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VH-92 Presidential Helicopter

The Marine Corps operates a fleet of helicopters to provide
transportation for the President, Vice President, and other
seniorofficials. These aircraft are known as “Marine One”
when the Presidentis aboard. The VH-92 programis
intendedto provide 23 new helicoptersto replace the
current fleet ofaging VH-3D and VH-60N presidential
helicopters.

Figure 1. VH-92A

Source: U.S. Marine Corps photo by Sgt. Hunter Hels.

An earlier replacement program, the VH-71, was
terminated in 2009 following substantial costgrowth and
schedule delays. Following thattermination, in FY2010, the
Obama Administration proposed a new presidential
helicopter program, called the VXX Presidential Helicopter
Program, which became today’s VH-92 program.

Of the 23 VH-92 helicoptersthe Marine Corps plansto
acquire, sixwere acquired through researchand
development funding for development and test priorto
2019, and fourofthoseare to be outfitted to join the
operational fleet. Congress appropriated $649 million for
six production VH-92s in FY2019 and $641 million for
anothersixin FY2020. The Administration’s FY2021
budgetrequest proposes $610 million for the final five
helicopters. The total programacquisition cost, including
development and procurement, is projected at $4.9 billion,
5.6% less than initially estimated in 2014. Delivery of the
17 production VH-92s is scheduled to begin in April 2021.

Mission of Presidential Helicopters
Presidential helicopters are operated by a Marine Corps
squadron called Marine Helicopter Squadron One (HM X-
1), headquartered at Marine Corps Airfield Quantico, VA.
The Department of Defense (DOD) states that HM X-1’s
helicopters are “to provide safe, reliable, and timely
transportation for the President, Vice President, Foreign
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Heads of State, and other official parties as directed by the
Director of the White House Military Office.” In addition to
providing that transportation, presidential helicopters are
equippedwith specialized self-defense features and
communications systems that permit the Presidentto carry
out critical command functions while aboard. Presidential
helicopters need to belarge enoughto carry a certain
number of passengers and mission equipment, butsmall
enoughto operate fromthe White House lawn.

The fleet of executive helicopters are known as “White
Tops” fortheir distinctive paint scheme; other helicopters
operated by HMX-1thatcarry cargoandsupport staffare
called “Green Tops.” VH-92s are being procured only for
the White Toprole.

Figure 2. VH-3D “Sea King”

Source: US. Air Force photo by Airman |3t Class Perry Aston.

Existing Presidential Helicopters

The existing presidential helicopter fleet includes 11 VH-
3D helicoptersthatachieved Initial Operational Capability
(10C) in 1975, eight VH-60N helicopters that achieved IOC
in 1989, and fourtestandtraining helicopters. The
helicopters have had their service lives extendedand have
been regularly upgraded overtime. (Examples of upgrades
include more effective main rotor blades, improved
communications, and better cockpit displays.)
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Figure 3. VH-60N “Whitehawk”

Source: U.S. Navy photo by Photographers Mate 274 Class Daniel ].
Mclain.

Program History and Particulars

The VH-71 program, an earlier attempt to replace the
Presidential helicopter fleet, began in 2005 and was
terminated on April 6, 2009, after schedule delays,
requirements growth, and other issues led to the projected
cost more than doubling frominitial estimates. Those issues
also resulted in public criticismfromboth 2008 presidential
candidates.

The Navy, on behalf of DOD, subsequently established the
VXX Presidential Helicopter Replacement Program.
Initially, two teams expected to compete forthe program,
but the teamof AgustaWestland and Northrop Grumman
withdrewin 2013, leaving Sikorsky the only bidder.
Subsequently, DOD accelerated the programby waiving the
typical requirement for competitive prototyping. On May
7, 2014, the Navy awarded a fixed-price incentive
development contract to Sikorsky for VH-92s.

The VH-92 had also been a contender for the previous
program. Based on the S-92 civilian helicopter, each VH-92
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seats 12 passengers in administrative lift configuration, with
a crew of two.

The VH-92 prime contractor is Sikorsky Aircraft, a
subsidiary of Lockheed Matrtin, in Stratford, CT. The flying
airframes are to be built in Coatesville, PA,and
subsequently modified in Stratford, after which mission
systems are to be added in Owego, NY. Each VH-92 has
two engines, made by General Electric of Lynn, MA.

Thefirst VH-92 test aircraft was transferredto the
government in July 2018, and a second in December 2018.
They underwent operational assessment testing fromMarch
1to April 9, 2019. The main issuesobservedduringthe
trial concerned the mission communications systemaboard
the VH-92 ratherthan issues with the aircraft itself.
Rectification ofthe communications systemissues is
expected in late summer 2020. As aresult, the development
programhas takenthree months longer than planned, and
the current programanticipates an April 2021 first fielding,
with a full fleet in place by January 2023.

Anotherissueis the inability ofthe VH-92 to operate from
the White House landing area without damaging the lawn.
A variety ofapproaches, including changes in procedures,
aircraft design, and lawn treatments, are being evaluated to
mitigate this issue.

A Milestone Cproductiondecision, approving the VH-92
acquisition strategy, was announced on May 30, 2019.
That strategy consists of three low-rate production lots to
complete the program. The production contracts are to be
firm-fixed-price.

VH-92 operational testing is expected tobeginimminently,
with completion scheduled for September 2020.

Jeremiah Gertler, Specialist in Military Aviation
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https://crsreports.congress.gov



VH-92 Presidential Helicopter

Disclaimer

This document was prepared by the Congressional Research Service (CRS). CRS serves as nonpartisan shared staff to
congressional committees and Members of Congress. It operates solely at thebehest of and under thedirection of Congress.
Information ina CRS Report should not be relied uponfor purposes other than public understanding of information that has
been provided by CRS to Members of Congress in connection with CRS’s institutional role. CRS Reports, as a work ofthe
United States Government, are notsubject to copyright protection in the United States. Any CRS Report may be
reproducedand distributed in its entirety without permission fromCRS. However, as a CRS Report may include
copyrighted images or material froma third party, you may needto obtain the permission of the copyright holder if you
wish to copy or otherwise use copyrighted material.
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