US to deploy drones with new intelligence system
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WASHINGTON, Jan 2: The US military plans to deploy a new intelligence drone to the Pak-Afghan region with the capacity to transmit live video images of movement across an entire town, The Washington Post reported on Sunday. 
The “revolutionary” airborne surveillance system consists of nine video cameras mounted on a remotely piloted aircraft. The system, called Gorgon Stare, can send up to 65 images to different users.

In contrast, drones now in operation in the region use one camera, covering an area the size of one or two buildings.

Major General James Poss, the US Air Force`s assistant deputy chief of staff for intelligence, told the Post the new aircraft would take the guesswork out of where to point the camera because the system “will be looking at a whole city”.

But US military officials acknowledged the new tool was of “limited value” without the utilisation of intelligence reports on the ground.

The Post said the multi-million-dollar Gorgon Stare is expected to arrive in Afghanistan in about two months.

The newspaper reported the US Department of Homeland Security was also exploring the potential of the aircraft`s technology. In Greek mythology, a Gorgon was a creature whose appearance could turn people to stone. A study by a Washington think-tank, New America Foundation, shows that there were 215 reported drone strikes in northwest Pakistan, including 3 in 2011, from 2004 to the present. They have killed between 1,372 and 2,125 individuals, of whom around 1,061 to 1,584 were described as militants. Thus, the true non-militant fatality rate since 2004, according to this analysis, is approximately 25 per cent. In 2010, it was more like 6 per cent. In 2010, a total of 711 international troops were killed in Afghanistan, according to independent website Casualties, the highest annual death toll since the war began in 2001.

The development of Gorgon Stare began about 18 months ago. It is based on the work of US Air Force scientists who came up with the idea of stitching together views from multiple cameras shooting two frames per second at half-meter resolution. Currently full-motion video is shot at 30 frames per second from one camera mounted on a Predator or the larger Reaper drone. That makes for more fluid video, but also more difficulty in assembling frames quickly to get the wide-area view.

Technological advances now make it possible for a soldier on the ground to receive any portion of a panoramic view in real time, streamed to a portable device about the size of an iPad. At the same time, nine other soldiers can get the same or a different view. The images will be stored so analysts can study them to determine, for instance, who planted an improvised bomb or what the patterns of life in a village are.

Gorgon Stare is being tested now, and officials hope it will be fielded within two months. Each $17.5 million pod weighs 1,100 pounds

