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Abstract

The first Drone Dominance competition is about to turn industrial ambition into a trial with operators, vendors and
consequential orders. The announced program joins repeated evaluations to falling price targets and growing production
volumes. Its appeal is the prospect of learning and buying faster than conventional acquisition permits. Its difficulty is
that a competition changes the behavior it measures: firms prepare for the test, buyers inherit its assumptions and
winning can reshape the supplier base. This essay examines the announced Gauntlet alongside civilian enforcement and
a contemporary autonomy preprint to distinguish competition success from transferable capability. It argues for a
procurement rhythm that rewards useful adaptation while preserving the ability to identify failures, compare delivered
configurations and sustain alternatives. Industrial policy should produce a market able to keep learning after the first
winners are named.

Before the starting signal

The first Gauntlet has not begun. That is the essential fact to retain amid the language of speed and scale. On
February 3, the War Department announced twenty-five vendors invited to compete in the first phase of its Drone
Dominance Program. Military operators are scheduled to begin evaluating prototypes at Fort Benning on February
18. The release anticipates roughly $150 million in prototype delivery orders after the competition concludes in
early March. As of today, the invitation is an opportunity to demonstrate capability, not a verdict that the invited
systems have passed.[1]

Nevertheless, the industrial effect starts before anyone flies. An invitation can affect a supplier's financing, hiring
and standing with prospective partners. A company preparing for a consequential trial must decide what to build,
what to demonstrate and how much capacity to commit before an order is certain. The government is using a
competition to organize expectations. Its public schedule can mobilize an industry more quickly than a broad
declaration of future need because it gives participants a date, an audience and a potential purchase.

The program is industrial policy in that practical sense. The state is doing more than choosing the best available
item from an established shelf. It intends to create a sustained production response, bring operators into evaluation
and encourage suppliers to lower costs while increasing capability. The February 3 release describes $1.1 billion
over four phases and competitive cycles measured in months. These are the announced program's terms and
intended trajectory. They should be evaluated as a design for changing an industry before they are celebrated as
evidence that the industry has already changed.

The word Gauntlet captures the appeal. A device must face something more demanding than its own brochure.
Operators can expose awkward controls, training burdens and assumptions that a vendor demonstration has kept
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offstage. Several competing systems can encounter related tasks within a compressed period. A buyer can learn by
comparing them, and firms can see a credible connection between improving a product and receiving demand. A
competition can be a way of making bureaucracy encounter the machine in front of it.

It also creates a new problem. The test becomes an object around which companies organize their work. If the test
captures the mission well, that effort can produce valuable improvement. If it captures only a narrow or convenient
portion, firms may become excellent at passing without becoming equally useful outside the event. This is not
necessarily cheating. It is the predictable response to a customer explaining what it will reward. The government's
responsibility includes choosing a reward that keeps pointing toward the capability it actually needs.

That choice will have consequences after the score is recorded. The buyer may treat a winner as a preferred
source. Investors may interpret the outcome as a broad technical endorsement. Other customers may assume that
military selection answers their own questions. The product may then change as its manufacturer scales. A
successful competition needs an account of these transitions. Otherwise the evidence from one period can acquire
a much longer commercial life than the configuration and circumstances that produced it.

The customer promises a sequence

The February 6 program account gives the planned sequence more detail. It says military personnel will be taught
to use vendor prototypes and then conduct mission scenarios. Up to twelve of the twenty-five competitors may be
invited to produce in the first phase. The account describes an initial target of 30,000 units at an average $5,000
each, with later phases moving toward five suppliers, larger quantities and a lower unit price. These are
prospective acquisition and production targets. The first trials and resulting choices remain ahead.[2]

Such a sequence offers a serious answer to a familiar industrial problem. A manufacturer cannot reliably reduce
cost without volume, but a buyer hesitates to promise volume before the product has proved useful. Repeated
competition can give a firm a reason to invest while preserving the buyer's ability to compare alternatives. The
order is both compensation for current production and an invitation to improve the next version. If the rhythm
works, learning does not have to wait for the completion of a long, fixed development program.

The credibility of demand is central. A supplier committing to tooling or qualifying another source needs to know
whether the customer's future interest is durable enough to finance. Political enthusiasm alone may not support
that commitment. Nor will a schedule help if the requirements change in ways a company cannot anticipate or if
the expected order becomes impossible to price. The buyer needs to distinguish the stable problem it is asking
industry to solve from the details it expects to learn through the competition. Both excessive rigidity and constant
reinvention can waste private and public effort.

The price trajectory deserves the same care. A lower price can reflect scale, simpler manufacture, improved
purchasing or a different distribution of costs. It can also result from excluding support or accepting a shorter
useful life. A posted target does not tell the whole story. The buyer should know what the unit includes, which
costs remain elsewhere and how the item performs within the relevant operating arrangement. The attraction of
inexpensive equipment is strongest when the calculation includes the resources needed to employ it usefully.

This does not mean that a small, expendable aircraft must carry the support structure of a much larger platform.
Different equipment justifies different expectations. It does mean that low purchase price should be examined
against the task and the rate at which replacements are needed. An item that is easy to make but difficult to use can
consume scarce people. One that works well but depends on a fragile input may become unavailable when demand
rises. Price and output have meaning inside a production and operating system, rather than as isolated numbers.
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The public accounts also use different levels of precision about timing. The February 3 release anticipates
early-March orders and deliveries over the following five months. The February 6 article describes the initial unit
target with a July delivery aim. Those accounts establish an aggressive intended schedule; they do not provide
accepted delivery records. It would be premature to resolve every planning detail into a single completed timeline.
The useful question is what the buyer will report as the sequence moves from invitation to trial, order and receipt.

The commitment should work in both directions. Firms need enough confidence to make a serious production
effort. The government needs the ability to distinguish a credible investment from an attractive plan and a
delivered lot from a theoretical capacity. A supplier that identifies a bottleneck early may be more valuable than
one that promises perfect compliance until the deadline. The program's speed should make candid correction
easier. If candor is punished more sharply than optimistic forecasting, the procurement process can teach suppliers
to manage the appearance of progress instead of the underlying work.

When the exercise becomes the requirement

A competition cannot reproduce every condition of a mission. It has a limited period, finite staff and practical
safety constraints. That limitation is unavoidable. The evaluators' task is to choose conditions that reveal useful
differences and to explain the boundaries of the result. An apparently fair trial can still be misleading if every
competitor encounters the same unrealistic assumption. Consistency is necessary for comparison, but it is not
identical to relevance.

Operator involvement can improve relevance considerably. The announced plan asks military personnel to use the
systems after vendor instruction. That can expose how quickly someone learns the controls, how much expert help
remains necessary and which mistakes occur under ordinary handling. It can distinguish an impressive aircraft
flown by its designer from a product that others can use. The comparison becomes stronger when the evaluator
records preparation and assistance rather than treating the final attempt as if it happened without a history.[2]

Learning during the event creates another choice. A vendor may discover a problem, change software and
demonstrate improvement. That is potentially the point of a rapid competition. Yet the scored object has changed.
Evaluators should know which version produced which result and whether an improvement in one task created a
limitation elsewhere. Freezing every design before the event can inhibit useful adaptation; allowing unrecorded
changes makes the final score difficult to interpret. The sensible middle is a competition that permits learning
while preserving its sequence.

The same applies to scenario knowledge. Familiarity can make performance better for legitimate reasons. A crew
learns the environment and a supplier repairs a mistaken assumption. But an evaluation meant to show general
capability needs some challenge that was not already rehearsed. The issue is not secrecy for its own sake. It is
whether the result measures a transferable ability or a carefully prepared response to a familiar arrangement. A
buyer should be able to tell the difference before extending the result into a production decision.

An illustrative autonomy example shows why this matters. A system may respond well to one background and fail
when the visual scene changes. It may complete a task when its operator has an uninterrupted view and struggle
when the information arrives differently. These are possible evaluation concerns, not findings about any invited
vendor. The trial should connect its assumptions to the intended use and identify which departures require more
work. No single exercise can remove uncertainty, but a well-designed one can make the most important
uncertainty visible.

It is also necessary to decide what failure means. A failed attempt can reveal an easily repaired defect, a mismatch
with the task or a limit that should change the procurement decision. A supplier's response to failure can reveal
whether the organization understands its own system. If every failure is treated as disqualifying embarrassment,



LrrK Letters  |  Vol. 1, Issue 4 The Gauntlet as Industrial Policy

February 2026 4

useful information may be suppressed. If every failure is excused as development, the competition loses force.
Evaluation requires judgment about consequences, repeatability and the cost of correction, not just a count of
successful attempts.

The best outcome is therefore more than a ranked list. It is a buyer who understands why the ranking arose and
which conclusions should travel with it. The public may not receive sensitive scenarios or raw records. The
procurement institutions still need to retain them and make them useful to acceptance teams and later operators.
An event that generates impressive footage but leaves little institutional memory can be fast in the moment and
slow over the life of the program, because each new organization has to rediscover what the last one learned.

A landing paper puts a denominator in view

A contemporary preprint offers a useful contrast to the broad language of capability. The February 1 version of
NeuroSymLand describes a landing-site assessment system combining perception with explicit reasoning rules.
The authors report sixty-one successful assessments across seventy-two simulated and hardware-in-the-loop
scenarios, compared with thirty-seven to fifty-seven for four baselines. That is a bounded research claim. It
concerns assessment under the described evaluation, not sixty-one independently verified safe field landings or a
general certification of autonomous flight.[3]

The denominator is helpful because it leaves unsuccessful cases in the story. A reader can ask what happened in
the remaining scenarios, how the cases were selected and whether the comparison answers the intended question.
The paper's interest in explanations is helpful for a similar reason. An intelligible account of a decision can make a
failure easier to investigate. It does not make the decision correct merely because the explanation is
understandable. The quality of perception and the adequacy of the rules still matter.

This is not a proposal to import one research method into every military competition. A landing assessment and
the intended Drone Dominance tasks are different problems. The paper illustrates a discipline that procurement
can use: identify the task, show the evaluation conditions, retain the denominator and bound the inference. A
system should not become vaguely safe or effective because it did something interesting in a trial. Its claim should
remain close enough to the test that another competent person can understand what would falsify it.

Research can make this easier by separating the layers of a result. In a combined perception-and-reasoning system,
a mistaken decision might arise because an object was not recognized, because the representation of the scene was
inadequate or because the rule applied to it was wrong. Different causes require different repairs. A procurement
process that records only overall mission completion may miss these distinctions. That can make an apparently
small update difficult to assess, since the buyer does not know which part of the earlier performance it depended
upon.

Explanations can also become another form of presentation to optimize. A clear narrative produced after the event
may persuade an audience without revealing the system's actual decision process. Even an explanation faithfully
tied to the process can omit an assumption that matters to the operator. The evaluator needs to ask what the
explanation represents, how it was checked and whether it helps someone intervene when conditions change.
Interpretability is useful when it supports judgment and correction. It should not become a decorative assurance
term attached to an otherwise opaque result.

The paper remains a preprint, and its result should remain the authors' result. This is an appropriate status for
something worth examining rather than treating as either established doctrine or irrelevant speculation. Early
research can help buyers ask better questions long before it becomes a fielded product. The productive relationship
is reciprocal: procurement reveals practical failures, research explores possible repairs, and later evaluation tests
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whether the repair survives the intended conditions. Neither the laboratory nor the competition should be expected
to stand in for the entire chain.

A rapid program can benefit from that relationship if it has room to learn something other than who won. Some
findings may be reusable across vendors, such as a common operator mistake or a scenario that exposes a
mistaken requirement. Publishing or sharing appropriate lessons can improve the next round without disclosing
protected designs. The buyer should consider which knowledge belongs to the public investment in evaluation and
which is properly confidential. Otherwise every firm may pay to discover the same preventable failure while the
government repeatedly buys the lesson.

The other airspace keeps a different score

The contest for faster acquisition is taking place beside a civilian system that must maintain limits on use. On
February 6, the FAA described enforcement actions taken in 2025, including fines for eighteen operations whose
violations occurred between 2023 and 2025 and license actions involving eight remote pilots. The examples
concern restricted airspace, public events and interference with other aviation. The announcement also describes a
strengthened enforcement policy. These are selected enforcement facts and stated policy; they do not provide a
national rate of unsafe flying.[4]

That distinction is important to the industrial story. Producing more aircraft can be a worthwhile objective while
safe integration remains demanding. A manufacturer may deliver equipment that meets a buyer's requirement and
still leave users with training, permission and operating responsibilities. An acquisition competition is not
designed to settle every civilian question. Confusing its verdict with general permission can make a military
success travel into a setting governed by different risks and legal constraints. The boundary should be explained
before the product's reputation crosses it.

The FAA and FBI's January 30 Super Bowl notice supplies a concrete example. It specified temporary restrictions
around the February 8 game and related venues, including the broad game-period stadium zone. That notice
establishes dates, limits and described enforcement arrangements. It does not establish how many alerts were
accurate, whether every incursion was resolved or what operational lessons followed. The scheduled event is now
behind this dateline, but the announcement remains an announcement; an independent account of performance
would require another record.[5]

This is another kind of evaluation environment. A public event involves people who did not volunteer to
participate in a technology trial, alongside authorized aircraft and ordinary activity. A useful security outcome can
include a mistaken alert resolved without unnecessary disruption. A technically correct detection can still lead to a
poor decision. The relevant score must account for the chain from observation to disposition, including safety
consequences and the authority exercised. An impressive demonstration of one component does not answer how
that chain behaved in a crowded setting.

The connection to military procurement is institutional rather than mechanical. Equipment, software and expertise
can move between markets, but they do not carry the same permissions everywhere. Experience from one setting
may improve another if its conditions are understood. It may mislead if the original constraints disappear in the
retelling. Buyers should be particularly careful with claims that a system has been used by a demanding customer.
That fact can justify investigation. It should not be allowed to close questions that the demanding customer's own
evaluation never addressed.

The enforcement record also suggests that industrial learning should include users' mistakes. Some problems may
be reduced through clearer interfaces, more understandable warnings, better training or stronger purchasing
requirements. Others are deliberate violations requiring a different response. Collapsing them into a single story of
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irresponsible operators can conceal opportunities to improve design. Treating every violation as a product defect
would be equally crude. The useful inquiry follows how the person, equipment and operating rule interacted in the
particular case.

For a government encouraging wide adoption, these obligations belong together. It should not make the
commercial promise easy to hear and the operating conditions difficult to understand. Nor should it assume that
more enforcement alone supplies the missing education or integration work. Industrial expansion creates a need
for institutions that can turn unfamiliar equipment into ordinary, competent practice. That process is slower and
less photogenic than a competition, but it helps determine whether the market created by public demand can
endure outside protected demonstrations.

After the winners are named

The planned narrowing of suppliers raises a final industrial question. Concentrating orders can give selected firms
the volume needed to invest, improve yield and negotiate better input prices. Keeping every competitor alive at a
token scale could leave the entire market inefficient. At the same time, a narrowing field can reduce alternatives if
a winner encounters financial trouble, supply interruption or a technical limit. There is no automatic answer in the
number of suppliers alone. The buyer needs to understand which dependencies are shared and which alternatives
could actually substitute.

Competition can preserve pressure while still rewarding the first winners. Later entry routes, meaningful
opportunities for improved designs and clear conditions for reassessment can keep a program from confusing early
selection with permanent superiority. The ability to reopen a choice is valuable only if another firm can plausibly
remain capable of supplying. An institution should consider the investment signal it sends to those outside the
selected cohort as carefully as the signal it sends to winners. A market can become closed through expectations
before a formal prohibition exists.

The delivered product then becomes the important object. A prototype may use components or production
methods that will change when thousands are ordered. Those changes can be necessary and beneficial. The
customer should know which are allowed, how they are checked and when another evaluation is needed.
Acceptance must establish that the delivered configuration meets the agreed requirement, rather than rely entirely
on the reputation earned by an earlier sample. Scale is a new condition of performance, not simply a larger number
attached to the original demonstration.

The production line can teach a different lesson from the test range. A difficult assembly step may produce
inconsistent results. A substitute part may alter performance in a way the supplier did not anticipate. A procedure
understood by the original engineering team may be unclear to newly hired staff. These are ordinary possibilities
in moving from a small build to repeated manufacture, not evidence that any participant has encountered them. A
buyer who follows delivery quality can help distinguish a promising design with a correctable production problem
from a design whose apparent readiness depended on exceptional personal attention.

That distinction affects incentives. If payment rewards shipment without sufficient attention to acceptance, a
program can accumulate equipment faster than useful capability. If acceptance rules are unclear or endlessly
revised, a supplier can be stranded with inventory and no fair route to completion. The customer should establish
the relevant decision before the lot arrives, retain a proportionate ability to inspect it and explain any rejection.
This is how a rapid competition becomes ordinary accountable purchasing. The less dramatic work is also what
makes the next ambitious order credible.

An effective rapid-acquisition model will make that work part of its rhythm. It can move from trial to bounded
order, learn from production and use, and carry the findings into the next round. The government need not wait for
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perfect knowledge. It should avoid losing knowledge it has already paid to acquire. Records that connect versions,
test conditions and delivered lots are practical tools for acting quickly without asking every new team to start from
a legend about the first competition.

The strongest case for the Gauntlet is therefore the possibility of a learning customer with credible demand. Its
strongest criticism is the possibility of a tournament mistaken for a durable market. A tournament names winners
on a schedule. A durable market keeps producing useful equipment, exposes failure, sustains alternatives and
gives improvements a route back into competition. The announced program may help build that market. As of
February 13, its first operational test remains ahead, and its industrial outcome is still a proposition to be
demonstrated.

The public should expect more than fast purchasing and more than exhaustive paperwork. It should expect a
process whose speed comes from purposeful comparison, clear decisions and retained lessons. That is a
demanding standard because the technology and its uses will change. It is also the standard that makes accelerated
acquisition worth pursuing. The starting signal can gather an industry around a field in Georgia. What matters
afterward is whether the institutions buying the result can keep recognizing what works when the field, the product
and the people have changed.



LrrK Letters  |  Vol. 1, Issue 4 The Gauntlet as Industrial Policy

February 2026 8

Notes and sources

1. War Department, February 3, 2026, announcement inviting twenty-five vendors to Drone Dominance Phase I. Establishes
invitations, planned February 18 start, expected orders and the four-phase $1.1 billion demand signal. These are announced
plans, not completed evaluations or obligated orders to every participant. Original release.

2. War Department, February 6, 2026, program account describing military-operator evaluation, prospective first-phase supplier
selection, 30,000-unit target and planned price trajectory. Its schedule and quantities are treated as targets, without inferring later
delivery. Program account.

3. Weixian Qian and colleagues, “Human-Inspired Neuro-Symbolic World Modeling and Logic Reasoning for Interpretable Safe
UAV Landing Site Assessment,” arXiv:2510.22204v2, February 1, 2026. Reports sixty-one successful assessments in
seventy-two simulated and hardware-in-the-loop scenarios. A preprint and author evaluation, not independent field validation or
certification. Dated version.

4. FAA, February 6, 2026, “FAA Steps Up Drone Enforcement in 2025.” Describes eighteen operations with violations occurring in
2023-2025 and eight remote-pilot license actions; does not provide a denominator of total flights. Agency account.

5. FAA and FBI, January 30, 2026, Super Bowl LX no-drone-zone notice. Used for the published restrictions and announced
enforcement arrangements, not an after-action assessment. Original notice.

https://www.war.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/4396462/war-department-announces-vendors-invited-to-compete-in-phase-i-of-the-drone-dom/
https://www.war.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/4399192/as-promised-war-department-moving-out-fast-on-drone-dominance/
https://arxiv.org/html/2510.22204v2
https://www.faa.gov/newsroom/faa-steps-drone-enforcement-2025
https://www.faa.gov/newsroom/faa-and-fbi-announce-strict-no-drone-zones-super-bowl-lx

