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Australia leads the way in landmine research

Leading edge radar and sensor technology designed to accurately detect landmines which kill and maim about 2000 people around the world each month will be trialled today in South Australia.

Minister for Defence Robert Hill said landmines are a major threat to Australian Forces overseas with an estimated 60 to 70 million landmines active in at least 70 countries, particularly Afghanistan and South East Asia.

Senator Hill said today’s trial is the result of a two-year program by the Defence Science & Technology Organisation (DSTO) to develop a prototype mine detection system to significantly improve the Army’s ability to clear anti-vehicle landmines from unsealed roads and landing areas. 

“This technology has enormous potential to save lives and significantly reduce injuries.  Landmines are unfortunately the weapons of choice for many terrorists because they cost as little as $3 each and mean that in some countries children can not walk to school, or even play outside, for fear of their lives,” Senator Hill said.

“In Afghanistan alone it is estimated that up to 10 million landmines have been laid and cause a daily threat to civilians and defence personnel, particularly as the mines often shift with moving sand.

“If successful, the Rapid Route and Area Mine Neutralisation System will be safer, quicker and more affordable. The trial will involve sensor equipment being installed for the first time on a purpose-built trolley attached to a four-wheel drive truck to test the effectiveness of the new detection system.

“The trolley will be deployed ahead of the truck to identify possible mines for neutralisation, giving the location as GPS coordinates with an accuracy of better than half a metre.”

“The system being trialled is capable of safely clearing a 3 metre lane at speeds of up to 5 km per hour, compared to the present very risky manual method of disabling mines at a slow 50 sq metres per hour.” 

The detection system consists of an Australian-designed metal detector, a ground probing radar sourced from the United States, and an imaging system developed by DSTO. They are designed to detect metallic and non-metallic mines both buried in, and on the surface of roads and tracks.

The metal detector array is a world-first patented design and specifically developed for use in Australian and South East Asian soil conditions. The landmine trial facilities in South Australia are designed to meet International Test and Evaluation Standards, and offer a variety of road conditions and soil types rarely found in the Northern Hemisphere.

Many countries, including Australia, have signed the Ottawa treaty that will eventually lead to the removal of anti-personnel landmines from those countries.  However, the treaty does not address the issue of anti-vehicle landmines that continue to be a threat.  

By 2005, Australia will have spent at least $100 million removing overseas landmines, rehabilitating survivors and educating communities about the dangers of landmines.

Senator Hill said the detection system also offered new business opportunities for industry. Minelab’s metal detector technology and Tenix Defence Systems’ sensor and data fusion expertise have already been instrumental in reaching this critical stage to begin the trial.  

Results from this trial and a further trial in March next year will assist in the Army’s acquisition of a complete Route Clearance System. 

Note: Pictures from today’s trial will be available after 3.30pm from DSTO's Media Centre at www.dsto.defence.gov.au  Access the Media Centre and look under Media Releases.
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