfare equipment with an active protection
arrangement could help mitigate their individual disadvantages, but both
would still have risks for nearby troops. New training and tactics could reduce

the chances of any sort of friendly fire.

The use of lightweight composite materials for portions of the vehicle’s
construction or the employment of a similarly compact hybrid propulsion
system its with reduced fuel requirements could free up trade space, as well, if
the MPF final requirements call for defensive or other systems. Again, though,
many of the applicable technologies are relatively young, especially in terms of

their utility on an armored vehicle for use in a combat scenario.
With the Army insisting on such an aggressive schedule, we won't have to wait
long to see if the prototypes stay relatively the same shape once BAE, General

Dynamics, and SAIC and ST Kinetics get their hands on the final requirements.

Contact the author: joe@thedrive.com
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The Association of The Army’s convention is underway and the star of the exhibition floor is this small but
powerful tank prototype.
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RELATED
New US Army Manual Shows It's Worried About Russia's Hybrid Warfare Tactics

Handbook highlights emerging threats, such as integrated air defenses, drones, electronic and cyber attacks,
and more.

RELATED
U.S. Army's "Upgunned" Stryker Armored Vehicles Will Soon Be On The Front Lines

The 2nd Cavalry Regiment is playing with the 30mm and Javelin missile toting Strykers in Maryland before
they are shipped to Europe.

RELATED
Images Emerge Of M1A2 Abrams Tank Equipped With Trophy Active Protection
System
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Unfortunately, the Abrams Reactive Armor Tiles might not be the best solution for the threats at hand.
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What do you think?

Sort by Newest v
 IndispensibleD :
14 April, 2018
The XM8 AGS came in under cost, ahead of schedule, and exceeding performance. Production
was cancelled during the Clinton Administration as a cold war dividend.

Reply oY

RWC8 :
31 March, 2018

I'm really surprised someone hasnt already made a drone tank.One that doesnt require people
could be made far smaller and lighter while still having a big gun.

It could be controlled by nearby infantry and have various firing methods,such as aiming by
remote video,slaved to outside laser designators or other options.

Reply oY

Bill Cook :
31 January, 2018

Well, since the AF doesn't do LAPES anymore, some of the advantages of the BAE system seem
irrelevant.

Reply oY

warpspeed :
6 November, 2017

It's deja vu all over again. . .
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4 November, 2017
So basically, the MPF program wants an air droppable Stingray II.

Reply oY

Paul B
4 November, 2017

eee

Huh, so that Griffin is what an Abrams turret looks like if you take out the huge armor arrays,
and have the armor backed off.

I'd say this should be preferred #1 -- ammunition is isolated #2 -- being an amalgamation of
existing systems, there exists already supply lines and some institutional knowledge for the
client customer. (the turret & US Army) The hull would be new to us, but that's awesome.

Reply oY

ece

L Lucinator
2 November, 2017

Given they included it in their pic, the army might also be looking at the Polish PL-01
Reply oY

ey

¢ CyanBowtie
2 November, 2017

So the army needs is an BMP-3/BMD-4 equivelent that is uparmored in leiu of infantry carrying
space. Probably with a varient of the ever popular 76mm/62 OTO used by naval ships as the
main armament IMO.

Tried and true design, sub-20 tonnes, air drop capable with C-130.

Any heavier and you would be in the 30 tonne LAV/Stryker category. In which case a new
vehicle would see marginal gains vs current hardware

At ~40 tonnes you could get a light/medium tank like the Japanese Type 10
Reply oY

Joseph Maloney > CyanBowtie
25 May, 2019

It seems to me that there are two missions requiring to seperate vehicles...a 20 ton light
firepower vehicle that is air droppable or low parachut extraction for the airborne and a
medium firepower vehicle in the 30 ton range for the regular infantry. For the light airborne
20 ton tank I would recommend starting with the swedish S-tank, you save a load of weight
by doing away with a rotating turret and hard mounting the gun tube to the chassis saves a
lot of weight. Swedish tactics for it was basically shoot and scoot constantly moving the tank
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whole tank for precision "turret rotation". The vehicle had two drivers one front and one
back with an auto loader in the back of the tank. Symantically could it be considered mobile
light artillary? If you are worried about vulnerability a small light turret might be possible
with a 30mm cannon and maybe some antitank missiles. The 30 ton tank is a whole
different beast more like a light main battle tank some of the proposals talked about here.
Finally, modularity, if the components of the mobile fiepower vehicle were modular and
prepackaged the basic vehicle would be light enough to be air mobile and capable of
operating out of the box but given time the prepackaged add ons would provide added
armour light turrets additional firepower to make it more survivabl
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I was driving through Jersey today and found one of these on the side of the road
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To the average person....anything with a big gun and/or tracks and/or 6 wheels is a 'tank’.
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More-sadly still, to reporters, anything with tracks and a turret is a tank. A bloody IFV isn't a
fucking tank.
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Going to just leave this here...
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