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Money is tight in Washington these days, but the threats are many 
in the post-9/11 world. The challenge for manufacturers and suppliers 
is to come up with technology that can change the game as currently 
played: meeting a need at a low cost and with a small footprint. And 
several companies—some may surprise you—are offering equipment 
and services to do just that for special operations forces.

According to the Merriam-Webster online dictionary, a “game 
changer” is a newly introduced element or factor that changes an 
existing situation or activity in a significant way. The products, devices 
and services featured here all fit that description. They make special 
operations forces’ (SOF) tasks easier or let them perform them faster, 
with lighter equipment—or, in some cases, in a way that’s never been 
done before.

Sometimes the challenge is just to come up with the materials and 
ideas to create a simple solution to a perennial problem, like evacuat-
ing casualties from a combat zone. A Virginia Beach, Va., company, 
Matbock LLC, has come up with a light, compact litter that can easily 
fit in a soldier’s backpack and be assembled in the field in well under 
a minute.

Known as the lightweight integrated field transport (LIFT) system, 
it consists of a multipurpose bag made of light rip stop parachute 
material weighing just 10 ounces. It can also be used as a sensitive 
site exploitation bag to collect materials like enemy documents, com-
puters and other items sought for intelligence purposes after a SOF 
operation. Unzipped, the bag opens out into a soft litter long enough 
to accommodate a special operator in full gear. But with lightweight 
carbon fiber poles, the soft litter converts to a semi-rigid one allowing 
two operators to carry as much as 400 pounds.

Sean Matson, one of the founders of Matbock, said the litter is 
designed for the special operations market: the type of people on the 
ground who have to carry a guy from 100 meters to a couple of kilo-
meters. That way, he added, “The medic doesn’t have to come to you. 
You’re able to transport this [wounded] guy with some type of support 
instead of a fireman’s carry.”

The carbon combat poles collapse into five sections a little over 1.5 
feet long. Together they weigh just 2.8 
pounds. Litter and poles combined weigh 

only 3.5 pounds, almost 2 pounds lighter than the lightest medical 
litter on the market now.

Matbock’s motto is “Lighter Faster Warriors,” based on the con-
cept that “ounces equal pounds and lighter warriors are faster war-
riors.” Navy SEALs back from a deployment in Afghanistan who had 
access to the LIFT said they “took it on every operation they went on,” 
Matson said.

Another simple tool is made by ReconRobotics of Edina, Minn. The 
company makes the lightweight Throwbot, a simple-to-use, camera-
equipped micro-robot that can be thrown over a wall or through an 
open window to show special operators what they can’t see without 
putting themselves in danger.

“The days of running through the door and putting yourself at risk 
are just rapidly vanishing,” said Ernest Langdon, director of U.S. mili-
tary programs for ReconRobotics. “You’re going to send something 
in ahead of you to do that reconnaissance.” He called the Throwbot a 
game changer for SOF because “it changes the way they look at tactics. 
The robot puts you in a situation. It gives you eyes in the room.”

The latest version, the Throwbot XT Sensor, looks kind of like a 
black dumbbell. It weighs 1.8 pounds. The combined weight of the 
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Game Changers

above: Marines test the solar portable alternative communications energy system in 
Afghanistan. [Photo courtesy of Iris Technology]
left: Lutron’s Energi TriPak includes technology that senses when an office or meeting 
room is occupied, empty or getting too much sunlight and can adjust the lighting 
through a wireless controller. Together, these devices sense, adjust and conserve 
electricity and are easy to install even in a forward operating base. Less energy used 
means trucking in less fuel for generators through dangerous areas. [Photo courtesy of 
Lutron]
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mini-robot and the operator control unit (OCU) is just 3 pounds. 
Equipped with a black and white video camera, an infrared sensor that 
enables the operator to see in complete darkness and a one-way (listen-
only) microphone, the Throwbot can be directed by a single operator 
using a single joystick on the OCU. Moreover, the company makes 
robots that operate in several frequencies, which allow war fighters to 
operate multiple robots in the same environment at the same time.

In addition to being light and dependable, the small unmanned 
ground vehicle can be thrown laterally up to 120 feet to land on a roof 
and begin sending video images. It can be dropped safely from a height 
of 30 feet—even onto concrete—and still operate. It can even survive 
immersion in a foot of water for up to five minutes. The little spy is 
also quiet, operating just 22 decibels—far quieter than a whisper. In 
fact, some units have come back from deployments saying bad guys 
didn’t even know the robot was in the room with them. And if they do 
see it, “they’re afraid it’s going to explode and they flee,” Langdon said.

“There’s really nothing like it out there,” he said, noting that before 
the larger but less rugged Throwbot Scout was introduced in 2007, 
the smallest available ground robot weighed 35 pounds. He said 2,400 
Throwbots have been sold to the military, more than 300 of them 
going to special operations units.

“The Marines have been very successful in some of the commando 
missions in doing the advise-and-assist role where the Afghans can 
use our robot very easily,” Langdon said, adding: “From the special ops 
standpoint, that’s a big deal because it means ‘I can give this to some-
one who is not a technical wizard and they can operate it very easily.’”

Power when needed

Iris Technology, a small Irvine, Calif., company, is one of several 
offering cutting-edge technology to replace or reduce electricity use—
especially in the field.

The company is the major integrator of reliable tactical power 
systems for the military, including the solar portable alternative com-
munications energy system (SPACES), a family of mobile solar power 
and power distribution products. SPACES delivers portable power to 
charge batteries, operate communications equipment and run small 
electronic accessories in remote environments.

The StarPower module gets power from one or more solar panels, 
BA-XX90 and zinc-air batteries, fuel cells, or commercial and NATO 
vehicles. The module then allows the user to charge multiple BB-XX90 

style batteries and distribute power to operate tactical equip-
ment. Marines in Afghanistan have used the SPACES solar 
panels on an extended patrol and in the words of one lieuten-
ant: “We stayed out three weeks and didn’t need a battery re-
supply once,” according to a Defense Department video. The 
Marine Corps is buying SPA II, the newest version of SPACES. 
Marine Corps Systems Command has awarded a $7.8 million 
order to acquire 1,563 solar power adapters.

The company’s other business, supplying cryocooler elec-
tronics for the aerospace industry, has given Iris Technology 
experience in “how to be power efficient and put a lot of elec-
tronics in very small packages without creating a lot of heat,” 
said Michael Barthlow, Iris Technology’s chief strategy officer. 
“We can leverage that knowledge and drive it into the tactical 
product line,” said Barthlow, who noted he was an Iris Tech-
nology customer 14 years ago when he was a Marine Corps 
communications officer.

Another energy-related company is Pennsylvania’s Lutron Elec-
tronics, one of the leading suppliers of lighting controls. Lutron 
founder Joel Spira invented the solid state electronic rotary dimmer in 
the 1959. Now the company makes wireless controls that can dim or 
turn off lights in large buildings on stateside military bases or large for-
ward operating bases (FOBs) like Baghram and Kandahar in Afghani-
stan. Lutron makes all sorts of wireless controls that can turn on lights 
when a person enters a room, turn them off again when the room is 

ReconRobot’s Recon Scout XL throwbot can withstand being thrown as high as 30 feet onto a roof or dropped 
15 feet through a window. The newer Throwbot XT Sensor can handle a 30-foot drop or a 120-foot toss onto a 
roof. [Photo courtesy of ReconRobotics]
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empty, and increase artificial light indoors when outside light 
is dim or fading. The company also makes automated shades 
that block indoor glare on sunny days.

“It’s not a game-changing weapons system by any 
means,” said Andy Wakefield, Lutron’s director of govern-
ment solutions. “You’re not going to use our dimmers to 
see over hills or around corners. But we do make things that 
are automated and take the thinking out of saving energy,” 
he said. And that is a major goal of the Defense Department, 
which is not only trying to cut energy expenses in fiscally 
constrained times but is also trying to cut dependency on 
foreign oil and reduce the risks to personnel that come from 
transporting oil and other fuels from supply depots to FOBs 
by ground convoys.

The Obama administration set a goal last year for the 
Army, Navy and Air Force departments to develop systems 
that will create three gigawatts of renewable energy at their 
installations by 2025.

In most office buildings, lighting accounts for 39 percent 
of electrical usage. “Using some of these easy technologies, you can 
save a good amount of energy and make things possibly a little more 
secure,” Wakefield said.

Jason Koehler, manager for Lutron’s government team and 
a former Green Beret officer, said 
special operations forces may not 
use Lutron’s technology in the field, 
but they do back at the base. “In 
special operations, they use cutting 
edge technology to train and fight 
the enemies of our country, but they 
are still using a light switch in their 
team rooms and offices,” Koehler 
said. In both the continental United 
States and overseas, he said, garrison 
commanders are being evaluated for 
how energy efficient they have made 
their bases. “Energy efficiency and 
productivity are the two key things” 
that game-changing technologies can 
bring to military installations within 
the special operations community, 
he added.

satellites, sensors, sights 
and drones

Special operations forces are 
always in need of faster commu-
nications technology and with the 
increasing use of unmanned aircraft 
for surveillance and reconnaissance, 
there’s also a need for more band-
width to handle the data flow. Intelsat 
General Corp. believes its EpicNG 
satellite platform, an evolution of the 
Intelsat network infrastructure, will 
provide high performance and high 
throughput, at a lower cost per bit. 

This next-generation satellite system will deliver significant techni-
cal and cost efficiency for mobile, high-bandwidth applications.

EpicNG will provide three to five times more capacity per satellite 
than the traditional satellite fleet with expected throughput up to 60 
Gbps (billions of bits per second), typically 10 times more than existing 
Intelsat satellites. The high-power capacity will allow SOF users faster 
uploads of data from a variety of existing platforms and terminals, 
according to information received from the Bethesda, Md., company. 
This will significantly increase throughput on a uniform, global basis 
and offer critically needed, high availability. Spot beams and wide 
beams will enhance performance over larger geographic regions, with 
the ability to focus on unique coverage areas where higher throughput 
and increased bandwidth would help meet specific mission require-
ments. In addition, flexible connectivity between beam-types (user, 
gateway, or wide), along with portability, provides full adaptability to 
operational requirements and locations that change over time.

BAE Systems’ multi-intelligence payload combines several com-
bat-proven sensors in a package small enough to be loaded onto 
smaller unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) like the Shadow or Integra-
tor.

The multi-intelligence payload package has a reduced size, weight 
and power requirement enabling integration onto group 3 unmanned 
air systems. It combines multi-function radar and a signals intel-
ligence payload with fusion and tracking algorithms for drones like 
AAI Corp.’s Shadow, Schiebel’s Camcopter, the Navmar TigerShark 
and Insitu-Boeing’s Integrator. John Kelly, director of Advanced ISR 
Solutions at BAE Systems, said the multi-INT system is “tailored to 
the SOF community.”

“SOCOM is in need of the kind of predator-class ISR that is avail-
able now on large UAS platforms,” said Kelly, “but they need a payload 
that can fit on a smaller tactical UAV platform that is easier and less 
costly to operate.” The BAE Systems game changer is available in a 
fuselage-integrated version or in a pod attached to the fuselage or 
wing. It includes the capabilities to spot moving targets and detect 
ground disturbances, as well as take high-resolution radar images 
with advanced synthetic aperture radar. It is largely compatible with 
existing ground stations. There is also a lightweight compact signals 
intelligence payload capable of detecting, identifying, voice copying, 
direction finding and geolocation of a variety of emitters.

Andy wakefield

John Kelly

Mike barthlow

A multi-INT processing, exploitation and dissemination interface gives analysts a look at ground covered by 
UAVs. BAE said its multi-INT system is tailored to the SOF community. [Photo courtesy of BAE Systems]
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“We’re not talking about SOCOM going out and procuring a new 
fleet of group 3 UAVs; what we’re talking about is retro-fitting the 
existing Shadows, Schiebels, TigerSharks and Integrators,” Kelly said.

“With shrinking budgets but increasing SOCOM mission chal-
lenges around the world far from for-
ward operating bases, affordability has 
got to be, perhaps, the number one 
requirement,” he added.

Elbit Systems Ltd (ESL) is a global 
leader in unmanned systems, having a 
large array of large-to-small UAVs in 
its portfolio. Elbit Systems of America 
has taken ESL’s tier 1 small UAS and 
reconfigured it to U.S. requirements 
and is under contract to the U.S. Army 
as Skylark 1 LE block II. Block II is 
also being considered by the special 
operations forces for their close range ISR mission.

Elbit Systems of America is also a leading manufacturer in 
laser technology for detection, ranging and targeting. “We do lasers 
extremely well,” said Raymond Chapman, Elbit’s director of special 
operations solutions and a former Air Force combat controller and 
special ops navigator. 

And Skylark, or a similar small UAV, would be the perfect place 
to mount Elbit’s Micro Designated Marker, a 4.5-ounce laser marker. 

“They love the idea of a marker on a small UAV,” Chapman said. “It 
reduces the possibility of collateral damage.”

Another game changer is a unique camera technology called laser-
gated imaging, which can provide night vision in total darkness and bad 
weather conditions such as rain, fog or snow, Chapman said. 

In laser gated imaging, a pulsed laser is used to illuminate the scene 
while the reflected light is detected by a camera with a short exposure 
time, known as a “gate.” The gate is delayed so imaging occurs at a 
particular range; thus, the image is only from the reflection of objects 
at that range, making them much easier to see in the dark.

Laser gate imaging would allow facial identification of people sitting 
around a campfire at night, unlike thermal imaging, where the firelight 
contrasting with the surrounding darkness would normally wash out 
the facial features of those near it, he said. “It allows you to see through 
windshields. It also allows you to read license plates at night,” he added.

“When we took it to the technical network test bed, the guys that 
saw it said, ‘Hey, this is game-changing technology,’” Chapman related. 
Special ops personnel he spoke with thought it could be used on a 
sniper scope or to assist night driving in total darkness but there is no 
service requirement as yet for the technology. “The challenge is getting 
it to a form where SOCOM may use it,” Chapman said. Currently Elbit’s 
laser gated imaging is about at the middle of the technical readiness 
levels (TRL) technology yardstick. “We’re working with SOCOM to 
see how we bring that up to level TRL 9 (full production),” Chapman 
said.  O

raymond Chapman
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