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Detector can scan containers for 
contraband without unsealing 
 
If the heightened terror alert slows the flow of commerce, a Virginia business development and 
consulting company has a solution for getting goods moving faster and safer. 
 
Mehl, Griffin & Bartek (MGB) Ltd. of Arlington, Va., makes a hand-held detection device — 
developed by the Pacific Northwest National Laboratory (PNNL) — that can quickly measure and 
identify liquids in sealed containers without opening them, safeguarding inspectors from potentially 
hazardous materials. 
 
Using ultrasonic pulses, the battery-powered Product Acoustic Signature System (PASS) can  
determine whether a 55-gallon fuel drum contains diesel oil or salad oil and whether illicit objects such 
as drugs or explosives are concealed within.  About the size of a large hair dryer, the PASS can: 

• detect anomalies in a big shipment of containers by sorting the contents into like and unlike; 
• detect hidden compartments and submerged contraband, such as drugs or explosives, inside a 

container as large as a tanker truck; 
• identify 65 liquids and solids at predetermined temperatures; 
• recognize 11 liquid chemical warfare agents. 

 
The device launches ultrasonic pulses into a container and then analyzes the speed of the return echoes 
on a Pocket PC handheld computer against a database of premeasured liquids. 
 
“It’s like a combination of sonar and a sonogram,” said Chip Block, vice president for business 
development and technology at MGB. 
 
All an inspector has to do is enter the air temperature and diameter of the container — from eight to 96 
inches in diameter — into the attached Compaq Pocket PC before placing the device against the 
container and pulling the trigger. 
 
Richland, Wash.-based PNNL developed the technology in the 1990s for U.S. and Russian chemical 
weapons bilateral treaty verification. Early models also were used by United Nations chemical 
weapons inspectors in Iraq after the 1991 Gulf War. The U.S. Customs Service sponsored the 
technology’s commercialization. 
 
“We have purchased two or three units” for a PNNL program to train border guards in detecting 
hazardous and illegal materials concealed by smugglers, said Gary Morgan, technology 
commercialization manager at PNNL. 
 

For more information, contact: 
Chip Block, MGB Ltd.        
(703) 413-5092 
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The PASS has been used at ports of entry in Poland, Uzbekistan, Russia, Georgia, Malta and Cyprus 
for export control and to prevent revenue tax evasion, Block said. 
 
There are about 50 units in use around the world.  Prototypes handmade at PNNL cost more than 
$40,000 each, but MGB was able to lower the price to just over $25,000 after getting the license to 
make and sell standardized commercial versions of the system at International Engineering and 
Manufacturing at Glenolden, Pa., outside Philadelphia. 
 
MGB has sold units to the U.S. Army, the Air Force, the Navy, the Department of Transportation and 
Customs, said Block. 
 
— John M. Doyle (johnm_doyle@AviationNow.com) 
 
 


