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US prepares ‘robo-soldier’ for Iraq

By MICHAEL P. REGAN
AP Business Writer

New Jersey - The rain is turning to snow
on a blustery January morning, and all the men
gathered in a parking lot here surely would
prefer to be inside.

But the weather couldn’t matter less to the
robotic sharpshooter they are here to watch
as it splashes through puddles, the barrel of its
machine gun pointing the way.

The Army is preparing to send 18 of these
remote-controlled robotic warriors to fight in
Iraq beginning in March or April.

Made by a small Massachusetts company,
the SWORDS, short for Special Weapons
Observation Reconnaissance Detection Systems,
will be the first armed robotic vehicles to see
combat, years ahead of the larger Future Combat
System vehicles currently under development
by big defense contractors such as Lockheed
Martin and General Dynamics Corp.

It’s easy to humanize the SWORDS (a
tendency robotics researchers say is only
human) as it moves out of the flashy lobby of
an office building and into the cold with nary
a shiver.

Military officials like to compare the roughly
1-meter-high (3-foot-high) robots favorably
to human soldiers: They don’t need to be
trained, fed or clothed. They can be boxed up
and warehoused between wars. They never
complain. And there are no letters to write home

if they meet their demise in battle.

But officials are quick to point out that
these are not the autonomous killer robots of
science fiction. A SWORDS robot shoots only
when its human operator presses a button
after identifying a target on video shot by the
robot’s cameras.

“The only difference is that his weapon is
not at his shoulder, it’s up to half a mile (800
meters) away,” said Bob Quinn, general manager
of Talon robots for Foster-Miller Inc., the
Waltham, Massachusetts, company that makes
the SWORDS. As one Marine fresh out of boot
camp told Quinn upon seeing the robot: “This
is my invisibility cloak.”

Quinn said it was a “bootstrap development
process” to convert a Talon robot, which has
been in military service since 2000, from its
main mission-defusing roadside bombs in
Irag-into the gunslinging SWORDS.

It was a joint development process between
the Army and Foster-Miller, a robotics firm
bought in November by QinetiQ Group PLC,
which is a partnership between the British
Ministry of Defence and the Washington
holding company The Carlyle Group.

Army officials and employees of the robotics
firm heard from soldiers “who said ‘My brothers
are being killed out here. We love the EOD
(explosive ordnance disposal), but let’s put
some weapons on it,”” said Quinn.

Working with soldiers and engineers at
Picatinny Arsenal in New Jersey, it took just

six months and only about $2 million in
development money to outfit a Talon with
weapons, according to Quinn and Anthony
Sebasto, a technology manager at Picatinny.

The Talon had already proven itself to be
pretty rugged. One was blown off the roof of a
Humvee and into a nearby river by a roadside
bomb in Iraq. Soldiers simply opened its
shrapnel-pocked control unit and drove the
robot out of the river, according to Quinn.

The $200,000 armed version will carry
standard-issue Squad Automatic Weapons, either
the M249, which fires 5.56-millimeter rounds at
a rate of 750 per minute, or the M240, which
can fire about 700 to 1,000 7.62-millimeter
rounds per minute. The SWORDS can fire
about 300 rounds using the M240 and about
350 rounds using the M249 before needing
to reload.

All its optics equipment - the four cameras,
night vision and zoom lenses - were already in
the Army’s inventory.

“It’s important to stress that not everything
has to be super high tech,” said Sebasto. “You
can integrate existing componentry and create
a revolutionary capability.”

The SWORDS in the parking lot at the
headquarters of the cable news station CNBC
had just finished showing off for the cameras,
climbing stairs, scooting between cubicles,
even broadcasting some of its video on the air.

Its developers say its tracks, like those on
a tank, can overcome rock piles and barbed

The springs and coils of war

The remote-controlled Special Weapons Observation Reconnaissance
Detection System, known as SWORD, will begin serving in Iraq as
early as March or April, according to the Army’s plans.
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wire, though it needs a ride to travel faster than
6.5 kph (4 mph).

Running on lithium ion batteries, it can
operate for one to four hours at a time, depending
on the mission.

Operators work the robot using a 13.5-
kilogram (30-pound) control unit that has two
joysticks, a handful of buttons and a video screen.
Quinn says that may eventually be replaced by
a “Gameboy” type of controller hooked up to
virtual reality goggles.

Humans
In the crosshairs

You probably thought war was bad enough two-and-a-half
thousand years ago when unflinching hoplite phalanxes marched bronze-
tipped spears into the chests of incorrectly-named Persian Immortals. Maybe
you thought war bottomed out morally when bombers leveled British, German
and Japanese cities during World War II. Or did you feel it couldn’t get any
worse than high-tech, laser-guided smart bombs falling from 30,000 feet to
incinerate medieval-minded Taliban fighters hiding in Afgan caves?
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Brace yourself, all that may seem like minor skirmishes in light of what
is just around the corner. War is changing fast, and it may well be a change
for the worse. A profound evolutionary shift is occurring right before our
eyes as killer robots are about to begin fighting in Iraq. While robot planes
are already in use by the US and have killed, the SWORDS (Special Weapons
Observation Reconnaissance Detection Systems) will launch a new era as it
begins engaging America’s enemies on the ground this year.

Be afraid, be very afraid. This robotification of air and ground war may
prove to be the first step into a scary new world.

The use of robot soldiers seems certain to expand rapidly. They will get
cheaper, more effective, more autonomous, and the ability to fight an enemy
without losing lives on your side is irresistible to generals and politicians.

The possible upside to the rise of the machines is that war might become
too lopsided to even contemplate for countries who suffer a robot gap. As
a result, wars may become less common. Or, one day in the future we may
see vast battles between robot mercenaries with humans as nothing more
than safe spectators with a stake in the outcome.

The possible downside, however, is real and it’s bad. Imagine war without
risk. Imagine war where humans can only die on one side of the battlefield.
What will happen when government leaders are able to launch wars without
having to worry about facing heartbroken widows (who vote) and seeing
front-page photos of flag-draped coffins?

Conventional warfare (if robot soldiers can be considered conventional)
will become, for robot-superior nations, a matter of economics and little
else.

Robot ground troops also will increase psychological distance and make
killing much easier for the humans who grip the joysticks or punch in the
programs. It is psychologically easier to shoot someone than stab them, for
example, easier to bomb them than shoot them, and far easier to send a robot
sharpshooter over the hill than any other option.

Right now, robots play with children, vacuum homes and mow lawns. In
a couple of months, they will patrol Iraqi streets and kill humans. We must
hope that as the robot genie leaves the bottle, this newcomer to the battlefield
will serve us well and not lead to an even bloodier world.

World New editor Guy P. Harrison is at guy@cfp.Ry

BIRTH OF THE TERMINATOR. Once again, science fiction has become reality.
Robots are scheduled to begin killing humans this year. Photo: Guy P. Harrison




