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Within five years, the Navy could be deploying small fleets of this kind of high
tech, unmanned craft ahead of battle groups to help detect mines. It could
also be used for other missions.

"We might have five or six in a distributed kind of sensor grid," said Peter
Renfree, the Owl division manager for prime contractor Science Applications
International Corporation (SAIC). "We'd send them with, say, side-scanning
sonars, deploy those sonars automatically in the mine warfare area, and do
the scan and clear the path for the ensuing amphibious force."

Navy Vice Admiral Cutler Dawson said small, unmanned ships with detection
sensors will help keep naval personnel out of harm's way in mined seaways
and areas patrolled by enemy submarines.

"They're quick,
and when we
network them to
other elements of
the battle group,
we have a much
better picture of
our battle space,"
Dawson said.

The Owl has been
under
development on
and off for more
than a decade.
But since the
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attack on the USS
Cole in Yemen in
October 2000, the
Pentagon has
stepped up
research and
development of
this kind of
technology.
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"This is actually an Ethernet network running inside the boat," said SAIC's
Renfree, pointing to a gray housing box inside the Owl. "The boat has its
own IP address. And if you wanted to, you could actually control it over the
Internet."

The guidance system works with GPS satellites. The operator can run the
Owl from a laptop computer or a manual remote-control panel.

The version of the Owl in North Carolina, with video and infrared cameras, is
configured to detect enemy forces. Features include flashing police lights
and sirens. But it will be reconfigured for testing mine detection sensors this
summer.

SAIC says each Owl would cost at least $100,000. It could be in production
in six months.

In North Carolina, the Navy is also testing a new, larger, 23-foot unmanned
craft called the Spartan.

Though there are two crew members on board for this test, the craft is
controlled from a laptop computer on the mother ship, or with a manual
remote-control box, using radio signals and GPS satellite guidance.

The Spartan is estimated to cost $120,000 per ship.

Part of the appeal of the Spartan, as with the Owl, is its usefulness in fighting
terrorists and other enemies who will likely attack in small ships with small
forces, as in the attack on the Cole.

"Compared to a billion dollar destroyer, this thing is very inexpensive,
basically expendable," said Spartan engineer Don Johnson of the Naval
Undersea Warfare Center in Newport, Rhode Island. "You want to go out
and deploy it against a comparable threat, instead of sending a large ship
after it."
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The current version of the Spartan is designed for submarine detection, but it
can also be used for detecting mines. On deck, 4-foot-long tan tubes contain

sonar-equipped buoys called "sono-buoys," which can be fired into the water
by remote control.

"Our antenna will pop up to the surface," Johnson explained. "The
transducer will deploy to a specified depth and listen for a submarine. That
information would be 'telemetricked' back through a helicopter or through this
platform for processing."

Navy researchers are testing other types of unmanned vessels such as a
robotic Jet Ski, or Roboski, and something called the "magnetic sled."

The sled drags an electrified cable behind it, simulating the magnetic
signature of a warship to set off mines with magnetic triggers.
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