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The MQ-9A Reaper is a multi-role uncrewed aircraft system (UAS, or drone) produced by General Atomics Aeronautical Systems, Inc. Within the U.S. Department of Defense (DOD), the Air Force operates the greatest number of Reapers; the Air National Guard and Marine Corps also operate the MQ-9A. (DOD is "using a secondary Department of War designation," under Executive Order 14347 dated September 5, 2025.)

The Air Force's inventory of MQ-9A Reaper aircraft has declined as the Air Force has divested older-variant MQ-9As and lost aircraft in accidents and combat operations (see Figure 1). The Air Force has proposed developing a successor for the MQ-9A known as the Massed Modular Aircraft (MMA). As currently conceived, an MMA would cost less per unit than the Reaper, which has a unit cost of between $30 million and $50 million, and potentially perform many of the same missions. Some Members of Congress have expressed concern about the reported decrease in the Air Force inventory of MQ-9As and have introduced legislation that would, if enacted, prohibit the service from divesting the aircraft in most circumstances (e.g., H.R. 9119; S. 4677, 119th Congress).


Background

The Reaper is part of the Predator aircraft series, the origins of which date to the early 1980s, which has included the Air Force MQ-1A/B Predator (now retired), the Army MQ-1C Gray Eagle, and other variants. In 1999, General Atomics began developing a Predator B model as an internal project. In 2001, the Air Force awarded General Atomics a contract for work on developing the Predator B aircraft—later renamed the Reaper. The Air Force and Air National Guard began fielding the aircraft in 2007 and 2008, respectively, while the Marine Corps first leased Reapers for operations in 2018.

In FY2021 and FY2022 budget requests to Congress, the Air Force proposed ending production of the MQ-9A and iteratively divesting older Block 1 variants of the MQ-9A in favor of the newer Block 5s. Air Force officials expressed concern that the Reaper "was not designed for operation in a future highly contested environment." In 2020-2021, the Air Force reportedly considered concepts for a successor aircraft, one potentially capable of surviving in contested environments. The extent to which the service pursued such concepts is unclear. The MQ-9A production line is closed and is estimated to take 2-3 years to restart, a company official said in an email to CRS.



Design and Cost

The Reaper is what DOD categorizes as a Group 5 UAS, meaning the largest and highest-flying drones. (The department categorizes UAS on the basis of their weight, speed, and operating altitude.) The Reaper is capable of flying up to 27 hours and is designed to conduct intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) and strike missions, as well as electronic reconnaissance and communications relay missions. DOD has explored using the Reaper for ballistic missile defense.

Beginning in the early 2020s, the Air Force began retrofitting MQ-9A Block 5s to the Multi-Domain Operations (M2DO) configuration, which included changes to the aircraft's communications, sensors, and software. The Air Force stated that these changes were "aimed at increasing MQ-9s effectiveness against near-peer adversary threats" and designed to "allow the Air Force to rapidly integrate new capabilities."

In FY2020, the Air Force estimated that an MQ-9A would have an average procurement unit cost of $23.5 million ($28.7 million in 2026 dollars). Estimates of the aircraft's unit cost have varied based on payloads, such as sensors and other equipment. For example, an Air Force official stated in congressional testimony in May 2026 that the MQ-9A "can cost up to $50 million a copy" depending on its sensor package.



Operations and Inventory

The Air Force has used the Reaper and Predator extensively in combat operations. In 2019, the Air Force reported that its Reaper and Predator fleet had surpassed a total of four million lifetime flight hours—several times that of the Air Force's crewed reconnaissance aircraft. The Reaper and Predator's role in U.S. strikes on counterterrorism targets since the attacks of September 11, 2001, has been a subject of congressional oversight hearings. Some Members of Congress, as well as human rights and media organizations, have raised concerns about civilian deaths resulting from airstrikes involving Reapers and the Pentagon's decisionmaking process for such strikes.

As of May 2026, the Air Force maintained 56 Reaper combat lines (i.e., continuous coverage of a geographic area, previously known as combat air patrols, or CAPs), each of which could require multiple aircraft. A portion of the Air Force's combat lines are flown by the Air National Guard. In an email to CRS, Air Force officials said that as of mid-2026, 12 Air National Guard units in 11 U.S. states operated the Reaper, in most cases remotely from locations in the United States.

The Reaper has had a prominent role in Operation Epic Fury (OEF), the name of the U.S. military operation against Iran in 2026. In congressional testimony in May 2026, Air Force Chief of Staff General Kenneth Wilsbach described the MQ-9A as "maybe the most valuable player" of OEF. The Air Force has not officially disclosed how many MQ-9s the service has lost in OEF. In congressional testimony in May 2026, another Air Force official said of the MQ-9A that the service was "concerned about how they've attrited." An August 2026 news article, citing U.S. government sources, reported that the United States had lost 45 MQ-9A Reapers in operations against Iran.

According to figures in its annual budget submissions to Congress, the Air Force's inventory of Reapers has decreased since FY2022, when the Air Force reported an inventory of 351 MQ-9A aircraft (see Figure 1). In congressional testimony in May 2026, an Air Force official stated that 135 MQ-9As remained in service and that the Air Force could meet its requirement for 56 combat lines at that level.







	Figure 1. Air Force MQ-9A Reaper Inventory FY2015-FY2026




	



	Source: CRS graphic based on  the  enacted column in the "Aircraft Inventory" tables in Air Force Budget Overview documents; and congressional testimony.

Note: The FY2026 figure is based on congressional testimony in May 2026.








Massed Modular Aircraft Proposal

The Air Force has proposed developing and fielding a near-to-midterm successor to the MQ-9A Reaper known as MMA. Under the MMA proposal, which the Air Force approved in May 2026 and released in July, the service has proposed acquiring a Group 5 aircraft that costs less than the MQ-9A Reaper and that retains "the ability … to execute missions that the MQ-9A performs today."

In July 2026, the Air Force and the Defense Innovation Unit (DIU) released a commercial solutions opening (CSO) solicitation to industry, which closed later that month. DIU and the Air Force reportedly described an MMA as "in-theater reconfigurable," or tailored to specific missions, and as having sufficient automation to allow one operator to control multiple aircraft. The Air Force has not said whether it would change the service's force structure should it transition to an MMA.

To fund initial efforts, the Air Force plans to use a $40 million FY2026 appropriation to DIU for "theater-range UAS mass manufacturing." The Air Force plans to select up to four companies by the end of 2026 to develop prototypes. The Air Force has reportedly estimated an MMA would cost approximately $10 million per unit and reportedly plans to request FY2028 procurement funds to begin purchasing MMAs, with a goal of having 500 MMAs in service by 2032.



FY2027 Budget Request

For FY2027, DOD requested $766.2 million in procurement and research, development, test, and evaluation (RDT&E) funding for the MQ-9A Reaper, including a Navy request for five MQ-9As for the Marine Corps. The Air Force did not request funding for new MQ-9As or for the proposed MMA program.  

As part of its June 2026 supplemental funding request to Congress, the Trump Administration sought funding for military "drones." In a July 2026 statement to the Senate Appropriations Committee, Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, who is using "Secretary of War" as a "secondary title" under Executive Order 14347 dated September 5, 2025, indicated that an unspecified portion of the funds would be spent on "MQ-9 platforms." Some Members of Congress have asked that DOD provide a "detailed accounting" of the requested supplemental funding.



Legislative Activity

Proposed defense authorization and appropriation legislation (H.R. 8800; S. 4784; H.R. 9495) would authorize and provide approximately the level of FY2027 discretionary funding requested for the MQ-9A Reaper. Section 134 of the Senate Armed Services Committee (SASC)-reported version of a National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2027 (FY2027 NDAA; S. 4784) would prohibit the Air Force Secretary from divesting or reducing the inventory of MQ-9 aircraft until September 30, 2031, among other actions. Section 147 of the House-passed version of an FY2027 NDAA (H.R. 8800) would prohibit the Air Force from retiring the MQ-9 until the Air Force Secretary certifies that a replacement has achieved initial operational capability, among other conditions.



Potential Issues for Congress

Potential issues for Congress include but are not necessarily limited to the following:

Operational Capability. An issue for Congress is whether or not the Air Force has sufficient MQ-9A aircraft to meet operational requirements today and until a replacement is available. Congress may consider what options the Air Force has explored to increase its inventory of MQ-9As, the potential time needed for doing so, whether doing so is cost and operationally effective, and options for performing MQ-9A missions with other military assets.

Force Structure and Training. An issue for Congress is whether or not the reported attrition of MQ-9As has affected the training and staffing of Air Force and Air National Guard MQ-9A units. Another issue is the potential effects that a transition to an MMA could have on those MQ-9A units and on Air Force manpower requirements.

Effectiveness of the Proposed Massed Modular Aircraft. The Air Force has stated that the MMA concept would provide field commanders with a similar capability as the Reaper at a lower per-unit cost. Representatives for General Atomics have criticized the Air Force's cost target for MMAs as not realistic. Congress could consider what sort of analysis of alternatives informed the MMA proposal. Congress might also consider how the Air Force is applying lessons from the Iran conflict to the development of the MMA.

Technical, Schedule, and Cost Risks. Congress may consider the risks of cost growth, schedule delay, or technical challenges of the MMA proposal; whether the proposed technical attributes and cost of an MMA support the Air Force's employment concept; and the capacity of the U.S. industrial base to produce MMAs at the anticipated rate.













EPUB/nav.xhtml

Air Force MQ-9A Reaper: Background and Issues for Congress

		Air Force MQ-9A Reaper: Background and Issues for Congress





  
    		
      Title Page
    


    		
      Cover
    


  





EPUB/media/2026-09-23_IF13318_c8176cdcee576292a3ed4e4f77a342674d50826d.png
\, Congressional Research Service
S arming e gt e s 91

IN FOCU:

Air Force MQ-9A Reaper: Background and Issues for Congress

Sepamoe 23,2026

The MQ-94 Resper s i ol uncrowad st syt
{UAS, o drone) poduced by Gl Atomics Actonaical
Sysans, . Wikt U-. Departmentof Defase (DOD),
1he A For perte the gretet e of Reapers the Ak
Noonel Gused snd M Corp b opere he MO-9A.
(DOD s i  socondary Deparimcnt of W designation.
nderExsetie Ondr 14347 dtedSepiber 5 3025)

The A Foce's inentoy o MQ-94 Resper st s
eslined a th Al Fose b divsied oldr varant MQ.9As
andlost siveru i ccidents sod combat opeatios (s Figure
) The A Fore s proosed devclping 3 succssor o e
MO-5 ko the Mo Moduls At (VAL As
ol concived, a1 MVA would costess per it than the
Reaper, hich bas it cos of bt S50 millon nd 350
il and potcaally e vy ofhe s isions
Som Meribrs f Congess have expresed concer about e
sporeddecrsese in he Al Foce inveniory of MQ-9As and
o nroduced egslation hat woul, i nated. proit he
e fom divesting h aicral i st eumstanes (0.
HLR 0115;5. 4677, 1198 Congrs)

Background

“The Resper s prt f the Prtor sverat seics, e g of
ich ittt arly 19505, which hs il he A Foce
MO- AR Prsdto s s, the Ay MO-IC Gy
Eogle. s the vrats. I 199, Gl At bgan
dvelping  rodato B model s an el prjet. 1 2001,
10 At For awsedod Genrl Atomic ot forark on
dvcloping the Predto B iraf e remed he Rsper
The A Foce and Al Nuona Gused hen ding th
el 2007 and 2005, specivel, e the Mt Corps
it e Reapers for oprstions i 2015

I FY2021and Y2022 bt equets 1o Conres the Aie
Fore roposed e producion o the MO-9 and seriely
i ode Blck | vriatsof he MO-9A i vor of he
newer Block S, Al Forc offcil sprssed concern it he
Resper “was ot dsigaed foroprstion n a fnrs highly
contsted aviosment I J020 021 the Air Fore eporedy
Consred conepts o sucessoe sieral,on ptenialy
Capabe ofsuivig comested emisonmints. T xtnt 0
Wi th sevie pursiod ch concep s unces. The MIQ-9A
odtonln s osed snd s o ke 23 i
Testan  company afial sid i n email o CRS.

Design and Cost

“The Reaper s wlet DOD ctegorizes 3. Grou S UAS,
meing he gt andhighest fying dons,(Th depiment
Coegorizes UAS on the bais of thel weight, spse, nd.
operting shiude) The Reaper s Cpsbl of Ting o 27
ours s i desgnad o condetneligsne, savilancs, nd
econsassace (ISR)and ke missons, s well 3 lectes

esonmsissanceandcommunicsions relay missions. DOD has
xpored using the Reaperfor i misle defese

Besinsing in e crly 2020, e i Fscebegan ot
NG5 Blck 510 the Mul o, Opestons (M2D0)
conlgusion, whiehiclnded changes t h inTals
commanicarons,sesors,and software The Al Force st
b s changes were “ameda crasig MQ.9
lectivencsagait et advrsry s and desined
oo he A Force o rapidy e new capubilies

1 FY2020, the Ai Forse stimated st n MO-9A would e
anaveage procuement i cot of$23. il (526
il in 2026 dola). Estinates of he scral’s i cost
e variod bsed on oylods,such s snsors and thr
cquipment. Forcxample, n A Force ol sed n
congresions simon i May 2026 that he MO-9A " cancos
up S50 milloncopy” dependin o s snsor pckige.

Operations and Inventory

T Air Force s s the Resp and Prodsor eiensively
combatopraons. I 2019, e A Foce repoied tht s
Reaper and rsdtor e hd supassed bl of o million
et ight houes—severl st of e A Fore's
e rcconnisanc inaf, Th Resp ad Podaors ol
1S, Skeson couneremocin el e e 0acksof
Scptebor 11,2001, ha ben  ubjct ofconresional
oversight heaags. Some Menbers o Congrss, as welas
i bt and medis oganizations, v raisd cocerns
ahou civilandeahs esling o istrkes ol g Respers
und the Peniagonsdeisionmaking proses fo such sikes.

Aoy 202, the Al Force maiatained 56 Respe combr
s coninuonscoverage o seogaphic e, previously
kv s combat i ol o CAPO 63chof which coud
equie mulile st A poron of th Ai Fore's combar
s o by th Air National Guaed. I el 1o CRS,
i Fares ol st s o mid 2026, 12 A Neioal
G s n 11 US. s operied he Rsper i st s
emotlyTom bocatons i he Uned St

e Respe has hd  prosnent ol i Operaon i Fury
(OFF), the e fthe .S iltary oprtion against s
2026.1n congresions tstmony in Msy 2026, Al Foree Chie
S Genera Ksonsth Wilagh s he MO0 55
“maybe th most vlubleplayer” o OEF. The Al Foree b
ot officialy disclosd how many MQ-95 e sevie s os in
OEF. Inconesional stinony in May 202, anther Alr
Fore offical s o the MQ.9A ht e sevic was.
“concermod bout how ey e " A Augs 2026 s
el g US.goverminet souse, gt hat te United
Stts had st 45 MQ-9A Respers i apeions gsinst I

Accouting1o fgurs in s anual udget submissons 10
Congress, he A Foce' nventory of Rapees bas decesscd

[raye——





