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Three cheers for Western Region support of 

Delta IV Heavy rocket 
Martha Bushong  Staff Writer

If residents of Santa Barbara 
County had looked into the 
cloudless blue California sky on  
Jan. 20, they would have seen the first-
ever Delta IV Heavy rocket to lift off from 
Vandenberg Air Force Base, Calif., soar 
overhead and disappear into space. But, 
before seeing it, those same residents would 
have heard its roar and felt its rumble. 

“The low-frequency bass sounds like 
nothing else in the world,” commented one 
onlooker. In fact, local broadcasters warned 
their listening and viewing audiences about 

the launch so they would not mistake the 
sound and feeling for an earthquake.

The United Launch Alliance Delta 
IV Heavy rocket, which carried a high-
priority mission payload for the National 
Reconnaissance Office, culminated years 
of work by contractors and government 
employees and engineers. Before the 
vehicle arrived at the launch site, Defense 
Contract Management Agency civilian 
contract administration personnel, 
quality assurance specialists, engineers, 
and manufacturing and production 

experts in Denver, Colo., and Decatur, 
Ala., performed a myriad of highly skilled, 
technical oversight tasks to prepare  
for liftoff.

This oversight included assessment of 
ULA’s quality management system, as well 
as evaluating manufacturing and assembly 
by performing process reviews and product 
examinations. DCMA also confirmed ULA’s 
systems engineering and software processes 
its compliance to those processes.

Designated NROL-49, the mission 
supports national defense. The powerful 

Frances Singson views the first West Coast Delta IV Heavy rocket launch Jan. 20 from Space Launch Complex-6 at Vandenberg Air Force 
Base, Calif. The largest rocket ever to launch from the West Coast of the United States, it carried a national security payload for the National 
Reconnaissance Office. (Photo by Air Force Senior Airman Andrew Satran)
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Delta IV Heavy rocket has a center 
common booster core with two strap-on 
CBCs, and it used a five-meter payload 
fairing for the NRO payload. At 235 feet 
tall, the rocket is one of largest ever built, 
the tallest in current use and has the 
capacity to lift 23 tons of payload.

“Most of the excitement for this launch 
centered around preparing the launch 
site for the Delta IV Heavy vehicle and 
occurred after the vehicle was delivered 
to the launch site and was out of DCMA 
oversight,” said Victor Lankamer, DCMA 

Lockheed Martin Denver – West program 
integrator. “We did not identify any 
significant issues or any other DCMA 
action that needed to be taken during the 
manufacturing and assembly of NROL-49 
beyond our normal surveillance activities. 
Although ULA always has some issues 
to overcome for every mission, they 
worked these through to final resolution 
to support the launch. I think that is a 
reflection of how well the ULA, Air  
Force and DCMA team works to  
achieve success.”

This was the fifth launch of a Delta 
IV Heavy and the first launch from 
Vandenberg. The rocket was the 352nd 
launch in the Delta family history. ULA 
launches approximately four to six Delta 
IV vehicles per year from the eastern and 
western ranges.

“This successful launch demonstrates 
another outstanding achievement for the 
entire DCMA Lockheed Martin Denver 
team,” said Air Force Col. Gordon C. 
Griffin, DCMA Lockheed Martin  

Denver commander. 
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The first West Coast Delta IV Heavy launch vehicle lifted off Jan. 20 from Space 
Launch Complex-6. (Photo by Air Force Airman 1st Class Lael Huss)


