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February 1, 2003 will be recognized in the annals of American history as a day of national
tragedy and sorrow due to the in-flight disintegration of the Space Shuttle Columbia.  This report
chronicles the extraordinary efforts of hundreds of individuals comprising dozens of teams from
federal, state and local agencies, industry, and private volunteer efforts which successfully undertook
the daunting task of underwater search and recovery of Columbia debris from the reservoirs,
lakes, and ponds of  East Texas and Western Louisiana.

This is not the first time the Office of the Supervisor of Salvage (SUPSALV) has been
called upon to lead national-level underwater search and recovery efforts, but it is unique for its
unprecedented environment – an underwater forest.  Over twenty square nautical miles of the
dammed and flooded Sabine River and Sabine National Forest (renamed Toledo Bend Reservoir)
were included in the principal debris zone of the Columbia disintegration.  The acoustic and physical
challenges presented by the tens of thousands of trees in the relatively shallow waters of Toledo
Bend stretched existing technology and technique to the limit.  This report carefully documents the
operational and logistics challenges encountered, solutions reached, and lessons learned for future
salvors confronted with similarly challenging environments.

What this report cannot do is properly recognize the enormity of the human spirit,
enthusiasm, and sacrifice of the individuals that constituted this great underwater search and recovery
Team.  Their undauntable endurance and unflinching commitment to the successful completion of
this search was an inspiration to all involved.  This Team’s legacy is nothing less than the future
continuation of our Nation’s space program.

J. R. Wilkins III
Captain, USN

Director of Ocean Engineering
USN Supervisor of Salvage and Diving
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Section 1
1 Introduction and Background

On February 1, 2003 NASA Space Shuttle Columbia (STS-107) suffered a cata-
strophic failure upon reentry into the Earth’s atmosphere. The shuttle broke up over north 
central Texas scattering debris across several hundred miles. NASA, FEMA, EPA, and 
various Texas agencies quickly mobilized to collect this debris in an attempt to determine 
the cause of the accident. As two large bodies of water were along the debris axis, the 
Navy was asked to support the search effort. This report documents the water search that 
was conducted over a 60-day period.

1.1 Crash Details

The Space Shuttle Columbia was lost Saturday, February 1, 2003 at 08:59 EST, 
disintegrating 207,135 feet above Texas. Columbia was traveling at approximately Mach 
18 en route to its scheduled landing at the Cape Kennedy Space Center in Florida 
following a successful mission. Columbia’s seven-member crew: Commander Rick 
Husband (COL USAF), Pilot William McCool (CDR USN), Mission Specialists Mike 
Anderson (LCOL USAF), Kalpana Chawla (PhD), David Brown (CAPT USN), Laurel Clark 
(CDR USN), and the first Israeli Astronaut Payload Specialist Ila Ramon (COL IAF) 
perished in the disaster. 

Within hours after the crash, accounts of debris falling to the Texas and Louisiana 
countryside were being received. The National Aeronautics and Space Administration 
(NASA), in coordination with Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and the 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), initiated a multi-agency state and federal effort to 
retrieve the debris in order to determine the cause of the accident. 

NASA directed the search process with FEMA providing logistics and manpower to 
support the recovery effort. EPA was given primary responsibility as much of the debris 
was classified as hazardous. By February 2, analysis of the recovered debris and reports 
from eyewitnesses directed search and recovery efforts to areas including Lake Nacogdo-
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ches and Toledo Bend Reservoir in Eastern Texas. NASA began analyzing the final 
minutes of the flight in an attempt to determine the cause of the accident. It became clear 
that the source of Columbia’s destruction was located in the vicinity of the leading edge of 
the left wing, and material from the left side of the spacecraft was listed as high-priority by 
accident investigators. They also indicated that any of the data recorders, cameras, and 
control systems would prove very valuable in assisting the determination effort.

All items that were classified as critical to the investigation were immediately cata-
loged and transported to the Lyndon B. Johnson Space Center in Houston, Texas. 
General shuttle wreckage collected during search operations was photographed, tagged, 
and its location recorded using the Global Positioning System (GPS). Once all information 
regarding target condition and location was recorded, the item was shipped to Barksdale 
Air Force Base in Louisiana. Over the following weeks, NASA continued to plot the loca-
tion of recovered space shuttle debris. A number of charts were created based on this 
data, including one that reflected the location of all recovered debris and a second chart 
that reflected the location of “significant” recovered debris. In this case, the term “signifi-
cant” was used to define recovered material that could prove helpful in investigating the 
cause of the accident. The plot of all recovered shuttle debris is provided as Figure 1-1. A 
plot of the significant debris field as of March 26 is provided as Figure 1-2. 

1.2 Purpose of Report

This report is prepared to document the Navy’s search for Space Shuttle Columbia 
debris in the lakes of East Texas as managed by the U.S. Navy’s Director of Ocean Engi-
neering, Supervisor of Salvage and Diving (SUPSALV). Hundreds of people from more 
than 38 organizations and nearly a dozen highly-specialized search assets were employed 
in this effort. Additionally, the search solutions and techniques crafted by SUPSALV’s 
assembled team of specialists are documented for use, should similar environmental 
conditions be encountered in future salvage operations. This report identifies the chal-
lenges, techniques, and science involved in developing the most effective search 
solutions.
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1.3 SUPSALV Tasking and Scope of Mission

On February 1, the day of the shuttle accident, SUPSALV contacted the Operations 
Center at the Pentagon and indicated that SUPSALV was ready and able to assist the 
NASA effort if the search for shuttle debris included any bodies of water. At that time there 
was no request for assistance and therefore no official tasking was issued. NASA was 
relying on other federal and local resources for the water search.

On February 2, 2003, a NASA team was assigned to manage the search for shuttle 
debris in Toledo Bend Reservoir. The astronauts assigned to this task were Steve Bowen 
and Jim Reilly. Jim Reilly visited the reservoir on February 3 with EPA representative, 
Scott Harris. Assisted by the U.S. Coast Guard and the FEMA staff, they searched some 
of the shoreline in an attempt to locate and recover debris, but no debris was found. It 
became clear that an organized and extensive water-based search operation was needed.

During the first week, as the complexity and scope of the water search operations 
grew, NASA recognized that expert assistance was needed in organizing and managing 
the water search. The number of contributors, the expertise required to effectively manage 
them, and the difficulties being encountered on the lake presented more than enough 
evidence that an experienced and dedicated management team was needed for the task. 
By the end of the week, the NASA liaison team was actively searching for an organization 
that could assume responsibility for the operation. 

On February 8, SUPSALV contacted the Director of Military Support (DOMS) repre-
sentative at the Disaster Field Office (DFO) in Lufkin, Texas. During a teleconference call 
with FEMA, NASA, and EPA officials, SUPSALV indicated that the Navy was ready to 
provide a formal assessment of the feasibility of searching the lakes that were suspected 
of holding shuttle debris. NASA and FEMA accepted SUPSALV’s offer and on February 9, 
a SUPSALV advance team consisting of CAPT Jim Wilkins (SUPSALV), CAPT Chris 
Murray (SUPDIVE), Mr. Tom Salmon (Salvage Division Head), and Mr. Ridge Albaugh 
(Phoenix International Project Manager) visited the area and met with Mr. Scott Harris 
(EPA) and NASA Astronaut Steve Bowen. They toured the area and observed existing 
operations.
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On February 10, SUPSALV briefed the FEMA Federal Coordinating Officer (FCO), 
Scott Wells and NASA on the capabilities that the Navy and SUPSALV could bring to the 
recovery effort. They noted that non-standard GPS systems were being employed and that 
no formalized, coordinated plan for generating search coordinates or deploying assets was 
in use. Command and control and search expertise along with a number of dedicated, 
experienced dive teams were the primary assets the Navy offered. On February 10, FEMA 
officially requested that the Department of Defense (DOD) authorize the U.S. Navy to 
assist in the recovery effort via a Request for Federal Assistance (RFA). A copy of the 
original RFA along with Amendment 1, issued March 10, which extended the operation 
through April 30, and Amendment 2, issued March 17, which increased funding for the 
task are included in Appendix C. 

On February 13, the Chief of Naval Operations (CNO) responding to FEMA’s RFA, 
tasked SUPSALV to provide command and control of the underwater search and recovery 
effort, as well as provision of additional U.S. Navy assets and personnel to augment 
existing agencies’ support. On February 14, Commander Atlantic Fleet (COMLANTFLT) 
tasked Mobile Diving and Salvage Unit Two (MDSU TWO) to respond with dive teams. 
Copies of the CNO and COMLANTFLT tasking orders are provided in Appendix C.

1.4 Overview of Operation

Initial review of the shuttle debris field indicated that a water search might be 
required in Lake Nacogdoches, Bardswell Lake, Lake Waxahachie, and Toledo Bend 
Reservoir. Analysis of collected debris gathered around Lakes Bardswell and Waxahachie 
ultimately ruled out a need for a water search in these two lakes as the debris found in 
surrounding shorelines was exclusively low density heat tiles that floated and would not 
have sunk to the bottom. Details on the remaining lakes are as follows:

Lake Nacogdoches – Located on Loco Bayou, 10 miles west of Nacogdoches, 
Texas off FM 225. The lake is approximately 2,200 acres with a maximum depth 
of 40 feet. Lake Nacogdoches was dammed in 1976. The line of significant debris 
crossed the lower center of the lake and SUPSALV conducted their search on 
3.17 square nautical miles of lake. 
Toledo Bend Reservoir - Located on the border of Louisiana and Texas, 
extending about 65 miles north of the dam site to Logansport, LA. The reservoir 
has approximately 1,200 miles of shoreline and is the largest man-made body of 
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water in the south and the fifth largest in surface area in the United States. Water 
surface normally covers 185,000 acres. Construction on the Toledo Bend dam 
began in April 1964 and was completed in October 1966. Center depths average 
between 40 and 80 feet with depths near the center of the river channel at 110 
feet. The debris path search area covers approximately 17 square nautical miles 
of this body of water. 
Local Ponds - Based on eyewitness reports, several of the hundreds of small 
ponds covering south central and Southeast Texas were investigated.

The Navy-led water search concentrated all efforts on Toledo Bend Reservoir and Lake 
Nacogdoches using a combination of contracted search assets and dive teams from Navy, 
federal, state, and local activities. 

Phoenix International, SUPSALV’s search and recovery contractor, in concert with 
FEMA and NASA, developed the search plan, coordinated day-to-day search operations 
from the Fin and Feather Resort operations center and managed the database of targets 
and results. The search effort involved using various side scan sonar and multibeam 
bathymetry equipment on leased commercial workboats. Analysis was performed on the 
collected search data in an attempt to identify shuttle debris among the clutter on the lake 
bottom. Additional assets on the scene included a number of specialized marine search 
and hydrographic contractors and two Navy owned and operated autonomous underwater 
vehicles.

The diving effort was managed by SUPSALV with the assistance of MDSU TWO 
based in Norfolk, VA. In addition to the three to four dive teams the MDSU provided, teams 
from the EPA, Houston Police Department, Galveston Police Department, Galveston 
Sheriff’s Department and, Texas Department of Public Safety performed diving services 
for the operation. A dive team from the New York office of the FBI also participated for a 
short period prior to the arrive of the U.S. Navy.

SUPSALV representative, CAPT Chris Murray took over initial dive operations 
command and control on February 12 working with NASA, FEMA, and EPA at Toledo 
Bend Reservoir. Organization and assessment of the assets on hand was the first order of 
business while awaiting formalized tasking and the arrival of additional Navy search and 
diving assets.   
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Navy operations commenced on February 15 on Lake Nacogdoches and Toledo 
Bend Reservoir using multiple search assets and diving teams. Lake Nacogdoches search 
was completed on March 10 and diving operations began that same week. The search 
continued on Toledo Bend Reservoir through April 11 with divers clearing all targets by 
April 12. The Navy demobilized on April 13 after identifying and diving on over 3,000 
targets, two of which were classified as shuttle debris.

A graphical depiction of the operation is contained in Figure 1-2. This graphic 
combines the major milestones with the pace of diving and search operations to provide 
an overall summary of the operation. A detailed time line of the operation, containing all 
significant milestones and events is included in Appendix B. 

1.5 Operational Considerations

The two main factors that significantly affected in the Navy’s search and salvage 
operation were the small average size of the shuttle pieces that fell through the atmo-
sphere and the very cluttered nature of the reservoir’s bottom. Toledo Bend Reservoir can 
best be described as an underwater forest with the trees broaching the surface of the 
water. This environment presented challenges in running boats on the lake surface and 
made it very difficult to tow search sonars through the water column. Other operational 
factors that challenged the search teams are included below. Details of the challenges are 
discussed in Chapter 4.

Long supply and logistics pipeline into rural East Texas 
Interagency coordination necessary to effectively operate as a team
Winter weather conditions including strong winds on the lakes that interrupted the 
search process. 
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Section 2
Command and Organization

2.1 Organizations Involved

After the Shuttle Columbia was lost on February 1, 2003, President George W. Bush 
issued emergency declarations for Texas (FEMA-3171-EM) and Louisiana (FEMA-3172-
EM). FEMA became the lead agency for response and recovery operations. A major 
disaster declaration by the President is a prerequisite for federal response and recovery. 
FEMA coordinated federal agency response including utilization of the Department of 
Defense (DoD) assets. FEMA assigned a Federal Coordinating Officer (FCO) to the 
project who arranged funding and logistics for the operation. As DoD assets were tasked 
to respond, a Director of Military Support (DOMS) was also assigned. The DOMS staff in 
Lufkin served as liaison between SUPSALV and FEMA for the coordination of search and 
recovery services. 

Response teams from various federal and state agencies deployed from their 
respective headquarters and regional offices. Disaster Field Offices (DFO) were estab-
lished in Lufkin and Ft. Worth, Texas and Barksdale AFB, Louisiana. More than 60 federal, 
state, local, and volunteer agencies, and other private groups responded with personnel, 
supplies, and equipment. These included NASA, FEMA, EPA, U.S. and Texas Forest 
Services, DoD, U.S. Navy, U.S. Coast Guard, and the National Transportation Safety 
Board (NTSB).

The EPA was a major contributor to the effort. EPA teams were quickly dispatched to 
assist local emergency response teams since much of the shuttle material was potentially 
hazardous. EPA’s primary mission was to ensure public safety, protect the environment, 
respond to located hazardous material, and collect shuttle debris. EPA provided major 
emergency response to both the land and the water search, providing teams of divers and 
contracting water search assets in the first week after the incident.

The U.S. Forest Service took the lead in managing the land search. Thousands of 
park and forest service personnel from all over the nation were provided to support the 
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operation. The Forest Service also assisted the water search by providing geographic 
information systems (GIS) technicians who worked with the Phoenix team to plot search 
sectors and targets in the lakes.

2.2 Ground, Air, and Water Search 

The debris field spread across more than 240 nautical miles of the Texas and Loui-
siana countryside. Initial unorganized recovery efforts resulted in inefficient accounting of 
the areas that had been searched. To ensure accountability for the search process, FEMA 
placed the responsibility for planning and conducting each phase of the search into the 
hands of three individual activities.

1. Ground Search – U.S. Forest Service.

2. Air Search – Texas Forest Service.

3. Water Search – U.S. Navy.

NASA continued to provide guidance and priority direction to each of the search 
teams based on analysis of the recovered debris. By the middle of February, NASA was 
distinguishing between general debris and “significant” debris that was critical in 
supporting the investigation into the cause of the accident. NASA redrew the center line of 
the debris field on February 20, 2003 based on the location of the significant debris recov-
ered. This new line provided the datum from which the water search teams drew their 
search grids. A plot showing the location of the significant debris recovered as of March 26 
is provided in Chapter 1 as Figure 1-2. 

2.2.1 Ground Search 

NASA, FEMA, and EPA organized a ground search beginning on the day of the 
disaster. Volunteers, local police, fire service, park service, and other agencies provided 
manpower for the initial search teams. As material was encountered, they informed the 
EPA whose hazardous material collection teams recovered the debris and moved it to a 
local staging area. The search area was refined as additional debris was recovered and 
coordinates of eyewitness sightings were plotted. As the requirement to conduct struc-
tured ground search across a large grid was established, FEMA tasked the U.S. Forest 
Service with managing the land-based search. The U.S. Forest Service brought 
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manpower, infrastructure, and physical assets to the effort. Four Incident Command Posts 
(ICP) and debris staging areas were established along the path of the debris: Hemphill, 
Palestine, Nacogdoches, and Corsicana. Approximately 45 crews, consisting of 20 
persons each, were housed, fed, and managed from each of these command posts.

By February 22 a plan was developed to walk the 240-mile path of shuttle debris. 
The search was carried out by U.S. Forest Service crews walking shoulder-to-shoulder 
across a 4-mile wide swath. The overall ground search involved a total of more than 
16,000 personnel and covered over 680,000 acres. General shuttle wreckage collected 
during search operations was photographed, tagged, and its location marked via Global 
Positioning System (GPS) before shipment to the staging areas. Potentially hazardous 
debris was recovered by EPA crews. Once all information regarding target condition and 
location was recorded, the item was staged at the local ICP and ultimately shipped to 
Barksdale Air Force Base for transfer to NASA. As the spring progressed, the amount of 
high interest (“significant”) debris recovered on the northern edge of the four-mile wide 
swath led NASA to ask the ground search crews to expand their search to the north of the 
original line and to the west of the Corsicana grid sectors.

2.2.2 Air Search 

Beyond the four-mile wide shoulder-to-shoulder ground search, NASA determined 
that some debris landed outside the primary debris path and that the ground beyond the 
four-mile swath would need to be searched. An air search was conducted utilizing 36 heli-
copters, 10 fixed wing aircraft, a RC-12 with multi-spectral capability, a DC-3 aircraft 
equipped with the COMPASS reconnaissance package provided by the Defense Intelli-
gence Agency (DIA), several Civil Air Patrol aircraft, an ER-2 (NASA version of U-2 
reconnaissance plane), and several motorized paragliders. The helicopters were flown at 
tree top level for an additional four miles on either side of the debris path in an effort to find 
shuttle wreckage. With spring progressing, the growth of foliage began to inhibit the ability 
of the air crews to see debris on the forest floor. For this reason, air search operations 
were paced so that they could be completed by the end of April.

On a good weather day, each helicopter could cover up to 900 acres, but it was 
difficult to see through thick tree canopies or fly too close to livestock. Areas that could not 
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be seen from the air were assigned to the ground search teams. An air search crew 
consisted of a pilot, an aircraft manager who managed communications and positioning, 
and one or two spotters who searched the ground using gyro stabilized binoculars. By the 
end of air search operations, the crews had searched over 1,600,000 acres. Sadly, an air 
accident occurred on March 27, killing two crew members of one of the helicopters.

2.2.3 Water Search 

NASA, EPA, and FEMA mobilized on the day of the accident and by February 2 
had divers and searchers on the water. Water search and diving operations continued 
through April 12 when demobilization commenced. SUPDIVE took charge of all existing 
assets on February 13 and MDSU TWO arrived on February 15th with the first augment of 
divers.

NASA and EPA began the water search using teams who were on scene in East 
Texas. Eyewitness reports were coming in reporting debris in yards, fields, and other more 
traveled locations. There was a fishing tournament on Toledo Bend Reservoir on February 
1 and a number of reports came in indicating that material was seen or heard falling into 
the water. The morning of February 1 was heavily fogged in and most of the reports from 
people on the water were classified as “ear witness” vice eyewitness. NASA and EPA 
began investigating these reports with the help of FEMA, the U.S. Coast Guard, and the 
Sabine River Authority. It was quickly realized that there was no way to simply locate and 
retrieve material that wasn’t visible on the shore and that an organized search effort would 
be needed to achieve results. 

By February 4 additional assets arrived on scene including an FBI dive team with a 
Remotely Operated Vehicle (ROV), an EPA dive team, and a Texas Department of Public 
Safety dive team. Reports of debris sighted by helicopter were investigated. Even though 
the positions were thought to be accurate, search by boats and divers found no debris. By 
February 6 a Department of Justice tethered submersible was brought in, with EPA-
contracted search assets following on February 7. During these first days, the organiza-
tions contributing to the water search included:
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Even with these dedicated water search teams, NASA realized they needed expert 

help in organizing and managing the water search effort. NASA astronauts were guiding 
the dive teams, directing the search assets, and investigating reported sightings; none of 
which they were trained to do. Over the course of the week, the astronauts began looking 
for the expertise they needed to manage the water search.

The Navy received official tasking on February 13 and 14. The advanced party that 

had traveled with SUPSALV for the NASA and FEMA briefing on February 10 stayed on 
station in Lufkin and Toledo Bend, observed operations, and prepared for the equipment 
and personnel the Navy was ordering into Texas. During these initial days, they took stock 
of the talent and assets on hand and began to assemble an organization that could effec-
tively search the two East Texas lakes for shuttle debris.

2.3 Water Search Organization 

After SUPSALV arrived in Texas and received tasking to provide command and 
control to support the water search, SUPSALV organized the water team to take advan-
tage of the strengths of the assets on the scene. The organization was divided into a 
Search Team and a Diving Team. An organization chart is included as Figure 2-1.

2.3.1 Search Team

Mr. Lee Wolford, a search specialist from NAVSEA 00C, coordinated the search 
efforts. The physical accomplishment of the search was the responsibility of Mr. Ridge 
Albaugh, a project manager from Phoenix International, the company holding SUPSALV’s 

Dive Assets Other Support
Environmental Protection Agency
Houston Police Department
Federal Bureau of Investigation
Galveston Sheriff’s Department
Galveston Police Department

County Sheriffs
Sabine River Authority
Local Police and Fire Departments 
United States Coast Guard
United States Coast Guard Auxiliary
Louisiana Department of Fish and Wildlife
Texas Parks and Wildlife
Jasper County Emergency Services
Texas Air National Guard

Search Assets
Environmental Protection Agency
Department of Justice
Federal Bureau of Investigation
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Worldwide Underwater Operations contract. (This contract includes storage and mainte-
nance of Navy-owned search and recovery equipment and provision of skilled labor to 
conduct searches and analyze search data.) The NAVSEA and Phoenix team managed 
the selection of assets, deployment of personnel, leasing of boats and gear, analysis of 
search data, generation of search lines for the next day, plotting of search data on charts 
of the lakes, and preparation of dive packages identifying targets for additional investiga-
tion by dive teams.

2.3.2 Dive Team

The Dive Team included divers from as many as five different organizations. CAPT 
Chris Murray, U.S. Navy Supervisor of Diving (SUPDIVE), managed this effort with Chief 
Warrant Officer Roger Riendeau of MDSU TWO assisting in coordinating the diving efforts. 
Non-U.S. Navy Dive teams dove according to their own agency’s rules and regulations. 

Figure 2-1. Columbia Water Search and Recovery Organization Chart.
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Search procedures were set by SUPDIVE using the best techniques and equipment from 
each team. Dive teams received their assignments (dive packages) each morning at the 
daily dive coordination meeting. At the end of the day, the dive teams returned the results 
of their dives to the Command Center where analysis was performed by the search anal-
ysis team. MDSU TWO personnel supported all dive teams administratively.

2.3.3 Security and Safety Support Boats

In addition to the search and diving teams, security boats were detailed to escort 
and provide a security buffer to all search and dive boats, protecting them from high-speed 
bass boats and interference by the general public. Security boats were outfitted with 
flashing blue lights to gain the attention of other boaters. Once on station, the security 
boats took position on either side of the search or dive area and waved off incoming bass 
boats. Security boats also assisted some of the dive teams by dropping buoys over targets 
and were available for use as a medevac to shore. There were as many as 12 security 
boats in use at any one time. All security and safety boats were coordinated and directed 
by the Director of Diving Operations.

2.3.4 Activities Involved

Over the course of the two-month long operation, a significant number of organiza-
tions, companies, and government agencies participated in the water search operation. 
The list of organizations involved and the nature of their support is provided in Figure 2-2.

2.4 Navy Mobilization

The Navy mobilization began on February 8 when Captain Jim Wilkins (SUPSALV) 
first spoke with NASA and EPA officials. A number of senior SUPSALV representatives 
and their Search and Recovery contractor arrived in Texas on February 9 and toured the 
area. On February 10 CAPT Chris Murray started to organize existing assets while 
awaiting official tasking and the arrival of Navy units from MDSU TWO. On February 13, 
the Navy received tasking to support NASA and put their plans into action. Both SUPSALV 
and MDSU TWO were tasked and responded independently. 
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Search Teams
Escorts / Support Vessels / Shore Aid / Shore 

Management

Phoenix International 
C&C Technologies (3 boats)
Innerspace Exploration Team 
(IET) 
Lockheed Martin 
Panamerican Consultants
Industrial Divers Incorporated
Navy Mobile Diving and 
Salvage Unit Two, Norfolk, VA 
(REMUS) 

Federal Emergency Management Agency
NASA
Environmental Protection Agency (On Scene 
Coordinator (OSC) and Environmental Response 
Team 
Texas Air National Guard
Jasper County Sheriff
Jasper County Emergency Cooperative
Nacogdoches County Sheriff 
Texas State Police
Louisiana State Police
Louisiana Fish and Wildlife
U.S. Forest Service
Bureau of Land Management
Sabine River Authority
Texas Forest Service
Texas Game Warden
Texas Parks and Wildlife
Hemphill Medical
U.S. Coast Guard and Coast Guard Auxiliary
Navy News
Coastal Systems Station, Panama City
National Oceanic Atmospheric Administration
C.A. Richards / Kongsberg Mesotech
Texas Department of Mental Health and Mental 
Retardation
Thales GeoSolutions (Pacific), Inc.
International Industries
ROH, Inc.
Fairmount Volunteer Fire Department
Six Mile Volunteer Fire Department

Dive Teams

Houston Police Department Dive 
Team
Galveston Sheriffs Department
Galveston Police Dive Team 
Navy Mobile Diving and Salvage 
Unit Two, Norfolk, VA
MDSU TWO Reserve 
Detachment 101 (Newport, RI), 
409 (Cleveland, OH) and 608 
(Jacksonville, FL)
EPA Dive Teams (Regions 3, 7, 
and 10)
Texas Department of Public 
Safety 
Federal Bureau of Investigation

Figure 2-2.  Participating Water Search Organizations.
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SUPSALV’s search assets were provided through Phoenix International, their search 
and recovery contractor. The SUPSALV and Phoenix team began arriving on February 14 
and began to organize and execute a coordinated water search for shuttle debris. 

By February 15, MDSU TWO divers and gear began to arrive from Norfolk, VA. The 
principal gear included two Light Weight Diving Systems (LWDS), a Transportable Recom-
pression Chamber System (TRCS), two diving compressors, and diving gear to support 
four Navy dive teams.

Initially, the Columbia Diving Operations Command Center was located at the Fair-
mount Fire Station, but on February 26 the Command Center was combined with the 
Search Operations Command Center at a fishing resort called Fin and Feather Resort in 
Six Mile, TX. This facility provided accommodations for divers and search teams, dock 
space and a boat ramp, and office space to support the analysis of search data.

2.5 Coordination and Communication 

Search Team and Dive Team coordination was vital to ensure the operation was 
conducted in a safe and professional manner. From the time of initial Navy involvement 
until February 26, diving operations were managed at the Fairmount Volunteer Fire 
Department Fire Station. Search management efforts and data processing began at the 
Six Mile Fire Station and moved to the Fin and Feather on February 14. These facilities 
were about 15 minutes apart and phone lines, at least initially, were in short supply so 
maintaining an effective line of communications was a challenge. To meet this challenge, 
Diving Management transferred to the Fin and Feather on February 26. This co-location 
eased some of the communications issues and supported the overall effort more effi-
ciently. Another vital component of this operation was effective communications with the 
overall operation center in Lufkin, Texas. The support received from FEMA and the status 
reporting provided on a daily basis necessitated routine runs to and from Lufkin. CAPTs 
Wilkins and Murray traveled to Lufkin several times a week and NASA astronauts, EPA 
and FEMA officials were routine visitors to the Toledo Bend operations sites. Additionally, 
data was transferred to and from Lufkin daily via a satellite internet connection established 
by the Search Team and later upgraded to a land-based high-speed data line provided by 
FEMA. 
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MDSU TWO Chief Warrant Officer Roger Riendeau, SEA 00C’s SUPDIVE, CAPT 
Chris Murray, and SEA 00C SUPSALV, CAPT Jim Wilkins held dive briefings each 
morning to provide each team with its assignment for the day. Dive packages were gener-
ated based on analysis of search data from previous days. The flow of information was not 
just from the search operations to dive operations, but both ways as each dive team 
reported the results of their dives. These reports were provided to the Dive Operations 
center at the end of the day and forwarded to the Search Operations center. This feed-
back was recorded into the search target database closing the loop on identified targets. 
During the morning dive brief, the teams were also informed of any known hazards, 
expected weather conditions, and emergency evacuation procedures in case of a medical 
emergency. On site NASA representatives provided specific guidance regarding potential 
shuttle hazards and analysis from other search assets.

Other meetings were conducted on an ad hoc basis. The following are two exam-
ples that represent typical ad hoc meetings. The first example was the search technique 
meetings that occurred after a day of operations or an analysis/test was conducted. After 
such an occurrence, a debrief was conducted with members of the Search Team, the Dive 
Team, SEA 00C, and the vendor or contractor’s representative. Search techniques meet-
ings were held on a regular basis at the beginning of the operation and only occasionally 
after the process and techniques became routine. Diver search technique meetings were 
initially held every 3-4 days and included all diving supervisors and dive team coordination 
staff. Lessons learned and best practices were discussed and put into effect. 

A second example was one in which additional information was conveyed from 
NASA or as a result of analysis and evaluation of the utility of a particular search proce-
dure. Generally, SUPSALV identified the nature of the new information and suggested that 
the key players develop strategy to utilize the information to their best advantage. For 
example, when NASA identified the trajectory of radar targets along with possible debris 
impact points, the Search Team evaluated the best method to ensure a thorough search 
was performed in that area. After the recommendation was prepared, the Search Team 
briefed SUPSALV and upon his concurrence, the process was incorporated into the daily 
routine.
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Another form of communication was the routine briefing given to visitors. Often, 
FEMA, EPA, or NASA staff members would drive from Lufkin or Houston and get briefed 
on the status of the water search. Figure 2-3 is a photo of a brief given in the Diving Oper-
ations Center to a visiting NASA contingent.

Meetings were held in Lufkin to coordinate the entire land, air, and water search 
efforts. SUPSALV attended these meetings each Monday to brief NASA on the Navy’s 
water search and to learn the progress of the overall search effort. 

2.6 Finance 

On February 10, FEMA tasked the Navy to provide command and control functions 
and perform a water search of the East Texas lakes. FEMA’s request for support was 
based on a jointly drafted tasking statement generated when SUPSALV initially visited 
East Texas on February 9 and 10. This initial tasking was based on a single day’s tour of 
Toledo Bend Reservoir and a loosely defined requirement to search the reservoir and 
additional lakes, such as Lake Nacogdoches and any other lakes NASA might identify. 

The assets available to SUPSALV included: 

SUPSALV salvage staff.
SUPSALV search and recovery contractor (Phoenix International).
SUPSALV Government Owned Contractor Operated (GOCO) equipment located 
in the Phoenix International warehouse in Landover, Maryland
Diving assets including State and Federal agencies already on scene and Mobile 
Diving and Salvage Unit Two.

Figure 2-3    Pictured at far left is Astronaut Jim Reilly, lead NASA liaison to the Water Search 
Team, briefing a visiting NASA contingent. Also pictured is NASA Administrator, Sean O’Keefe at 
far right and SUPSALV, CAPT Jim Wilkins, wearing Navy fatigues to right of center.
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Based on this loose requirement, SUPSALV estimated $2.3M would be required to 
perform an orderly search over a period of about 4 weeks. When that figure was communi-
cated to FEMA, a round number of $3M was agreed to. On February 10, FEMA forwarded 
their line of accounting which NAVSEA Contracts Division received without delay or diffi-
culty on February 11. 

After FEMA agreed to the estimate, SUPSALV issued a verbal Delivery Order to 
Phoenix International to mobilize for the search effort. Phoenix was standing by for tasking 
with their project manager already on scene in Texas getting ready for the team’s arrival. 

On March 7, FEMA asked the Navy to update their funding requirements to support 
an operation that would extend to April 30, 2003. Although NAVSEA had not come close to 
expending existing funds, they estimated that another $3M would be enough to cover the 
operation at its current pace through the end of April and cover any unexpected contingen-
cies.   FEMA issued these funds on March 17. They were received two days later. 

With these funds, SUPSALV funded the following:

Phoenix International staff, subcontracted search operation organizations, leased 
search equipment and boats, accommodations for nearly all of the water search 
organization at the Fin and Feather, daily inventory and equipment needs.
Commander Naval Surface Force, Atlantic Fleet – reimbursement for operational 
expenses for the MDSU TWO detachment but not including salaries.
ROH Incorporated technical writer who provided briefing support and prepared 
the final report.
SUPSALV staff travel expenses and overtime funds.
Naval Coastal Systems Station (CSS) provided search technique analysis input 
and a requested demonstration of LIMUS, which was considered for use by the 
divers (see Appendix A).

The Navy-led water search team wrapped up search operations on April 11 and 
completed diving operations on April 12. Demobilization efforts and reconciliation of FEMA 
assets took another couple of workdays. Complete operation expenses were expected to 
total less than the $6M authorized. On May 15, 2003, the final numbers totaled approxi-
mately $4.5M.
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Section 3
Operations

The water search operations conducted by the Navy and other supporting organiza-
tions can be divided into two areas: search efforts and diving efforts. For this report, we will 
identify search efforts as those performed on the lakes by those who used sonar and 
bathymetry systems to scan the bottom for shuttle debris and by those performing anal-
ysis on the collected data and identifying diving targets. Diving operations consist of 
prosecuting the identified targets and the systematic clearing of the surrounding area at 
the dive site with diver-held search aids. This chapter records the tools and processes 
used to conduct these efforts. 

3.1 Search Efforts

SUPSALV took over the water search operation on February 13 and conducted a 
systematic search of Lake Nacogdoches and Toledo Bend Reservoir over a 45-day period. 
Between the two lakes, the search area included more than 23 square miles of lake floor 
and resulted in identification of more than 3,000 targets. A timeline for the entire operation 
is provided as Appendix B. Daily Navy SITREPS were issued beginning on February 15 
through the end of the operation on April 12. An example of these SITREPS can be found 
in the last pages of Appendix C. 

3.1.1 Early Search Efforts

NASA, EPA, and FEMA mobilized on the day of the accident and by February 2, 
NASA and EPA had teams of engineers and search personnel on scene in East Texas. 
Eyewitnesses reported debris in yards, fields, and in other populous locations. As there 
was a fishing tournament on Toledo Bend Reservoir on February 1, a number of reports 
came in indicating that material had fallen into the lake. Due to heavy fog over the lake that 
morning, most witnesses did not see debris hit the water, rather they heard what was 
thought to be debris splashes. These eyewitness reports were classified as “ear witness” 
reports. NASA and EPA began investigating these reports with the help of U.S. Forest 
Service and Coast Guard resources and quickly realized that there was no way to simply 
locate and retrieve material that was not visible from the surface. In order to be effective, 
an organized search effort was needed.
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By February 4, additional organizations arrived on scene including an FBI dive 
team, an FBI ROV, and a Texas Department of Public Safety dive team. Reported sight-
ings were investigated from the surface and with assembled dive teams but no debris was 
found. By February 6, a Department of Justice tethered submersible was brought in and 
on February 7 EPA contracted search assets began to arrive. The initial plan by on-scene 
NASA astronauts was to put one search boat on the current shuttle debris line to run a 
gross survey and use the second search boat to run lines over the water in the vicinity of 
eyewitness sightings. On February 8, the water search team moved their headquarters 
from the Indian Mound boat launch site to the Fairmount Volunteer Fire Station. This move 
provided sheltered quarters to better coordinate activities around the lake. On February 
10, following up on an eyewitness report, an FBI dive team retrieved one of the shuttle 
brake assemblies from the water on the Louisiana shore.

3.2 Navy Managed Search

The U.S. Navy’s Office of Ocean Engineering, Supervisor of Salvage and Diving 
(SUPSALV) received tasking on February 13 to support the Space Shuttle Columbia water 
search efforts. SUPSALV tasked their primary search and recovery contractor, Phoenix 
International, on February 14. An advance party from SUPSALV and Phoenix had been 
on-site since February 9. Additional resources from Phoenix arrived in Toledo Bend with 
computers, plotters, search assets, sonar operators, and analysts to support the mission 
beginning February 15. After securing the Fin and Feather Resort as a base of opera-
tions, the SUPSALV-Phoenix team began evaluating the assets on-scene and the data 
collected to that point. 

The Navy’s initial search efforts were accomplished using Marine Sonic Centurion 
side scan sonar systems. The side scan units were employed by the Phoenix staff and 
EPA contracted teams. 

After conducting a gross survey of the reservoir and recognizing the challenging 
conditions in the reservoir and on the bottom, SUPSALV began investigating alternative 
search assets that would allow them to penetrate the depths of the lake and see details 
through the trees and onto the bottom. The investigation, selection, and non-selection of 
assets was a process that continued from that first week of the operation with the recruit-
ment of the Reson multibeam bathymetry sonar (operated by C&C Technologies under 
contract with Phoenix International), to the final two weeks of the operation with the anal-
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ysis and consideration of a GeoPhex, a metal detector, to run in the shallows where the 
other sensors were unable to operate. This continuous selection process could be consid-
ered unique to this operation. It was a direct result of the fact that the debris being sought 
was quite small and thought to be widely spread out and that the conditions on the bottom 
were unusually cluttered. This section describes the selection process, the systems 
utilized, the systems considered, and some of the rationale for the choices. 

SUPSALV conducted a number of tests that compared the utility of the equipment 
being used. Testing validated the equipment’s ability to detect real shuttle debris (collected 
on land and provided for controlled tests), validated the ideal range and selected oper-
ating frequency of available sonar equipment. Tests also compared two different 
multibeam models, and validated the utility of the selected equipment against mock-ups of 
NASA’s declared highest priority target at that time - the OEX Recorder. Details of this 
testing are provided later in this chapter. Full copies of the test plans and results are 
provided in the Appendices D, F, and G.

3.3 Search Management 

Conducting an orderly search for debris required more than putting search boats on 
the water and turning them loose. Toledo Bend Reservoir and Lake Nacogdoches are 
large bodies of water and at one time there were more than 30 square miles of lake bed in 
the search field. The only way to perform an orderly search was to clearly define and reli-
ably execute a tested search process. This section details the “management” of the search 
process. 

3.3.1 Search Plot

The search team maintained a search plot that integrated the locations that they 
were tasked to search with the actual search lines, the targets identified, the targets 
cleared, and other inputs such as Ikonos satellite imagery or radar trajectory predictions. 
This search plot was the basis for ensuring the process was orderly and comprehensive. 
This section discusses the factors that influenced the search plot and the evolution of the 
plot over the course of the operation. 

NASA initially specified that the primary debris “red” zone was a total of two 
nautical miles wide running from just south of Dallas in a east-southeast direction crossing 
the southern portion of Toledo Bend Reservoir. The water search plotting team plotted this 
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search zone and broke it into lettered areas. These initial search zones were labeled A 
through L, covering 27 square nautical miles of water. On March 1 search zones M and N 
were added which encompassed areas with possible debris reported by eyewitnesses. 
This expansion to the south increased the total area to 32 square nautical miles and is 
represented by Figure 3-1.

At the March 3 briefing in Lufkin, CAPT Wilkins received guidance from NASA on 
the likely location of the highest priority targets. Based on this information, an update to the 
search coordinate plot was ordered. This plot re-focused the search right down the center 
of the February 20 NASA significant debris line. The heading for this line is approximately 
118 degrees. NASA requested that a concentrated effort be made on the western end of 
the reservoir as the density of the recovered debris trailed off to the east. One exception 
was that a high priority search was directed to a location near the Louisiana coast where 
radar trajectory suggested debris could have fallen. The search plot was redrawn with a 
north and south boundary one nautical mile above and below the NASA significant debris 
line. This newly established search zone was compressed to 14.69 square nautical miles. 

On March 18, NASA evaluated SUPSALV’s progress and asked that the Navy plan 
to complete their search by April 15. Given this new ending date and a refined definition of 
the search area, the Navy was able to plan to complete the assigned task with a high 
degree of confidence. SUPSALV determined that there was sufficient time to fully cover 
the deep, heavily forested, central portion of the lake with the two multibeam systems and 
complete all the edges, coves, and shallower portions with the remaining side scan 
systems. This division of search assignments was based on the fact that the side scan 
systems were best suited for running close to the lake bottom and the trees in the water 
column prevented deepwater employment in their proper configuration. On the other hand, 
the multibeam systems, due to their surface mount and fixed beam width, were best suited 
for deployment in deeper sections of the lake. Figure 3-2 represents the Toledo Bend 
search area broken into multibeam coverage and side scan zones. 

Given the ability to operate until April 15 and understanding that NASA was 
observing that a higher percentage of significant debris was recovered north of the debris 
line, the search area was expanded to include a 0.5 mile section to the north of the primary 
search area. This expansion was also searched using the side scan in shallow water/multi-
beam in deep water process that was proven effective earlier in the operation. In addition 
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to this new 0.5 mile search zone, NASA added two new search zones based on specific 
intelligence. The first was a new target area that was based on the finding of two pieces of 
a camera on land. A line drawn connecting those locations crossed two small bays of 
Toledo Bend (6 Mile and Sandy Creek). Hoping to find the camera itself, the water search 
teams searched these areas on April 10 and dove on them on April 11. The second new 
area was added based on an eyewitness report. A V-shaped area was added in the north-
west part of the search area. The eyewitness saw a piece from a distance, but was not 
sure if it landed in the water or on land.  The V-shaped area was scanned on April 10 and 
11 and divers went into that area on April 11 and 12. The Navy teams completed the initial 
search area, the additional 0.5-mile area to the north, and the two new search zones by 
April 11. Figure 3-3 represents the final search plot for Toledo Bend Reservoir dated 12 
April 2003. It also shows the eyewitness search points, the trajectory prediction locations, 
and other debris locations near the reservoir.

The boats equipped with Marine Sonic Centurion sonar systems were capable of 
searching in 20-meter, 50-meter and 100-meter range scales. To get a quick under-
standing of the reservoir bottom, a 100-meter search was conducted across the “red” 

Figure 3-2.  Toledo Bend Search Assignments. Multibeam coverage areas are shown 
in brown, sidescan in light green.
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zone. Afterward, lines were plotted and provided to the search boats to support 20-meter range 
searches where possible. The 20-meter range scale performed best in creeks, coves, and other 
areas where depth of water supported close in work. At this range, the search managers plotted lines 
approximately 15 meters apart, allowing the boats to scan the unsurveyed space directly under the 
previous pass with the next pass. At the 20-meter range, one pixel equals 6 inches on the bottom 

therefore minimum size that could be distinguished is 4 pixels (1 ft2).  In reality, material closer to 0.5 

square meters (2.6 ft2) in size was the minimum practical target. A sample of the lines Marine Sonic 
sonar recorded is provided in Figure 3-4. 

3.3.2 Navigation

Accurate location and position information is key to a search and recovery operation. During 
the Columbia operation, the search and recovery teams had exceptional assets available to ensure 
the data and diver location information was as precise as possible. Phoenix International placed C&C 
Technologies under contract to provide both search assets and advanced GPS technology. C&C 
Technologies, who supplied and crewed three of the search boats, was able to provide sub-meter 
survey grade navigation positioning through their C-Nav differential GPS system. To take advantage 
of this capability, a plan was developed to validate individual team navigation systems. C&C estab-
lished four known points around the Toledo Bend Reservoir: two were tree stumps protruding from 
the lake, one was at Paradise Cove fuel dock, and one was at the Fin and Feather Resort launch 
pier. Each day the buoy drop boats and dive team boats verified their navigation equipment, normally 
Trimble GPS systems, with the known position at the beginning and at the end of the day. Over the 
course of the operation, additional C-Nav differential GPS systems were obtained and fitted out on all 
the search boats.

A second aid in correlating target data with potential non-shuttle debris topography was the 
overlay of 1960 aerial photographs on the existing chart plots. This resulted in an overall view of pre-
reservoir landscape, including man-made structures that remain under the water surface. Figure 3-5 
is a nautical chart of Toledo Bend overlaid with aerial photography providing clues to existing bottom 
conditions.

Critical to the navigation/positioning process was the correlation of side scan and multibeam 
targets to an exact geographic position. This integration was accomplished through the computer 
program - WINFROG. WINFROG also provided steer-to and course correction information to the 
helmsman who was running a predetermined set of lines. WINFROG is a MS Windows-compatible 
navigation software created by Thales GeoSolutions (Pacific), Inc. of California. 
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Back in the lab, the boat, and sonar data positioning information needed to be 
correlated to a geographic plot. This was necessary to ensure complete coverage of 
assigned search areas and to position potential targets accurately. Phoenix arrived in 
Toledo Bend with experienced Geographic Information Systems (GIS) operators and 
software. They established the search coordinates and developed large scale plots for 
operations management and small scale plots for diver target packages. 

A significant resource available to the search coordination team was the loan of 
GIS operators made available through the federally operated Geographic Area Coordi-
nation Center (GACC). GACC was tasked to support the project by FEMA RFA and was 
able to draw upon GIS resources from the Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Forest 
Service, and National Park Service. Typically two “loaner” GIS operators worked with 
two or three Phoenix GIS operators to plot the previous day’s search results and 
generate the next day's search and diving assignments. The Federal GIS operators 
obtained their experience in support of forest fire fighting teams while Phoenix’s opera-
tors have been trained under SUPSALV contract to support extensive deep ocean 
search operations. 

NASA provided Ikonos satellite imagery (a Space Imaging Corporation product) 
to the water search team. These images provided a 10-centimeter resolution picture of 

Figure 3-4.  Plotted Marine Sonic Side Scan Lines, Toledo Bend.
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the reservoir a day or two after the shuttle went down. NASA used this imagery to provide 
location information on items that could be shuttle debris. Ikonos imagery was predomi-
nately used to support the ground search effort but the water search team also used the 
imagery for items depicted in very shallow water that were identified as potential shuttle 
targets. These potential targets were plotted on the search charts and treated as high 
priority targets. 

3.3.3 Data Analysis and Management

Search data was largely analyzed during the 7PM to 7AM shift. As the operation 
grew, additional analysts were brought in and a number staffed the day shift as well. After 
the search boats returned each day, the sonar data was copied from the search boat’s 
computer to a CD. Since the search process was very data intensive, the data transfer 
often involved cutting as many as 12 CDs from a single boat’s daily run. Later in the opera-
tion, removable hard drives were obtained for a number of the boat PCs that allowed much 
faster data transfer to the analysis lab. When Lake Nacogdoches was being searched, a 
driver was sent there at the end of the day to collect the Klein and Marine Sonic data. 

The sonar analysts were principally Phoenix’s most experienced sonar operators. 
Each sonar system that was put on line required an additional analyst to keep up with the 
volume of data that was generated. 

Figure 3-5.  Toledo Bend Overlaid with Pre-Flood Aerial Photography.
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The Marine Sonic side scan sonar data was broken into files covering the width of 
the swath by approximately 80 meters long. This segmentation avoids the generation of 
overly large files. Operators open a series of sonar plots, scanning each one completely 
before opening the next. The sonar return imaging was reviewed to identify possible 
shuttle debris. The data evaluation was challenging because, even though the bottom 
conditions varied, much of the reservoir floor was covered with standing and fallen trees. 
Stumps provided sonar return that was bright and small and only the shadow length distin-
guished them from possible shuttle targets. Given the expected small size of possible 
shuttle debris, the shadows cast by the trees and stumps could very easily hide debris. To 
reduce the chance of this, the search management team specified that the side scan boats 
run lines at a 15-meter spacing to ensure the bottom was scanned from both the left and 
the right. In some high priority areas, when time permitted, search lines were plotted at 
right angles to each other, again doubling the coverage. An example of the imagery 
produced by Marine Sonic sonar in Toledo Bend is shown in Figure 3–6.

Figure 3-6.  Typical Imagery from Marine Sonic Sonar in Toledo Bend. 
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Based on the nature of the debris recovered on land and feedback from the divers 
who reported results on their previous day’s search, the analysts adjusted their focus. 
They attempted to rule out stumps, even though they provided strong returns and tried to 
identify sonar returns that were box-like in shape or any flat, high-return objects that were 
irregular in shape and generally less than two square meters in size. When an item of 
interest was noted, the operator recorded the target data into an Excel spreadsheet. The 
recorded data included Julian date from the search lines, latitude and longitude in degrees 
and decimal degrees (minutes and seconds converted to decimals of degrees), file name, 
depth of tow, and comments including measured size of target and heading of tow fish.

Feedback was provided each evening. When the dive teams returned, they 
provided the results of their dives recorded on their individual dive packages. The diver 
annotated each target, describing what was found on that target. This feedback process 
helped the sonar analysts learn the nature of the sonar contacts and improved the selec-
tion of likely targets. 

Initially, all of the searching was conducted with Marine Sonic side scan sonar 
systems. Because of the challenging conditions encountered, the Navy identified addi-
tional resources for use in the lakes. By February 26, a Reson multibeam bathymetry 
sonar was brought in to search the deeper section of Toledo Bend Reservoir and a Klein 
3000 side scan sonar was being used in the clearer sections of Lake Nacogdoches. These 
systems generated unique forms of data and the analysis was handled slightly differently. 
Multibeam data is recorded in raw form but is processed to eliminate noise and manipu-
lated to display results in a number of formats. Results with detail as fine as 20-centimeter 
resolution can be achieved with its 240 beams, each ½ degree in width, which are trans-
mitted simultaneously. Swath width is dependent on water depth, with width being 
approximately 3½ times the water depth. The multibeam provided excellent bottom 
mapping capability and appeared to be the best tool to use when the depth of the water 
(dictating a deep sidescan tow) conflicted with lake conditions containing tall trees and 
stumps (dictating a shallow sidescan tow). The multibeam was also effective in cross- 
checking the nature of specific debris recorded by a side scan unit. The sonar analysts 
found that bottom debris was best observed using the multibeam data in pseudo side scan 
mode. If an item of interest was noted, the analyst could employ a bathymetry display to 
allow target discrimination and refinement. Figure 3-7 is an item of interest noted using 
Reson multibeam in pseudo side scan mode. 
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The Klein seemed to offer 
higher resolution imagery and could 
be effectively used at a longer 37-
meter range scale to detect small 
targets. This higher range allowed its 
use in deeper sections of the reser-
voir and extra coverage in shallow 
areas. 

3.4 Search Techniques, 
Assets, and Data Analysis

3.4.1 Selection of Assets

SUPSALV organized the 
search for shuttle debris using a 
diverse combination of systems. The 
hostile nature of the Toledo Bend Reservoir required systems that could detect and distin-
guish man-made items as small as the OEX recorder, yet tough enough to survive the 
knocks encountered when searching through tree and stump-filled waters. Another consid-
eration was the vessels available on the lake. There were no platforms on the lake that 
could support a large system such as SUPSALV’s Orion and the depth of the lake did not 
require a system that large.

Side scan sonar is an established method for conducting underwater searches and 
it was the first method SUPSALV brought to the scene. The side scan method involves 
using narrow beams of acoustic energy (sound) transmitted out of the side of the towfish to 
the bottom of the sea/lake bed. Sound is reflected back from the bottom and from objects 
on the bottom to the towfish. Frequency selection is task dependent. High frequencies with 
narrow beams widths, such as 500 kHz to 2.4 MHz, give excellent resolutions of objects, 
small and large, but the acoustic energy only travels a short distance. Lower frequency 
systems travel longer distances but have decreased ability to find smaller objects. Two of 
the primary systems used in Toledo Bend and Lake Nacogdoches were side scan sonar 
systems. The third was a bathymetry system. The employment of each of the systems 
used for the operation is described below. Additional information on the systems is 
included in Appendix A.

Figure 3-7.  Pseudo Side Scan Imagery-
showing a selected diving target.
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3.4.1.1 Marine Sonic Centurion Side Scan Sonar

A total of five Marine Sonic Centurion side scan sonar systems were used in the 
water search (3 on-scene plus 2 brought in by SUPSALV). The U.S. Navy search on 
Toledo Bend Reservoir began with a 100-meter gross survey using the Marine Sonic 
sonar to obtain a feel for the reservoir bottom topography and nature of the sonar return on 
the bottom. Based on the results, it was decided that a more detailed search was needed 
but it was also noted that the trees extending off the bottom of the lake were going to 
present a significant challenge to the search teams. The majority of the remaining 
searches using the Centurion was conducted using 20-meter range scale. Figure 3-8 
represents the typical configuration of the Marine Sonic sonar used in Toledo Bend.

Marine Sonic sonar operates at a number of frequencies. Some at 300 kHz and 
600 kHz, others at 900 kHz, 1200 kHz, and 2400 kHz.  It was noted that the custom 600 
kHz sonar (operated by Innerspace) had the transducers physically turned down to a 10-
degree angle vice the stock configuration of 5 degrees. This focused more of the energy 
under the fish and less at the range limits. Since the boats often had to tow their fish above 
the optimum depth due to the number of trees in the water column, the custom 10-degree 
Marine Sonic sonar generated better images than the same frequency 5-degree fish.  After 
proving this in formalized testing, all stock Marine Sonic sonars were taken out of service 
on March 17. This was possible because SUPSALV had a sufficient number of other 
systems that were effectively supporting the operation. 

 

 

Figure 3-8. Typical Side Scan Sonar Configuration.
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3.4.1.2 Reson Multibeam Bathymetry Sonar

A second search asset used on Toledo Bend Reservoir was the Reson Seabat 
multibeam bathymetry sonar, model 8125. This unit generated both bathymetry soundings 
and sidescan imagery operating at 455 kHz. The multibeam sounds down with a 120-
beam pan beam with amplitude and phase time series that returns 240 one-half degree 
soundings. The beam produces returns approximately three and a half times wider than 
the distance between the transmitter and the bottom. In 12 meters of water, the swath of 
coverage is approximately 40 meters wide. Since there is no un-surveyed space under the 
boat, each following line can be plotted with spacing nearly equal to the swath width. 
Figure 3–9 provides a sketch of the multibeam search configuration on Toledo Bend. The 
return is raw data vice imagery and requires post-processing for evaluation.

For operations on Toledo Bend, the multibeam unit had the transmitter (cylindrical) 
and receiver (rectangular) mounted on a sliding rail. This was tilted forward until the unit 
was facing straight down and the rail was aligned vertically. Transceiver protection was 
provided by large metal guard bars that were installed in front of the transceiver. A 

Figure 3-9.  Representation of Multibeam Search Operations.
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secondary protective measure used was the swinging vertical mount secured with shear 
pins that would break if contact was made with a large object. During one survey line in a 
stump-filled portion of the reservoir on February 27, the team reported hitting 10 
submerged objects, five of which broke the shear pin.

The multibeam generated raw data that was analyzed ashore in order to “see” what 
was on the bottom. Figure 3-10 is a three-dimensional representation of a section of the 
reservoir floor. It was described as if someone took a sheet and draped it over everything 
that was on the bottom. The 3D model is the resulting image. The analysts set up interac-
tive images that they were able to “fly” through as a tool in their search for targets.  Figure 
3-11 represents a still image of one of the 3D scatter plots. 

The multibeam was considered useful for two reasons. It provided high resolution 
data that was able to identify man-made objects and unique shapes on the bottom and it 
looked down into deeper waters where tall trees prevented use of conventional sidescan 
sonar systems.

Figure 3-10.  Multibeam 3D Representation of Bottom Bathymetry.
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To improve the usefulness of the bathymetry tools, a number of steps were taken. 
The first was to try to improve and enhance the imagery output. To do this, SUPSALV 
requested that Quester Tanget, a firm that specializes in classification of the sea floor, look 
at Toledo Bend multibeam bathymetry data and see if there was a way to filter out trees 
and stumps through post-processing, leaving only non-wooden or man-made targets. 
After analysis of actual bottom data, Quester Tanget indicated that they knew of no way to 
improve the post processing process to highlight the man-made objects.

The second step taken to achieve greater accuracy in target identification using the 
Reson Seabat 8125 was to contact Dr. Larry Mayer and Dr. Brian Calder of the Center for 
Coastal and Ocean Mapping, University of New Hampshire. The UNH team came to the 
Toledo Bend Reservoir search headquarters to help with the evaluation of current prac-
tices aimed at identifying and recovering wreckage from the Space Shuttle Columbia. 
Prior to their arrival, Dr. Mayer was forwarded sample 8125 data to examine and deter-
mine whether it was possible to alter the scanning software to increase target detectability. 
Dr. Mayer and Dr. Calder focused on developing a multibeam sonar processing protocol to 
maximize the chances of identifying small targets in the cluttered environment of the reser-
voir.  The fundamental question was whether the 8125 could resolve targets the size of an 
OEX recorder (7.5 in. x 17 in. x 22 in.).  Even if it was determined that the sonar could 

Figure 3-11.  Multibeam 3D Scatter Plot.
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resolve a target of this size (using bathymetry, imagery, or both), the next issue was 
whether anything could be done to improve the probability of detecting a real target in the 
context of the complex reservoir floor. To improve the target detection capability, an 
attempt was made to remove clutter caused by larger targets (tall trees). Dr. Calder modi-
fied his CUBE (Combined Uncertainty and Bathymetry Estimator) algorithm in an attempt 
to remove features attached to the reservoir floor over two meters in height. Details of this 
analysis are provided as Appendix E. After thorough evaluation, it was decided that the 
CUBE process, although useful, was too cumbersome for large area searches. SUPSALV 
elected to use the CUBE process only as an additional aid in classifying a target.

3.4.1.3 Klein 3000 Side Scan Sonar

After taking a gross survey of Lake Nacogdoches using a Marine Sonic sonar, 
SUPSALV began looking for search assets that could support a more detailed search of 
the lake. Conversations with staff at the U.S. Navy Coastal Systems Station in Panama 
City, FL led to discussion about using Klein sonars. These systems are known to perform 
fast surveys with high quality data. Conversations with Klein Associates, Inc. led to consid-
eration of their newest model, the 3000 which offered substantially the same technical 
performance as the Klein 5000 Side Scan Sonar. This unit is small (less than four feet 
long) and provides very high quality data. One additional advantage is that the data is 
available in raw format and supports post-processing enhancement.

Phoenix obtained a Klein 3000 from International Industries of Annapolis, MD on 
February 26 and a detailed survey of Lake Nacogdoches was ordered.  With this sonar, a 
plot was drawn at 30-meter spacing for running a 37.5-meter range scale search.  With the 
boat averaging 3 knots, the quality of the data was exceptional. On February 28, a second 
boat was brought in to continue the Lake Nacogdoches survey. This boat was equipped 
with the original Marine Sonic sonar and concentrated on the edges and shallower 
sections of the lake. The Klein continued its survey, running on two axes of the first mile 
wide “red” zone. On March 3, the vessel was moved south to survey the deeper section 
below the NASA line, while the Marine Sonic Sonar continued to search the shallower 
portions east and west of the Klein survey lines, as well as the north section. Figure 3-12 is 
an example of the imagery the Klein 3000 produced.  
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Since the imagery produced by the Klein 3000 proved to be very productive, 
SUPSALV began planning to move the Klein to Toledo Bend Reservoir after the survey of 
Lake Nacogdoches was complete. Part of this planning included confirming that the Klein 
was being utilized in the best configuration possible given the size of the high priority 
target. On March 8, two of the team’s sonar experts who had performed an evaluation on 
Klein system presented their results. Their report provided optimization information that 
supported selection of the 37.5-meter range scale and boat speed of 2.5 knots. The report 
also identified the smallest target that could be detected given the conditions in the lake. 
This report is provided as Appendix F. 

The Klein 3000 system was redeployed to the Toledo Bend Reservoir on March 10. 
During controlled testing conducted on March 16, the quality of the Klein imagery was 
confirmed and a second Klein was sought. This Klein, also obtained from International 

Figure 3-12.  Example of Klein Imagery.
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Industries, arrived on March 19 and began its survey on March 22. A third Klein was 
obtained from the State of Georgia, Department of Natural Resources and arrived on 
March 27 for use on Toledo Bend Reservoir.

3.4.1.4 Remote Environmental Monitoring Units (REMUS) 

REMUS is an Autonomous Underwater Vehicle (AUV) equipped with a Marine 
Sonic sonar that operates at a frequency of 1200 kHz. REMUS was considered for two 
reasons - it is a Navy-owned asset which could be deployed at limited expense and it is 
able to conduct autonomous operations. It was hoped that, because it was not tethered to 
the surface like conventional towed sonar, it could run through the trees as opposed to 
running over the trees.  Figure 3-13 is a depiction of the REMUS operation.

REMUS was used in a number of environments on Toledo Bend Reservoir with 
mixed results. Although it had a ground tracking capability, which supported running at a 
consistent level above the bottom, the operators found that it was unable to adjust for the 
extreme diversity in the lake bed and often ran into the back side of a lake bed stream 

Figure 3-13.  REMUS Operations.
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bank. It also had such a light propulsion system that it could not power through the dense 
grasses that were encountered in some areas of the reservoir. Although REMUS was able 
to complete its runs in open areas and provide very clear and detailed images, REMUS 
was unable to track its position consistently. As this position information was unreliable 
and made diving on a REMUS-based target difficult, SUPSALV contacted LT Ben Evans 
of the Office of Coast Survey (NOAA) to evaluate the process and offer ideas on how the 
REMUS could be used more effectively. LT Evans’ suggestions included: 

Use only one REMUS in an area.  Two REMUS in the same area allow the 
possibility of the transponders and transducers confusing each other.  Each 
transponder will transmit to both REMUS transducers.
Use four transponders instead of two transponders to provide location data.  The 
fish will choose the transponder that provides the best fix.
When the REMUS rejects one of the transponder’s signal, it runs a DR (dead 
reckoning) path until it accepts a new fix.  At that point, its assumed position is 
shifted from the DR location to the true position.  Some of the earlier tracks 
showed a 50 or 100-meter shift which made the position of any contacts located 
on that run difficult to find.  It was suggested that using 4 transponders that were 
250 yards off the survey could reduce the location shift to as little as 10 to 15 
meters. After Woods Hole engineer, Tom Austin, arrived and conducted an 
analysis, he indicated that this should not have been necessary. It appeared that 
the transponder signal were multipathing due to the challenging acoustic 
environment in the lake. 
Location of the transponders was not assured by the method the REMUS 
technicians were using to drop the transponders.  It was recommended that they 
approach the intended location, drop the clump, then pull the line vertical and hit 
the Man Overboard (MOB) button on the GPS.  The GPS should either have an 
external antenna or be placed outside of the boat cabin to improve the quality of 
its signal. 
LT Evans recommended contacting a Woods Hole (WHOI) representative to 
review the location issue and get suggestions for improving the process.
Use REMUS in clear waters like the lake shore north of the Fin and Feather. This 
would give REMUS the best chance to contribute to the operation even if 
searching areas outside of the primary search zone. 

As suggested by LT Evans, SUPSALV contacted WHOI to provide field evaluation 
and attempt to resolve the positioning issues. On March 28, the decision was made to 
terminate use of REMUS for the Space Shuttle Columbia recovery operation. Between 
navigation problems and the constant search and recovery required to bring REMUS 
home at night, further use of REMUS was limited in this mission.
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3.4.2 Search System Testing

Tests were conducted over a two-week period during the operation to ensure the 
equipment being used was able to achieve the expected results. SUPSALV ordered the 
first series of tests on March 2 as the water search organization had yet to find any shuttle 
debris. NASA provided 4 pieces of shuttle skin material that had been recovered on land 
for controlled testing. The dive team tied these pieces to buoys and dropped them in 
approximately 20 feet of water in a relatively clear bottom in front of the Fin and Feather. 
These pieces ranged in size from the largest being 1 by 2 meters to the smallest 
measuring 0.4 by 0.5 meters. See Figure 3-14 for photos of these shuttle pieces. Search 
boats operating both multibeam system and a Marine Sonic side scan ran the test range. 
It was noted that detection of the largest target was possible, while detection of the smaller 
targets was uncertain.

A second test was initiated on March 6 when a second Reson multibeam was 
brought in. The second multibeam system arrived with both 8125 and 8101 heads. 
SUPSALV needed to determine which system returned the most useful data. A variety of 
metallic items thought to be a rough approximation of shuttle debris was selected from a 

Figure 3-14.  Actual Shuttle Pieces Used a Test Targets.
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local landfill for testing. These included a metallic punch clock, a 12-quart coffee urn, a 
steel PC housing, and some sheet metal roofing material. A test plan was developed 
which designated the requirements for the bottom topography, gave the divers criteria for 
placing the test material on the bottom, and identified the search techniques to be used. 
After completing the test runs on March 6 and 7, analysis of the processed data revealed 
that because the 8125 provided higher resolution data, its ability to distinguish smaller and 
medium sized objects was greater given the same range scale. To keep the 8101 resolu-
tion useful, the effective swath width was reduced to about 10 meters compared to 30 
meters for the 8125. The testing revealed that the smallest of the test targets was on the 
very edge of the detection range of the 8125. This testing confirmed that the Reson 8101 
Multibeam was going to be of limited use in identifying small objects. Based on this anal-
ysis, the 8101 head was removed and the second Reson Multibeam 8125 was put in 
service. Detailed results of the comparison test are provided in Appendix D. 

Based on the difficulty encountered in seeing the test material in the two previous 
informal tests and given the fact that NASA had identified the OEX Recorder as the 
highest priority search target at the time, SUPSALV initiated a more formalized test plan to 
determine if the search systems on-scene were able to locate and detect an object the 
size of the OEX Recorder (22 inches x 17.5 inches x 7.5 inches). A number of side scan 
and multibeam experts were brought in to conduct these tests. They included: Mr. Pete 
Alleman from C&C Technologies, Drs. Larry Mayer and Brian Calder from the Center for 
Coastal and Ocean Mapping at the University of New Hampshire, and Mr. Doug Lockhart 
from Thales.

On March 11 the experts met with CAPT Wilkins, CAPT Murray, Ridge Albaugh, 
Lee Wolford, and NASA’s Steve Bowen to discuss the situation. CAPT Wilkins set up two 
“Tiger” teams to try to solve the problem of target discrimination. The first team focused on 
software and data analysis in an attempt to manipulate the incoming information to 
improve target identification. The second team focused on hardware testing. Doug Lock-
hart was tasked as the Testing Director. Mr. Lockhart planned a series of tests on the 
8101, 8125, Klein 3000, EdgeTech MPX, Marine Sonic (standard configuration), and the 
Marine Sonic (custom 10-degree down angle). Testing required the location of two suit-
able control areas 100 x 200 meters in 20 feet of water and in 75 feet of water. An area 
was selected and thoroughly scanned with both side scan and multibeam to map the 
existing bottom conditions. Upon completion of the initial scan, 10 targets were placed 10 
meters apart on a 100-meter long track. Included in these targets were three OEX Data 
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Recorder mock-ups provided by NASA. Sonar reflectors were placed at the beginning and 
end of the test track to provide sonar analysts an unmistakable target area. Figure 3-15 
contains a picture of a number of these targets.  

The multibeam and side scan systems were run directly over the targets and out in 
10-meter scan lines. As with the initial survey scan, the test scans were run both perpen-
dicular and parallel to the targets. Testing was conducted in the shallow and the deep 
water sites on March 15 and 16. Appendix G is a comprehensive test report that lists the 
systems tested and the test results. The result of this testing was the selection of Reson 
8125 multibeam, Klein 3000 side scan, and a custom tuned, 10-degree, Marine Sonic 600 
kHz. This equipment was proven to be best configured to find shuttle debris. The 
remaining search assets were demobilized since they were proven to be less effective for 
the selected targets in this environment. 

3.4.3 Consultation

In addition to the expert consultants brought to the scene on March 11 and 12 to 
support the search asset testing program and multibeam data processing analysis, 
SUPSALV invited a second group of industry experts to Toledo Bend Reservoir to review 

Figure 3-15.  Sample Targets used for Controlled Test.
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the search process as it had been refined based on the formalized system testing. 
SUPSALV wanted an independent review of the established process to confirm that the 
solutions in use were the best available given the unique environmental conditions and 
target characteristics. On March 21 representatives from Scripps Institution of Oceanog-
raphy, Woods Hole Oceanographic Institute (WHOI), National Oceanic & Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA), and Office of Naval Research (ONR) were briefed on the search 
operation. The results of the formalized testing and subsequent selection of preferred 
assets were reviewed. Consideration was also given to a number of other potential search 
assets. They are listed below along with some discussion on their ability to support the 
operation.

Laser Line Scan - A powerful search tool but the cluttered lake environment, the 
tow fish’s large size, poor visibility within the lakes, and relatively high lease costs were 
negative factors contributing to its non-selection. 

Magnetometer - Considered but the majority of the space shuttle debris was non-
magnetic and would not be detectable with this system.

Synthetic Aperture Sonar - Sends out simultaneous, multi-frequency emissions of 
sound through the water. Manufactured by Applied Research Laboratory at Penn State 
University. Provides very high resolution with shadow nullification at very high range. 
There were several problems noted with this system. They included: the equipment is not 
widely available, it is expensive, it is very large in size, and it requires a number of techni-
cians to run it. As with all the considered systems the problem of target discrimination was 
unresolved.

GeoPhex - This is a towed metal detector. It was considered late in the operation, 
since it might be useful in the shallow water where the thick marine plant life precluded use 
of a below-the-water system. Conversations with the manufacturer indicated that the 
detection range was 5 to 10 feet when towed on the surface, therefore the area that could 
be effectively covered in the time remaining would be limited. 

EdgeTec MPX 455 KHz - Tested in the March 15 and 16 controlled testing but the 
backscatter and noise in the imagery made detection of test targets more difficult than with 
the other systems tested. The physical size of this unit would make handling the system 
from the small boats difficult, and at the time, there was only a single unit in existence.  
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Echotrack Low Frequency Echosounder - Tested in the Toledo Bend Reservoir 
on March 15. The Echotrack was mounted on a bow-mounted rigid pole. After running the 
system through the test range at 24KHz it was very difficult to see the test targets and 
distinguish them from trees and ground clutter. Other drawbacks are the data output is in 
paper form only and because only a single beam is transmitted, the effective coverage per 
pass is reduced.

Klein 5000 - This is a high-resolution side scan system but it requires towing at 
high speeds to achieve high resolution. Given the boats available and environmental 
conditions on the lake, operators would be forced to work slowly, not allowing the addi-
tional beams to be employed. Resolution at slow speeds would be the same as the Klein 
3000.

After reviewing the current search assets and procedures, the consultants did not 
have any suggestions on what could be done to improve the odds of finding shuttle debris. 
They confirmed that the SUPSALV led teams were employing the best solutions possible 
given the existing conditions. 

3.5 Diving and Recovery Efforts

3.5.1 Coordination of Dive Teams 

Diving operations were conducted by a wide variety of organizations and were a 
vital component of the overall operation. The diving and recovery efforts evolved substan-
tially from the first days after the accident to the final days of the operation. The Navy dive 
management team provided a strong organized approach that resulted in more than 51 
days of diving without incident. This process also ensured that the search for shuttle debris 
was comprehensive. Initially, the dive teams were managed from the Fairmont Volunteer 
Fire Station.  FEMA and EPA arranged to have a helicopter pad constructed to aid in the 
removal of a potentially injured diver, a microwave radio tower was brought in, and radio 
communications were established at the fire station. On February 26, the base of opera-
tions moved to the Fin and Feather Resort on the bank of Toledo Bend Reservoir where 
the Dive Team were co-located with the Search and Analysis teams. The Fin and Feather 
was also the home of the MDSU TWO recompression chamber and air compressors.

In order to ensure diving operations were conducted efficiently, an orderly process 
was needed and daily management of that process was required to ensure safe and effec-
tive results. SUPSALV and MDSU TWO senior staff managed the teams by assembling 
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them each morning for a dive brief. During this brief, the dive team supervisors, buoy drop 
boat operators, and security boat crews received their assignments for the day. Additional 
information, such as forecasted weather conditions, expected fishing boat activity, and 
new information from NASA was conveyed. Figure 3-16 is an image of the diving leader-
ship assembled for a morning dive brief and Figure 3-17 is a representative snapshot of 
the diving, buoy drop, and security team assignments.

In order to put the dive teams on the targets, a comprehensive dive package was 
needed. In coordination with the search team management, the dive package concept was 
developed. To prepare these dive packages, the search management team, working the 
night shift, selected 12 – 20 target sets. Extra dive area packages were developed so the 
dive management team could shift the dives if weather conditions at the primary sites 
proved unfavorable. At the dive brief, the primary and backup dive packages were 
provided to each of the dive supervisors. The package consisted of:

1) Three charts of different scale identifying the location of the dive area.

2) Target identification list, including target ID, target latitude and longitude, grid 
center latitude and longitude, and a target description.

3) Details of each target, including the Sector and Grid ID as well as the sidescan 
image of the target.

Figure 3-16.  Daily Dive Brief.
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Appendix H is a representative example of dive package components. The large scale 
chart has a grid overlay. Grids were applied to the entire search area at a spacing of 30- 
meters.

At the beginning of the operation, initial sonar searches resulted in selection of 
nearly every item on the bottom as a target. The dive teams had to dive on hundreds of 
tree stumps that were identified as targets. Figure 3-18 is a subset of the Toledo Bend 
target plot showing two creeks where targets were selected indiscriminately.

The ability of the sonar analysts to discriminate between stumps and more valid 
targets was fostered through a feedback process. The divers annotated the results of the 

Figure 3-17.  February 27 Dive, Search, and Security Assignments.

Activity Organization Call Sign Boats Persons on 
Vessel

Area of Operation

Dive Team Houston Dive Team Houston DT 2 8 Area W
Galveston Dive 
Team

Galveston DT 1 4 Area X

Texas Department 
of Public Safety

DPS 2 11 Area A

Environmental 
Protection Agency

EPA 1 1 4 Area 1

Environmental 
Protection Agency

EPA 2 1 8 Area 2

Navy Navy1 1 6 Area 6
Navy Navy2 1 7 Area 5
Navy Navy3 1 6 Area 3

Buoy Boat Louisiana Parks 
and Wildlife

LA2 1 4 Area W

Texas Parks and 
Wildlife

TX2 1 2 6 Mile

Texas Parks and 
Wildlife

TX1 1 2 Finger 3 (Dive area 2 & 4)

Search Teams C&C CC1 1 4 6 mile
C&C CC2 1 2 Horseshoe Pt
SUPSALV SUPSALV1 1 3 Paradise Point
EPA (Innerspace) EPA Sonor 1 4 6 mile
Phoenix PHX 1 Lake Nacogdoches

Security Boats Louisiana Parks 
and Wildlife

LA1 1 2 6 mile

Coast Guard CG02 1 2 6 mile
Sabine River 
Authority

SRA1 1 2 Paradise Point

Sabine River 
Authority

SRA2 Stand by

Jasper Police Jasper 1 2 Paradise Point

Total 22 83
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dive on the Daily Team Target Assignment and Roster that included the image of the 
target. These annotations were returned to the sonar analyst at the end of the day. The 
analyst not only updated the target database indicating that the target was cleared, but 
also reviewed the findings and compared them with the sonar return image. This allowed 
the analyst to become familiar with the size and shape of the items as the divers identified 
them. This feedback process greatly reduced the number of tree stump targets and 
increased the likelihood that the analyst would select man-made targets.  

3.5.2 Debris Recovery Plan

One of the earliest problems encountered in the water recovery operations on 
Toledo Bend Reservoir was the preponderance of man-made objects on the lake floor. 
Since the reservoir was once a dry, inhabited area, it is cluttered with remnants of the 
former residents. There are railroad tracks, barns, mailboxes, churches, cemeteries, cars, 
trucks, old boat docks, bridges, trailers, construction equipment, and more littering the lake 
floor. After the reservoir was flooded and became a major fishing and recreation area, 
more man-made debris was added. In addition to the original clutter, the bottom is littered 
with beverage cans, bass boats, fishing tackle, boat motors, tires, refrigerators, wheel 
rims, hubcaps, aluminum siding, boat and car batteries, and boat anchors.  

EPA, in conjunction with NASA, established guidelines for the collection of space 
shuttle debris from the ground. The guidelines were provided to personnel involved with 

Figure 3-18.  Toledo Bend Reservoir Targets in Western Finger Creeks.
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the search in order to give them an awareness of the potential hazards associated with 
some of the material, recognize significant hardware, and provide procedures for dealing 
with the unique types of debris recovered.  Shuttle debris was divided into four types:

1. Crew Related Material – Searchers were not to attempt to recover this material. 
They were told to notify the EPA/START (Superfund Technical Assessment & 
Response Team Contracts) Team Leader, who would obtain the GPS fix and notify 
the FBI immediately.

2. Hazardous Material – If searchers recover/discover this type of material or 
suspect hazards exist, they should not attempt to recover or investigate it.  They 
should secure the area and notify the EPA/START Team Leader. Specially trained 
personnel were dispatched to recover the items in priority order. Potential hazards 
included:

Stored Energy – Tanks, cylinders, landing gear, tires
Monomethyl Hydrazine – Clear liquids in tanks
Nitrogen Tetroxide – Greenish liquid or brownish vapor 
Ammonia – Clear liquid stored in tanks
Pyrotechnic Devices – Landing gear, window frames, crew seats, 
hatches, antennae
Biological Material

3. Significant Material – These are items that may provide information critical to the 
investigation. Significant material included “black boxes”, electronic circuit boards, 
cameras, magnetic tape, large structural or wing components.  

4. All Other Material – The search team should bag the item and notify the EPA/
START Team Representative. The EPA/START Team should record the location 
and photograph the item before transporting it to the nearest collection station.

For the water search organization, the plan for items found in the water was to 
document the location of each item via GPS and place material in a plastic bag.  Elec-
tronics were to be kept submerged until the EPA/Start Team arrived. U.S. Air Force 
Explosive Ordnance Disposal (EOD) Unit briefed Navy officials on what hazardous mate-
rials were present on Space Shuttle Columbia. They provided descriptions of various 
targets so divers would be able to identify them. If these items were encountered, divers 
were instructed to mark the target and leave it in the water for an EOD team or EPA 
START Team. One example was the front landing gear (nose gear), which contains a 
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pyrotechnic part that activates in case of hydraulic failure. When the front landing gear was 
located, the pyrotechnic piece was missing and was possibly on the bottom of Toledo 
Bend Reservoir. Every new dive team that arrived on the scene was briefed on how to 
handle these targets if encountered.

3.5.3 Techniques and Assets

While neither Lake Nacogdoches or Toledo Bend Reservior was deep enough to 
require the use of non-SCUBA systems, the dense tree coverage on the bottom of the 
Toledo Bend Reservoir required extra planning and attention to detail in preparing dive 
operations. In water less than 60 feet, SCUBA was the preferred method for diving. Due to 
the higher risk of diver entanglement, the decision was made to restrict dives greater than 
60 feet in heavily forested areas to surface supplied diving. It was felt that the quantity of 
air available took much of the risk out of the deeper dives and was worth the encum-
brance that managing the umbilical entailed. This section describes the three diving 
methods practiced on the lakes and ponds of East Texas.

3.5.3.1 Pond Diving

People reported sightings or sounds of debris hitting the water throughout the 
ponds of East Texas. NASA collected this information but as it was not visible and easily 
retrieved, many of the leads were not pursued. When the water search operation was fully 
staffed, NASA delivered a rough list of contacts who had reported debris falling in the 
water.

NAVSEA and MDSU TWO formed a team to call each of these contacts, set up 
an interview to obtain as much information as possible about the suspected sighting, and 
determine if a compelling reason existed to send a dive team to the site to attempt to 
locate the debris. 

Many of these reports led to shallow bodies of water on farms in rural parts of the 
state. When a report was considered valid, a team of two or three divers attempted to 
locate the debris. These were often snorkel dives or accomplished by wading into shallow 
waters to conduct the search. These pond divers were successful in recovering shuttle 
debris from some of these searches. Figure 3–19 is a photograph of a pond diver and 
Figure 3-20 is a sample page from a log used to track and document results of each of the 
reports of water debris (the contact names and addresses have been removed for this 
display).
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3.5.3.2 SCUBA

Nearly ninety percent of the diving operations carried out on Toledo Bend Reser-
voir and Lake Nacogdoches were SCUBA dives. The Navy assigned targets to SCUBA 
teams when the depth was generally less than 60 feet and the density of the trees was not 
restrictive. SCUBA operations were carried out by up to four teams of MDSU TWO divers, 
and Galveston and Houston Police Department dive teams. EPA and Texas DPS dive 
teams used surface supplied diving systems. Individual non-U.S. Navy dive teams dove to 
their own agency rules and regulations. Searching procedures were established by 
utilizing the experience of all teams and coming up with methods that would best fit the 
challenging conditions of Toledo Bend. SCUBA divers utilized both single and double tank 
rigs with MK 20 AGA masks equipped with OTS Aquacom through water communication 
systems. The dives were challenging as the selected targets were generally small in size 
and the trees, stumps, and debris on the bottom were a distraction. The loose sediment 
that made up the lake bottom was easily disturbed by diver action. When this happened, 
visibility quickly deteriorated from the normal 1 to 3 feet to a few inches. 

A typical SCUBA dive operation was carried out in the following manner. First, a 
drop buoy was set as close to the position provided in the dive package as possible. EPA 
and Texas DPS used drop boats manned by Louisiana Parks and Wildlife and Texas 

Figure 3-19.  Pond Diving in an East Texas Lake.
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Parks and Wildlife to mark the target location with a buoy while the Navy and Police boats 
marked their own targets. This positioning was critical because the number of potential 
targets between the diver’s location and the actual target would dramatically increase if the 
diver was deployed off-target.  

A number of devices were employed to aid the diver in directing his search in this 
restricted visibility environment. The first aid included use of a sector scanning sonar, 
which was lowered to the bottom before the diver deployed. This sonar gave the dive 
supervisor a chance to review conditions in that grid (the 90 ft. by 90 ft. squares that the 
lake was divided into) and if possible, reacquire the image of the selected target. Once the 
diver was on the bottom, he would be vectored in using the sector scanning sonar and 
through-water communications to the selected target.  

Two additional aids used by a number of the dive teams included the AN/PQS-2A 
handheld sonar (all Navy teams) and the Garrett Sea Hunter metal detector (Houston 
Police Department). Once the selected target was inspected, the team would employ the 
diver-held equipment and the surface monitored sector scanning sonar to sweep the 
surrounding area to ensure the grid they were operating in was cleared of any other 
possible shuttle debris. The divers investigated all possible targets if additional investiga-
tion was warranted before exiting the water and moving to the next dive site. 

3.5.3.3 Surface Supplied Diving

MDSU TWO arrived on scene with two Light Weight Dive Systems (LWDS). It 
was thought that surface supplied diving capability would be valuable in deep water and if 
the divers were required to do substantial work on the bottom. In addition EPA and Texas 
DPS used surface supply diving rig routinely. In Toledo Bend, the LWDS was used when 
dive depths exceeded 60 feet and the bottom was cluttered with a large number of trees. 
The system gave the diver time to work around the debris on the bottom and resolve any 
fouled umbilicals that occurred during the dive. Initially the Navy’s surface supplied equip-
ment was set up on a flat bottom 24-foot boat but this boat did not have enough deck and 
cabin space for the divers. LWDS equipment was later moved to a Coast Guard 32-foot 
boat which was a much better fit for the job. In both cases, anchoring in water where 
depths approached 100 feet was difficult.

If a large piece of debris had been encountered, surface supplied divers would rig 
the debris for recovery. Two barges equipped with cranes were identified on the lake and 
one of them would have been used to perform the lift.  
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3.5.3.4 Grid Search

At the request of NASA Astronaut Jim Reilly, SUPSALV agreed to begin limited 
grid searches in Toledo Bend Reservoir along the NASA flight line. The two criteria for 
choosing a grid site were:

Eyewitness reports of debris falling in the water
Radar tracks showing debris falling and disappearing over the reservoir area. 

To perform a grid search, SCUBA divers set up a 90 ft. by 90 ft. box and began 
running lines inside the grids. As an aid to searching for debris, the diver used a Garrett 
Sea Hunter XL 500 pulse induction underwater metal detector. The grid was searched in 5 
ft. by 45 ft. segments in the more open areas. Some extremely cluttered areas called for a 
wagon wheel search method using several center points in a grid. Figure 3-21 shows the 
typical pattern used to complete a single grid.

Grid searches were utilized on a not to interfere basis with diving on targets. As 
teams were available, grids meeting the priorities identified above were assigned to dive 
teams. A total of 88 grids were searched in the last days of the operation. This covered 
approximately five and one half acres. As the significant debris density in this area was 
expected to be one significant piece per 500 acres (NASA estimate) and a single grid 
search in water less than 40 feet deep took about 2 hours, it would take about 17,000 
hours of bottom time to search enough lake bed to find that one significant piece of debris. 
After the 88 grids were searched, a single piece, approximately one inch in diameter, was 
found. It was listed as a probable shuttle piece. Other items found included: nails, railroad 
spikes, and hundreds of beverage cans.

3.5.4 Supporting Dive Gear  

In addition to the basic SCUBA gear each diver wore, the Diving Operations 
team was interested in outfitting the divers with anything that would improve the proba-
bility of success on each dive.  Options considered are listed in the following sections.

3.5.4.1 Sector Scanning Sonar

A very successful addition to the dive team suite of gear was the Kongsberg 
Simrad Mesotech LTD MS 1000 sector scan sonar. The first unit was offered to the 
Houston Police Department dive team. Their appreciation for it in these low visibility waters 
generated interest by the Navy dive teams. The Houston, Texas representative for this 
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Canadian gear was able to provide four additional sector scan sonars and two manufac-
turer’s representatives provided training for dive teams. Four additional units were later 
leased so each dive team was equipped with one of these sonars. These sonar systems 
were hung on a tripod mounting system and were dropped to the lakebed in the center of 
each search sector. The sonar’s imagery was transferred to a laptop on the surface. Due 
to the density of stumps and trees at depth and the need for image clarity, the laptops 
were ordered with high-resolution monitors. Search scan ranges were limited to 30 meters 
to achieve maximum resolution and clarity. A sonar operator on the surface vectored the 
diver to the target through his in-water communications system. While the sonar was 
deployed, the dive teams cleared any probable additional targets visible using the sector 
sonar. Figure 3-22 is a diagram showing how the sector scan sonar was used on a target 

Figure 3-21.  Pattern Used to Complete a Single Grid.
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field. Figure 3-23 is an example of the screen image displayed on the surface laptop 
screen. This screen paints a number of items on the bottom and the diver operating on the 
bottom.

3.5.4.2 Through Water Communications

The dive teams employed the Aquacom SSB-2010 Transceiver through-water 
communications system. In any normal search/salvage operation communications 
between the divers and topside are important. The extreme lack of visibility at depth in 
Toledo Bend Reservoir made communication between the divers and topside absolutely 
critical. With the Aquacom through-water communications system the divers were guided 
to the targets by the topside operator of the sector scanning sonar. In that near zero-visi-
bility environment, the vectoring information provided by the dive supervisor topside was 
necessary if the divers were to reach and inspect the targets identified by the sonar 
analyst. It was also critical because it provided the divers with the ability to report condi-
tions, entanglements, and observations to the topside watch. 

3.5.4.3 AN/PQS-2A

MDSU TWO divers brought the AN/PQS-2A hand held sonar to East Texas. 
These units identified targets with an audio signal transmitted to a headset worn by the 

Figure 3-22.  Deployment of Sector Scan.
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diver.  In much the same way as the Houston Police Department Dive Team, the MDSU 
TWO divers dropped down to the center of the target area and conducted a 360-degree 
sweep looking for targets. 

3.5.4.4 Limpet Mine Imaging Sonar (LIMIS) 

LIMIS is a hand-held underwater sonar that transmits data via visual display 
directly to the diver through a diver-worn, heads up display attachment to the MK20 helmet 
or SCUBA mask.  Currently, there are only two LIMIS systems in existence. The Coastal 
Systems Station (CSS) is currently testing LIMIS for Explosive Ordnance Disposal (EOD) 
teams.  LIMIS is based on new imaging technology called Dual frequency IDentification 
SONar (DIDSON). DIDSON is a high-definition imaging sonar designed and manufac-
tured by the University of Washington's Applied Physics Lab for military applications such 
as diver detection and underwater mine identification. DIDSON operates at two frequen-
cies: 1.8 MHz for close range observations less than 12 meters and 1.0 MHz for detecting 
targets at ranges up to 30 meters. At closer ranges, DIDSON provides near-video quality 
images. Its primary function is to scan the smooth hull surface of ships during harbor secu-
rity dives.  LIMIS works on the same principle as side scan sonar.  Objects scanned stand 
out as sonar images.  As the distance from the target grows, the signal resolution is drasti-
cally reduced.  This diminished resolution at-range would have been a significant factor 
increasing the time required to clear a dive site if LIMIS was used in the debris dense 
Toledo Bend Reservoir environment.

The LIMIS system was brought in as a possible enhancement to the imaging 
capabilities that the Kongsberg Sector Scan sonar system provided the dive teams.  Draw-
backs to LIMIS are the amount of time it takes for diver to get familiar with analyzing the 

Figure 3-23.  Sector Scan Screen Display.
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sonar return and the comfort level associated with operating a heads up display unit, such 
as loss of perception and ability to see peripheral targets. Given the time it would take for 
each diver to become comfortable with the system and the conditions in the lake (substan-
tial amount of ground clutter, the contours of the lakebed, and the expected small size of 
shuttle debris), it was determined that the LIMIS system was best reserved for small areas 
and local searches (ponds, etc.). 

3.5.4.5 Metal Detectors

Near the close of the operation NASA asked the Water Search team to provide a 
detailed search of a few specific areas based on eyewitness sightings or assumed posi-
tions based on debris found on land.  This was done using a grid search technique 
outlined in Section 3.6.4.  The grid search effort was augmented with Garrett Sea Hunter 
metal detectors.  Visibility in the water was very poor, particularly after a diver had stirred 
up the silt through bottom contact.  Given those conditions, metal detectors gave the 
divers another tool for searching for debris.  Eight Sea Hunter metal detectors were deliv-
ered to Toledo Bend on 17 March and were used by all of the dive teams during the final 
weeks of the operation. The metal detectors were very effective in locating small objects 
on the reservoir bottom.  When the diver passed the detector wand over a buried metallic 
object, a signal was transmitted to the diver via headphones.  The audible nature of the 
signal provided clues to the size and distance of the object.  These metal detectors were 
used both on grid searches and in the prosecution of the sonar-identified targets.  The fact 
that these units responded to all metallic objects caused divers to investigate many non-
shuttle items such as aluminum can pull tabs and nails. 

3.6 Demobilization    

Search operations were completed on April 11. The last diving day was April 12, 
2003.  Individual dive teams packed up their dive gear and boats and were released. For 
MDSU TWO, this included several large equipment vans, the dive compressors, and the 
TRCS which rides on a tractor trailer.  Phoenix had a more complicated job to close up the 
operation.  For one, NASA had asked that the data generated on the operation be made 
available for possible review or post-processing.  To accomplish this, Phoenix procured 
two remote hard drives (RAIDS) and copied all the search data and databases onto these 
two disks.  The data consisted of approximately 2 terabytes of information.  

Material procured for this operation also needed to be accounted for.  As FEMA 
funded the operation, they asked that items of significance be inventoried and returned to 



Space Shuttle Columbia Salvage Report

3-42

them.  Phoenix had anticipated this and arranged for accounting staff to help document the 
inventory and pack the equipment for FEMA pickup.  The remainder of the material was 
brought to the site by Phoenix and belonged to the Navy.  This material was packed and 
shipped to Phoenix’s warehouse in Landover, MD. 



Challenges
and

Lessons Learned

Section 4





Section 4: Challenges and Lessons Learned

4-1

Section 4
Challenges and Lessons Learned

4.1 Challenges

The Navy’s task of recovering significant Columbia Space Shuttle debris from the 
lakes of East Texas was challenging for a number of reasons. The combination of the 
small size of primary high interest targets and the heavily forested lake floor provided 
one of, if not the most challenging searches ever undertaken by SUPSALV. This section 
identifies the challenges the team faced and the methods they used to resolve them.

4.1.1 Nature of Debris

The Space Shuttle Columbia was re-entering the Earth’s atmosphere in an 
east southeast direction when it broke up. Debris was scattered from the Dallas – Ft. 
Worth area to western Louisiana. Due to the extreme speed of the shuttle, it broke into 
very small pieces. As of May 5, over 82,000 individual pieces of debris had been recov-
ered representing about 38 percent of the shuttle. The recovered pieces are small and 
weigh an average of one pound. So far, the largest piece recovered is only 6 ft. x 8 ft.

In late February, NASA had reached some conclusions about the pattern of the 
debris field based on the material that had been recovered. They described the debris 
field as one that consisted of generally less dense material having landed first, in the 
northwest, and the greater density material landing last, in the southeast. This was 
graphically demonstrated by the fact that the very dense engines traveled all the way to 
Louisiana. Based on the analysis of the debris pattern, it was considered likely that some 
of the shuttle avionics bays may have landed in the Toledo Bend area.

NASA identified the items of high interest that could provide the clues they 
needed to determine the cause of the accident. NASA’s decision was to focus on the 
OEX Data Recorder, which measures approximately 7.5 in. x 17 in. x 22 in. NASA hoped 
that if the OEX Data Recorder was recovered, it would show the last 25 seconds of flight 
data before the shuttle was lost. 
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The moderate size of the 
OEX Data Recorder was at the 
extreme lower end of the targets 
SUPSALV’s search systems were 
able to discriminate. In fact, the OEX 
Recorder was recovered by a ground 
search team from a woods about 8 
miles West of Toledo Bend Reser-
voir on March 20. The recorder was 
found intact and contained the data 
from the last seconds of the flight. 
Figure 4-1 is an image of the OEX 
Recorder.

Following the OEX Recorder other items of interest included: left side wing 
components, instrumentation, other data recorders, and electronic boxes. These elec-
tronic items were described to be small, roughly 18 in. x 24 in. Other items of less 
significance included aluminum alloy skin with bonded stringers, tiles attached to the skin, 
and various stainless steel and titanium tanks. These tanks may have contained 
dangerous materials and the divers had been instructed to let the U.S. Air Force EOD 
recover these items if found.

4.1.2 Lake Conditions and Terrain 

The Toledo Bend Reservoir was a hostile environment. The combination of 
natural and man-made material cluttering the lake floor and the number of standing trees 
in the water column made this a most challenging search. 

After the Toledo Bend Reservoir dam was finshed, it was anticipated that the 
reservoir would require three years to fill, but a series of 100-year storms in 1967 filled the 
reservoir in just three months. As a result, the planned harvesting of the forests did not 
occur and much of the reservoir bottom closely resembles the forested valleys that 
surround the reservoir. Tree stumps and whole trees extending above the surface cover 
the reservoir and limit free travel across the lake surface. These trees also provided a 

Figure 4-1.  OEX Recorder, Recovered March 
20 in Woods East of Hemphill, TX.
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dangerous environment for divers, entangled towed devices, and seriously compro-
mised the sonar search process. The challenge to the search process resulted from the 
extreme number of contacts for the analysts to sort through and inability to “see through” 
to the lake floor as the sonar return was shadowed by standing trees. Figure 4-2 is a 
typical image of trees extending above the surface of Toledo Bend Reservoir.

Much of the surrounding countryside was swampy lowlands with dense forest 
growth. These areas had limited access and not enough depth to support the use of 
commercial type search and dive boats. As a result, the dive teams waded into the 
ponds when checking valid reports and the NASA teams searched these areas with 
waders with poles.

The tree-filled lake caused extreme wear and tear on the towed and hull-
mounted sonar equipment. Most of the time, the side scan sonars were towed at a depth 
of five to six feet. These sonars, also called “fish”, were routinely bouncing off trees. 
Often the fins became broken or bent and a number of electrical connections, called 
“pigtails”, broke or suffered electronic failure.

Figure 4-2.  Trees on Toledo Bend Reservoir Surface.
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The Reson multibeam sonar was also vulnerable as it projected below the water-
line and was hard-mounted on the bow. Direct impact with submerged stumps completely 
stopped the boat and occasionally damaged the “cow catcher” on the front of the beam. 
Many of these incidents broke the shear pin holding the multibeam rail in the vertical posi-
tion. During the first three weeks of operations, the operators ran through their entire stock 
of shear pins. Until the supply of replacement threaded fiberglass rod shear pin stock 
arrived, the operators used ¾-inch dowels to hold the beams in position. During a single 
week, they ran through 40 feet of this dowel rod stock in 4-inch increments. 

Given the nature of the “standing” debris on the lake bed, the water search 
teams were fortunate that the operation occurred during the winter months when the water 
level was on the rise. At the start of the operation, the water level was near normal but 
within days, the steady spring rains raised the level to the +3 to +4 foot range. This level 
was maintained through February and into March. During the second half of March, after a 
period of dry weather, the water level began to drop. SUPSALV contacted the Sabine 
River Authority and requested that the level be maintained as high as possible to facilitate 
searches outside the marked channels. The river authority complied and restricted the flow 
out of the dam in order to maintain the favorable water levels.

4.1.3 Logistics

The rural nature of the area surrounding the Toledo Bend Reservoir provided a 
substantial logistical challenge. Houston and the Gulf Coast were three to four hours away 
and local suppliers were not always able to fulfill the specialized requirements of this oper-
ation. This often resulted in a full day delay in obtaining supplies or material.

4.1.4 Work Boats

One of the major components needed to make this operation successful was 
suitable work boats. Nearly all of the suitable work boats from South Texas and the Gulf 
Coast of Louisiana were leased in order to meet the requirement to survey and dive on the 
two lakes. EPA brought their own boats but most of the other dive teams and search crews 
operated from contracted vessels. The best boats for the job on this lake were aluminum-
hulled, twin-engine boats with moderate sized cabins. By late February, SUPSALV 
accepted delivery of two single-engine boats since the stock of available twin-engine boats 
had been depleted.
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4.1.5 A Base for Operations

The rural nature of the operation provided a major challenge in finding a base 
of operations for the search and diving organizations. On February 2, NASA and FEMA 
set up a temporary command post in the parking lot adjacent to the Indian Mounds boat 
ramp. This location had no communications assets and no shelter from the February 
weather. These shortcomings severely limited their ability to manage the operation. On 
February 8, NASA moved the diving command and control post to the Fairmount Fire 
Station. The permanent residents of that fire station graciously moved their trucks and 
equipment outside to provide space for the operation. FEMA arranged for phone lines to 
be brought in, constructed a helicopter pad to facilitate transport in the event of a diver 
injury, and arranged for a temporary cellular tower. Search direction and plotting were 
accomplished at the Six Mile Volunteer Fire Station that was configured similarly. 

When the Navy arrived on February 10, one of the first tasks undertaken was 
finding adequate housing for both the MDSU detachment and the Phoenix search crews. 
After looking at a few of the small rooming houses in the area, they came upon the Fin 
and Feather Resort, a summer fishing camp, located on the southwestern shore of 
Toledo Bend Reservoir. The camp was largely shut down for the winter but was able to 
gear up and support the operation. The Fin and Feather initially supplied a limited 
number of accommodation cabins for divers, boat crews, and technicians and, after a 
few days, made a nearly finished meeting hall available to serve as an operations base 
and space for the plotting teams. Four phone lines and a satellite communications line 
were brought in and the plotting team moved from the Six Mile Fire Station to the Fin and 
Feather. The Fin and Feather had additional assets that made it a good base of opera-
tions. These included a large pier and launch ramp for the boats, plenty of parking lot 
space for boat maintenance and the MDSU TWO recompression chamber, and a restau-
rant. Eventually, a large capacity fuel tank was installed at the Fin and Feather pier to 
provide a local source for fuel for the search and dive boats. FEMA arranged for addi-
tional support including a T-1 communications line and security at the camp gate, the 
boat pier, and the operations center. The single point of land access to the camp simpli-
fied security measures. 

On February 26, the dive management and communications crew moved from 
the Fairmount Fire Station to the Fin and Feather compound. This was done when 
construction of a large meeting room adjacent to the search team plotting spaces was 
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completed. Eight phone lines and the radio communications suite were transferred from 
the fire station. The transfer of the diving operations function to the Fin and Feather greatly 
simplified communications issues associated with running the operation. The SUPSALV 
team considered themselves fortunate in finding a facility as large and flexible as the Fin 
and Feather. Operations would have been less than ideal without it. Figure 4-3 is a photo 
of the Fin and Feather from a returning dive boat.

4.1.6 Communications

The water search teams faced a major challenge in coordinating their efforts in 
the beginning of the operation. East Texas has very spotty cellular coverage and, with no 
base of operations, even conventional telephone communications were challenging. Over 
the first two weeks, FEMA responded by contracting a local carrier to install a mobile 
cellular tower at the Fairmount Fire Station and upgrade the phone service. The Texas 
Forest Service also contributed significantly by providing a radio base station, three sets of 
mobile radios (16 each), and a Texas Forest Service employee who manned the base 
station and maintained the portable radio sets. These radios, operating on a federal-only 
channel, provided reasonably secure and reliable means of communicating to all dive, 
search, escort, and buoy drop boats. This also permitted the MDSU medical staff to 
monitor the channel and be able to receive advance notice of incoming injuries. These 
communications systems, including the cellular tower, were transferred to the Fin and 
Feather Resort when the Diving Operations Center was relocated on February 26.

Figure 4-3.  Fin and Feather Resort, Hemphill, TX.
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4.1.7 Equipment Maintenance and Re-supply

Due to the harsh nature of the underwater environment, many of the sonars 
suffered casualties over the course of the operation. Initially, in Toledo Bend Reservoir 
and Lake Nacogdoches, Marine Sonic sonars were used exclusively. The first failure 
occurred on February 23 and parts had to be ordered, as there were no spares avail-
able. A complete new towed sonar was ordered on February 25 from Marine Sonic to 
provide a backup capability.

On March 10, the Klein 3000, which had been working on Lake Nacogdoches, 
was redeployed to Toledo Bend. Within 45 minutes of beginning the Toledo Bend test 
course, the Klein collided with a submerged tree, parting the data cable. Repairs were 
possible on-site but took 12 hours. That same day, a Marine Sonics Centurion sonar hit 
a submerged tree and suffered extensive damage that rendered the fish unusable. 
SUPSALV replaced the damaged Centurion with the spare that had been ordered.

March 26 was another chal-
lenging day for the deployed assets. 
At that time, there were two Klein 
3000 sonars on station but one had 
suffered a broken tow cable during 
the previous day’s operations and 
was still being sought in the lake. 
The second Klein was receiving a 
new pigtail and one REMUS AUV 
was having its Long Base Line (LBL) 
replaced by the WHOI representa-
tive. These failures are examples of 
the equipment challenges the 
Columbia Water Search Team 
encountered during the operation. 
Figure 4-4 is an image of a Phoenix 
technician repairing a Klein 3000 
sonar.

Figure 4-4.  Klein 3000 Repairs in Progress.
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FEDEX and UPS were constant partners in the operation as well as a 
number of suppliers who took the extra step in hand delivering the teams’ orders. 
These vendors helped ensure the operation was successful. 

4.1.8 Security

NASA was insistent that the media not have direct access to the 
search organization and that they should limit their contact to the public affairs 
staff in Lufkin. To control access to the public, local law enforcement were 
stationed at the Fin and Feather gate, the boat pier, and at the front entrance to 
the Command and Operations Center. The security teams also provided phys-
ical security for equipment and personnel. Access control was implemented 
through a badge system. Updated copies of the access list were given to the 
local police officers providing compound security. Only cleared individuals were 
allowed access to the compound and only badged individuals were allowed un-
escorted access into the Command Center. Physical security was also provided 
at Paradise Marina, where EPA and Coast Guard kept their boats, and at the 
Lake Nacogdoches boat ramp.

4.1.9 Interagency Coordination

As in any operation of this size and complexity, effective lines of 
communication were vital to achieve a coordinated and unified effort. The many 
organizations involved needed to form a cohesive unit to accomplish the chal-
lenging task. The Navy-led water search organization knew that effective 
communication was the key to coordinating its end of the search effort. More than 
80 people were on the water on any single day and the shore support staff had to 
maintain communications, provide supplies, food, and fuel and oil for the boats. 
The shore organization also needed to designate search areas, identify diving 
targets, and coordinate emergency medical procedures. 

It was also necessary to coordinate with and report to NASA, FEMA, 
and the EPA based in Lufkin, TX. The EPA was involved in this operation on a 
number of levels. They provided overall coordination through their Region 7 On-
Scene Commander (OSC) umbrella, provided hazardous material recovery 
support using their REACT contractors, contracted with local ocean engineering 
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corporations to provide search assets, and manned two boats with EPA divers. When 
the Navy was tasked to manage the water search, the EPA surrendered part of its 
“ownership” of the project and adapted to the Navy plan. After a short transition period, 
efficient joint operations were achieved and the capabilities of the EPA and Navy assets 
were effectively applied to the task.

NASA directed the search and on a number of occasions, the Navy adjusted 
their deployment to meet NASA’s changing requirements. One example was the list of 
eyewitness sightings NASA had collected during the first weeks after the accident. It 
wasn’t known how many of the sightings were credible but NASA and the Navy wanted 
to investigate each one as thoroughly as possible. To resolve this, NASA provided all 
details available about these reports and the Navy assigned a team who tracked down 
the phone numbers and names of the original reporting persons and conducted face-to-
face interviews to determine if reports were credible and warranted further investigation. 
Positive interviews resulted in deployment of search assets to attempt to retrieve the 
reported debris. 

On February 20, NASA reported details of progress from the land-based 
search. At that time, ten significant items (debris from the left side of orbiter) were found 
in the vicinity of Lake Bardswell. The Navy was notified that priorities might dictate 
deploying search assets to that lake. By March 4, interest in searching in Lake Barnwell 
had diminished to the point that deployment of assets to that lake was removed from the 
schedule. This is representative of the priority shifts that occurred during the course of 
the operation as NASA analyzed the debris recovered. 

4.1.10 Weather

East Texas, along with the rest of the country, struggled with unusual weather 
patterns during the winter months of 2003. In the Toledo Bend area, search and dive 
teams encountered temperatures from below freezing up through the low 70’s. Strong 
winds during low pressure periods and winds that built over the day even in high-pres-
sure systems prevented dive ops and sonar runs. Water temperature was 45 degrees 
which required use of wet or dry suits (diver preference).

Wind affected diving operations due to the Navy dive management team 
requirement to be able to return an injured diver from the dive site to the medical staff 
and recompression chamber at the Fin and Feather in 30 minutes or less. During periods 
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of strong wind, high waves would prevent the dive boats from transiting from many dive 
sites on the eastern shore of the reservoir or the distant Paradise Bay creeks in that 30-
minute time limit. Other factors affected by the weather include a boat’s inability to hold its 
ground even after setting dual anchors. In winds greater than eight knots, the dive boats 
would drag anchor and prevent safe diving operations. The sector scans require the boats 
to stay in position while the sonar is on the bottom. 

Running search lines with the side scan boats was also complicated by the high 
winds. High winds tend to blow a boat off its intended track. If the search pattern is 
disrupted the search becomes ineffective. Waves and high chop toss a boat vertically and 
rock it side to side. This impacts the scan by leaving a scallop type effect for the analyst to 
deal with. Waves also left air bubbles entrained in the water column which masked the 
return from the bottom. Figure 4-5 is a representative sample sonar image on a day where 
surface noise (wind and waves) affected the ability to conduct the bottom survey.

4.2 Lessons Learned

Over the course of the Columbia Search Operation, SUPSALV worked to improve 
the search and recovery process and attempted to resolve issues as they presented them-
selves. As a part of working out the best solutions, they came across answers that might 
have application outside the lakes of East Texas. Since SUPSALV is involved in major 
water search and recovery operations on a regular basis, it was deemed prudent to record 
these lessons in hope that they might prove useful on another occasion. 

Figure 4-5.  Example of Side Scan Sonar Imagery Degraded by Wind and Waves. 
Compare this to examples of clear imagery in Figures 3-6 and 3-11.
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4.2.1 Ensure Timely Involvement 

The Navy was tasked to support the operation on February 13 and arrived on 
the scene in-force on February 16. This was a full two weeks later than the other major 
agencies that began operations on February 1, 2, or 3. Even though SUPSALV 
contacted the Operations Center at the Pentagon on the day of the incident, the activi-
ties managing the project in Texas were not aware of the offer of assistance until 
SUPSALV contacted the DOMS in Lufkin directly on February 8. This delay resulted in 
the Navy starting search operations two weeks after the debris landed. The benefits of 
starting the operation earlier include anything from interviewing eyewitnesses while their 
recollections were still fresh to the possibility of getting to dive on the targets before 
silting became excessive (which the divers witnessed when leaving test debris in the 
water overnight). 

Lesson: It is important to get the right resources involved at the very beginning of the 
recovery operation. If a water search is required, the timely involvement of SUPSALV 
resources should be a primary and initial consideration. SUPSALV contact information 
can be obtained through the web site at www.supsalv.org.

4.2.2 Clear Authority Simplified Control of Operation

The unambiguous tasking document issued by FEMA on February 10 directed 
the Navy to “…provide command and control of the underwater search and recovery 
effort as well as provision of additional U.S. Navy assets and personnel…”. With this 
tasking, SUPSALV was able to control all the activities assembled on site including EPA, 
state, and local agencies. Without this clear authority, SUPSALV may have been chal-
lenged to impose the practices and procedures needed to run a disciplined operation.

Lesson: In any multi-agency operation, establish a clear line of authority.

4.2.3 Validate the Equipment and the Processes

After about three weeks of searching and not finding any shuttle debris, the 
water search team asked NASA for some actual shuttle debris to place on the lake floor 
to test their search processes. Tests were conducted on March 3 and 4 on four pieces of 
actual shuttle debris, irregular aluminum pieces ranging in size from the largest at 2 x 3 
meters to the smallest at 0.3 x 0.7 meters. Figure 4-6 provides an image of this debris 
being placed in the test area by one of the Navy dive teams.



Space Shuttle Columbia Salvage Report

4-12

On March 3, each piece was buoyed and dropped into 25 feet of water by a Navy 
dive team. Three boats ran sonar search lines over the area. At the end of the day, the 
same dive team retrieved the debris. Sonar data was reviewed that afternoon. Two of the 
larger pieces were distinguishable in the sonar return but the smaller two pieces were not.

On March 4, the same dive team dropped three of the same four pieces, again 
buoyed with light nylon. The largest piece wasn’t dropped since it was determined that the 
sea state made handling it dangerous for the divers. This location for the second drop was 
more challenging for the sonar operators due to the bottom being populated with more 
trees and stumps and a greater variation in topography. The wind was stronger that day 
and only one multibeam boat was able to make passes on the targets before the time 
came to collect the debris and return it to Lake Nacogdoches. As the divers went to 
retrieve them, they noted one of the three witness buoys was missing.  The two pieces that 
were still buoyed were quickly retrieved but even after a number of dives, they were 
unable to find the last unbouyed piece.

Ashore, the analyst reviewed that morning’s multibeam data trying to establish the 
location of the remaining piece. The piece, which was the largest of the three pieces 

Figure 4-6.  Actual Shuttle Debris Being Placed in the Water for Testing.
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dropped that day (measured 0.8 x 0.7 meters), was not distinguishable from the other 
debris on the bottom. Divers re-entered the water at 1530 and dove on the position the 
material was originally placed. Using a sector scan sonar, they directed the diver to all 
the possible targets. Using this process, the debris was found rather quickly. It had 
landed on the side of a creek bed and was nearly 50% silted in. 

The difficulty the search team and dive team experienced in finding actual 
shuttle debris in a known location confirmed the challenge the organization faced in 
finding similar sized debris in a 14+ square nautical mile search area on the reservoir 
bottom. The recognition of this challenge led to a series of follow-on tests, described in 
detail in Chapter 3 and Appendix D. These tests were conducted to ensure the Navy was 
using equipment and processes that could be successful in recovering items the size of 
the OEX recorder, NASA’s highest priority at the time.

Results from the third set of tests, conducted on March 15 and 16, provided 
graphic proof that some of the systems and processes were better able to obtain results 
in the Toledo Bend environment than others. Given that the size of the OEX Recorder 
was less than the size of a desktop PC housing, operators and equipment that were 
unable to consistently detect and discriminate targets of that size were removed from 
service.  Specifically, in this environment, the standard Marine Sonic Centurion Sonar 
with a 5-degree downward transducer was much less capable than either the Klein 3000 
or the custom Marine Sonic Centurion operated by IET of Mill Creek, WA.

Lesson: Ensure the equipment and processes employed can achieve the desired 
results and recognize unique capabilities and qualities in available assets.

4.2.4 Experience Counts 

When the Navy assumed control of the Columbia Shuttle water search opera-
tion, they inherited not only the teams of divers, search assets, and support 
organizations already on the scene, but also all the side scan data and target lists that 
had already been generated. These target lists were incorporated into the integrated 
target plot database. As graphically portrayed in Figure 3-17, a target plot from inherited 
data, the initial sonar analysts were challenged to select valid targets from a bottom that 
was extensively cluttered with stumps and trees. This hostile bottom terrain presented a 
difficult challenge to even the most experienced analysts. When Phoenix assembled the 
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analysis lab, affectionately referred to as the Voodoo Lounge for the magic they 
performed, they dedicated some of the most experienced analysts in the industry to the 
task of target identification. This experience coupled with the best technology available 
significantly reduced the number of non-man made targets passed to the divers for inspec-
tion and led to more efficient utilization of the diver’s bottom time.  

Lesson: In a complex acoustic environment such as Toledo Bend, ensure that the individ-
uals performing sonar analysis/target identification are the most experienced analysts 
available.

4.2.5 Advanced GIS Plotting

Geographic Information Systems (GIS) is a relatively new science. Technolog-
ical and software advances are pushing the technology to new applications. During this 
operation, SUPSALV had the opportunity to exercise their GIS expertise and to work with 
some very talented individuals who were trained in the latest processes and used GIS 
systems as a routine part of their job. These individuals were provided through the U.S. 
Forest Service as a part of the National Interagency Coordination Center (NICC).  These 
GIS operators were generally U.S. Park Service or Bureau of Land Management 
personnel who were trained to provide the GIS positioning and plotting in support of forest 
fire fighting teams.

Lesson: In future search and recovery tasks where GIS requirements may exceed 
SUPSALV/Phoenix resources, SUPSALV can contact NICC to determine availability of 
backup GIS assets that may be able to assist with the task at hand. They can be reached 
through their website at www.nifc.gov.

4.2.6 Accurate Positioning is Critical

In every search, especially in a low visibility environment, it is imperative that the 
position of targets be accurately determined and that the divers dive on the right spot. To 
achieve the required accuracy, the C-Nav GPS systems were deployed on all search 
boats. These differential systems are survey grade and accurate to within 0.6 meters 
(10cm post-process). The search operators spent considerable time ensuring the search 
systems were correctly correlated with the navigation equipment. This included verifying 
that the antenna and fish “layback” and “offset” were accurately calibrated. On the diving 
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side, the dive teams also used differential GPS systems. The drop boats appeared to be 
very effective in putting a buoy on the targets. The dive boats which didn’t have dedi-
cated drop boats had to get used to dropping a buoy on target before dropping the boat’s 
anchor and sector scan. If they didn’t put a drop buoy down, the diver was very chal-
lenged to find the selected target among the stumps and bottom debris.

Lesson:  In limited visibility environment, ensure best positioning practices are consis-
tently utilized and each boat’s equipment is calibrated daily. 

4.2.7 Supply Chain

At the start of the operation, Phoenix personnel facilitated procurement of 
supplies using their personal credit cards. No Government Impact Card was deployed 
with the MDSU TWO detachment. This resulted in a dysfunctional procurement system. 
Phoenix also lacked any administrative/supply personnel and the project manager was 
forced to resolve each material issue. After a couple of weeks, Phoenix took steps to 
resolve the supply issue by staffing the project with a logistics professional. He was able 
to work effectively with the local merchants and fully engage the home office supply 
organization. As local vendors were identified, Phoenix established commercial accounts 
and ceased the use of employee credit cards. Local vendors included: boat rental, local 
welder who repaired boats and trailers, office supplies, fuel delivery, and the nearest 
large marine supply store, among others. Many of these local suppliers, recognizing the 
nature of the operation and the immediate needs of the Navy, began delivering their 
goods directly to the Fin and Feather, allowing the search teams to operate more 
efficiently.

Lesson: Manning the project with professional logistics support at the start of the opera-
tion and early formalization of business relationships with local vendors is as critical to 
support of the operation as providing professional search and diving personnel. 

4.2.8 Community Relations Pay Dividends

From the first day of the incident, NASA and the recovery teams received generous 
support from the local community. Local volunteers and organizations aided in the 
search efforts and many individuals from the community supported the searchers with 
food and other offers of assistance. Both the diving and the search organizations were 
offered space in the local fire station to serve as a base of operations. The Navy 
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recognized the importance of this local 
support, especially in a rural area like 
East Texas, and worked to ensure these 
relationships were fostered and main-
tained.  One of the ways the Navy helped 
maintain the relationship was hosting a 
BBQ for the community, especially those 
who provided meals at the firehouse. This 
event, held at the Fin and Feather 
Restaurant and supported by an astro-
naut speaker, was well attended by the 
community and considered a great 
success. NASA produced a large poster 
of the Columbia crew and the water 
search organization signed the poster 
and presented it to the community as a 
recognition of their contribution. Figure 4-
7 is a photograph of the poster. The Navy 
also ensured that any damage caused by 

all the truck and boat trailer traffic at the Paradise Point Marina was repaired. These steps 
paid dividends as the local residents continued to enthusiastically greet and support the 
water search teams for the entire period they were in Texas.

Lesson: Good public relations is well worth the effort it requires. Support of the local 
community goes a long way toward the conduct of a smooth operation.

4.2.9 Efficient Data Operations Require High End Support

Normal modern search and recovery operations are data intensive. This opera-
tion was no exception and pushed the envelope to new heights. With as many as seven 
search boats and eight dive boats on the water each day, the amount of data being 
processed in a 24-hour period was immense. The search management operation began 
inside the Six Mile Fire Station where conditions were damp, cold, and crowded. Plotters 
and PCs do not operate at their best under these conditions. The move to the Fin and 
Feather was a substantial improvement in facilities and allowed a significant upgrade in 

Figure 4-7.  Poster of STS-107 Crew Signed 
by Water Search Team and Presented to the 
Fairmount Community.
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the IT infrastructure. FEMA and NASA helped ensure that data management operated 
efficiently. This support included the full networking of the data center, a T1 communica-
tions line, and provision of a high volume color plotter and copier. As more than 100 
megabytes of data were transmitted to Lufkin and more than 20 large-scale, color plots 
were generated daily, high quality IT support was an absolute necessity.  

Lesson: Ensure that planning for operations of this type include provisions for use of 
high speed information technology and data transfer equipment with adequate climate 
control for protection of the equipment. A skilled, professional, IT installation team should 
be on-site before the operation begins.

4.2.10 Expert Consultation   

In addition to the experienced staff assembled for the project, the SUPSALV 
team requested ideas and assistance from outside experts. These individuals not only 
validated the credibility of the Navy-led search plan but also offered ideas to improve the 
process. A table of activities who contributed toward validation and improvement of the 
search process are provided in Figure 4-8.

Lesson:  Don’t hesitate to use any and all areas of expertise that can be brought to bear 
on the problem at hand. 

AREA OF EXPERTISE CONSULTED ACTIVITY

General Search Ideas and Guidance Scripps Institution of Oceanography
Woods Hole Oceanographic Institute 
(WHOI)
National Oceanic & Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA)
Office of Naval Research (ONR)

Specific Search Systems, Including Side 

Scan and Multibeam Systems 

Quester Tanget Incorporated
Dr. Larry Mayer of University of New 
Hampshire.
Thales GeoSolutions (Pacific), Inc.

REMUS AUV NOAA Coast Survey
WHOI

Sector Scan Implementation Kongsberg Simrad Mesotech Ltd./C.A. 
Richards

Figure 4-8.  Table of Consultants Supporting Columbia Water Search Operations
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4.2.11 Document the Process

SUPSALV identified the need to document the operation within the first week of 
their recovery effort in Texas. They arranged to have their administrative support 
contractor, ROH, Incorporated, send a technical writer on-scene within days to begin 
collecting data, images, and interviewing the key individuals involved in the decision 
making process. The early identification of the requirement to document the process has 
resulted in this timely summary of events, processes, and lessons learned which might 
have been lost or delayed without a dedicated observer and recorder present.  

Lesson: Include a dedicated technical writer in the manning of future high-visibility, 
complex recovery operations.

4.2.12 Accountability for Material

After the operation was secured, the final disposition of a large quantity of equip-
ment and material purchased for operational support could not be accounted for.

Lesson: An on-site inventory control system that tracks and accounts for all incoming 
material should be instituted for all field operations. A signature custody log for tracking 
material disposition should be part of the overall system.
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Section 5
Results

Given the terrain and the generally small size of the average piece of 
shuttle debris, retrieval of all space shuttle components was neither expected nor 
possible. Even though the preponderance of debris fell on land, NASA’s ground 
search effort, utilizing more than 16,500 searchers and searching an unprece-
dented 680,748 acres, collected less than 40% of shuttle material by weight. A 
second factor affecting the water search team’s chances in recovering shuttle 
debris was the quantity of debris encountered as the searchers moved east 
toward Toledo Bend Reservoir. Figure 5–1 is a cropped version of the scatter plot 
presented as Figure 1-1. This figure shows that the maximum density of the 
debris field was well to the west of the Toledo Bend area. 

Figure 5-1.  Space Shuttle Debris Distribution as of May 2, 2003.
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Faced with these challenges, the Navy committed to provide its best effort 
to retrieve all shuttle debris that was possible from the two lakes in East Texas. 
After a thorough search of the water areas, the following conclusions can be 
made:

Large, intact sections of the shuttle did not land in the lakes within the 
primary search areas. If they had, the Navy-led water search and 
recovery teams would have found it. 
Small and medium size pieces that may have fallen into the lake could 
not be retrieved using today’s technology and within the reasonable 
constraints of time and resources, i.e., draining the lakes.

5.1 Debris Recovered

What did the water search team accomplish? From the first week when FBI 
divers, responding to an eyewitness report, recovered a brake component on the 
eastern shore of the Toledo Bend Reservoir through the last week of the opera-
tion where grid searchers painstakingly searched specific high probability areas 
inch by inch, the water search organization set about their tasks with enthusiasm 
and professionalism.

During the first few weeks of the operation the sonar analyst achieved a 
high degree of proficiency in their ability to distinguish between the sonar return 
characteristics of the natural debris and the man-made debris on the lake bed. 
After a tuning process the search teams began to consistently identify man-made 
objects as targets and divers began to routinely find and retrieve these man-
made targets. Almost as a point of pride, the recovered targets were lined up 
against the north wall of the Command Center like trophies. These items included 
an old fish trap, anchors, a number of outboard motors, a wheel, a radiator, and a 
refrigerator door. Figure 5–2 shows some of the pieces of recovered debris and 
Figure 5–3 provides examples of sonar imagery of some of the man-made 
objects targeted on the lake floor. These sample sonar images and actual man-
made debris included large items like the boat and the truck body, and small 
items like a drywall bucket. The search team’s ability to detect (calibrated equip-
ment) and discriminate (experienced analyst) these targets and the diver’s ability 
to locate and retrieve the targets are proof that the SUPSALV search and 
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recovery plan was effective. The items found were similar in size to the actual 
shuttle targets NASA identified as high priority.

5.2 Thorough Search Conducted

A few weeks into the operation, it was recognized that the water search 
team was identifying and retrieving man-made targets regularly, but shuttle 
debris was, as of yet, undetected. SUPSALV began asking the questions:

Is there anything that can be done differently to find the shuttle debris? 
Is the water search being conducted as proficiently and thoroughly as 
possible?

Figure 5-2.  Examples of Man-made Debris Recovered from Toledo Bend.
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Boat Metal Frame

Refrigerator Without a Door

Pickup Truck
Figure 5-3.  Sonar and Multibeam Imagery of Man-made Objects Found in Toledo 

Bend Reservoir.

5 Gallon Bucket
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The answer to the first question was to ensure the search teams were 
using the best equipment, software, and techniques available. To ensure this was 
the case, SUPSALV consulted established industry experts listed below:

Scripps Institution of Oceanography
Woods Hole Oceanographic Institute (WHOI)
National Oceanic & Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)
Office of Naval Research (ONR)
Center for Coastal and Ocean Mapping, Chase Ocean Engineering Lab 
at University of New Hampshire.

SUPSALV also enlisted the resources of the following private firms that 
manufacture or use such search tools and are recognized experts in the field:

Quester Tanget Corporation
Kongsberg Simrad Mesotech Ltd/C.A. Richards
Thales GeoSolutions Inc.
C&C Technologies

After consultation with these experts, SUPSALV was confident that the 
search process was as effective as possible and alternative solutions were not 
available that would increase the likelihood of finding shuttle debris. 

To qualify an answer to the second question on water search proficiency, 
the following anecdotal evidence is provided. There were some areas that NASA 
identified as high priority and on which the Navy was asked to concentrate. In 
these areas, like the radar-projected high probability debris landing sites in 
Eastern Toledo Bend Reservoir, the water search team provided 200 or 300 
percent coverage with the best search assets for those conditions. As an added 
measure, grid searches were performed in two specific locations. These were in 
response to an eyewitness account and based on the recovery of two pieces of a 
shuttle camera nearby on the ground. The 88 grids searched in these two areas 
comprised 5.5 acres. This process took 176 diving hours and yielded only a 
single piece of shuttle skin, the size of a thumbnail.   
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This extraordinary effort validated that the primary search methods (sonar 
and multibeam systems) used prior to the grid search did not miss any signifi-
cant sized shuttle pieces and that due to the low density of shuttle debris in 
Toledo Bend Reservoir, there was a low probability of finding actual debris even 
if the grid-search method were used throughout the initial 14.7 square nautical 
mile primary search area. The time to grid-search the entire Toledo Bend primary 
search area would exceed 16,000 diving days. 

5.3 Operation Statistics

On March 18, 2003, NASA recognized that the water search was not going 
to find the same type debris that was being found on land and asked the Navy to 
develop and execute a plan for completion of the primary search area by April 15, 
2003. SUPSALV concluded search operations on Toledo Bend Reservoir on April 
11 and diving operations on April 12, 2003. The significant statistics associated 
with the operation appear in the tables below. 

Lake Nacogdoches Toledo Bend

Dates Searched 17 Feb - 10 Mar 5 Feb – 10 Apr

Dates Dove 9 Mar – 26 Mar 4 Feb – 11 Apr 

Area Searched 3.17 sq. mi. 20.14 sq. mi.

Linear Search Track 1563 nM 2343 nM

Targets Cleared 365 2734

Positive Shuttle Targets 0 2

Organization Number of Dives Bottom Time (hrs)

U.S. Navy 1334 320

Houston Police Department 596 128

Environmental Protection Agency 421 193

Department of Public Safety 328 133

Galveston Police Department 241 53

Total 2,920 827
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ASSET PAGE

Dive/Search Boats A-3

Light Weight Dive System 
(LWDS)

A-4

Marine Sonic Centurion Side 
Scan Sonar

A-5

Klein 3000 Side Scan Sonar A-6

Reson Seabat 8101 and 8125 
Multibeam

A-7

Hydroid Remote Environmental 
Monitoring Unit (REMUS)

A-8

Kongsberg Simrad Mesotech LTD 
MS 1000 Sector Scan

A-9

Transportable Recompression 
Chamber (TRCS)

A-10

Limpet Mine Imaging Sonar
(LIMIS)

A-11

Edgetech MPX Multi-Pulse Side 
Scan Sonar

A-12

AN/PQS-2 Alpha Hand Held 
Sonar

A-13

Garrett Sea Hunter XL Hand Held 
Metal Detector

A-14

List of Assets
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Source for boats included: Local Search Contractors, Dive teams, U.S. 
Coast Guard, and from Gulf Coast boat 
rental firms.

Length: 22 - 26 ft

Hull material: Aluminum, Steel, GRP

Power: Single or Twin Engine Outboards

Accommodations: Cabin to support electronic search equip-
ment and protect divers from elements. 

DIVE/SEARCH BOATS

USCG 32 Foot Dive Boat

Dive Boat Side Scan Boat
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Diesel-Compressor Assembly
40"x48"x66", 650lbs
Capacity 18.6 scfm @ 175 psig
Primary HP Air Supply (each flask 
rack assembly)
24"x40"x46', 200lbs
Capacity 573 scf @ 3,000 psig
Volume Tank Assembly
46"x29"x28", 250lbs
Capacity 30 gallons
(4 cubic feet) LP-250 psig, HP-3,000 
psig

Control Console Assembly
17"X31"X33", 150lbs
Capacity LP-250psig
HP-3,000 psig
Secondary HP Air Supply (each 
flask rack assembly)
24"X40"X46", 200lbs
Capacity 573 scf @ 3,000 psig
Roof Rack Assembly
11"X40"X46", 50lbs
Capacity 3,000 psig

Light Weight Dive System (LWDS)

LWDS Gear DIve Boat Outfitted with LWDS
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Length (m/in): 1.1/42

Diameter (cm/in): 10.2/4

Weight in air (kg/lbs): 15/33

Pulse Length (usec/cycles): 10/6

Range resolution (cm/in): 9.7/3.8@50m

Axial Resolution-aperture size (cm/in): 30.5/12

Max Range (meters): 75+

Frequency Options: 150, 300, 600, 900, 1200 kHz

Marine Sonic Centurion Side Scan Sonar

Standard 5o Marine Sonic Side Scan 

Custom 10o Marine Sonic Side Scan

Standard 5o Marine Sonic Side Scan, Pole 
Mounted
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Frequencies: 100 kHz (125 kHz +/- 1% act.), 500 kHz(445 kHz, +/-1% 
act.)

Beams: Horizontal - 1 deg. @100 kHz, 0.2 deg @ 500 kHz, Vertical 
- 40 deg 

Beam Tilt: 0, 10, 20 degrees, adjustable

Maximum Range: 450 meters @ 100 kHz; 150 meters @ 500 kHz

Depth Rating: 1,500 meters

Construction: Stainless steel

Size: 122 cm long, 8.9 cm diameter

Weight: 29 kg in air

Options: Sub-bottom profiler, Magnetometer, Attitude sensors: roll, 
pitch, heading, pressure, attitude, acoustic positioning 
responder, single frequency of 50 kHz

Klein 3000 Side Scan Sonar
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8101

Beam Width: 1.50o

Number of Beams: 101

Swath Width at 10 M Depth: 68.80(M)

Operating Frequency 240 kHz

8125

0.5o

240

30.60(M)

455 kHz

Reson Seabat 8101 and 8125 Multibeam

8101 Multibeam 8125 Multibeam

8101 Multibeam 8125 Multibeam 
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Diameter: 19 cm

Length: 160 cm

Weight in air: 37 kg (80 lbs)

Trim weight in air: 1 kg

Max operating depth: 100 meters

Energy: 1 kw-hr internally rechargeable lithium ion battery

Endurance: 22 hours at optimum speed of 1.5 m/s (3 knots) 0.8 hours at 
2.5 m/s (5 knots)

Propulsion: Direct drive DC brushless motor to open three bladed pro-
peller

Velocity Range: 0.25 to 2.8 m/s variable over range

Control: 2 coupled yaw and pitch fins

Navigation: Long base line; ultra short base line; Doppler assisted dead 
reckon; (Optional: GPS)

Transponder: 20-30 kHz operating frequency range

Tracking: Emergency transponder, mission abort, and ORE Track-
point compatible

Sensors: Doppler velocity log: RDI 1.2 MHz up down looking

Side Scan Sonar: 600 or 900 kHz Marine Sonic

Hydroid Remote Environmental Monitoring Unit (REMUS)
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FREQUENCY: 675 kHz

BEAMWIDTH: 1.35 x 30o

RANGE: 0.5 to 100 m

TELEMETRY: Standard/low frequency and digital

DEPTH RATING: 6000 m

LENGTH: 298 mm

DIAM: 139 mm

WEIGHT: 

IN AIR: 5.3 kg

IN WATER: 2.5 kg

Kongsberg Simrad Mesotech LTD MS 1000 Sector Scan

Close up of Sector Scan Transducer

Deploying Sector Scan Unit

Sector Scan Unit Mounted on its Tripod 
Staged on Bow of Dive Boat
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Design Code: AS1210/ASME PVHO
Design Pressure: 110 psig
Certification pressure: 100 psig (225 fsw)

Design Temperature: 0-125o F
Length: 90.2" (95.7" with strongback)
Height: 52.6"
Width: 50.7"
Weight: 1,268 lbs
Internal Volume: 45 cu. Ft. 

Medical Lock 5.75" inside dia. X 11.8" long
Mating Flange: Male per NATO, A Div P-1
Chamber lift padeyes: MIL-STD-209
Chamber Tie Down padeyes: MIL-STD-209
Materials: 
Heads, Doors, Shell: ASTM A240 GR S31803 stainless steel
Forgings and Mating Flanges: ASTM A182 F 316L stainless steel
Medical Lock: ASTM A240 GR S31803 stainless steel
Life Support:
Scrubber: Air driven with replaceable canister
BIBS: 2 Masks-chamber oxygen/air supply/mixed 

gas, and overboard exhaust
Gas supply: Primary and secondary air, and primary and 

secondary oxygen
Furnishings: Patient stretcher and attendant’s seat

Transportable Recompression Chamber (TRCS)
TRCS Panel

TRCS rigged for transport

TRCS Unit
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Cross-range resolution: 1.6 cm at a 3-m range

Beamwidth: 0.3 degrees horizontal by 7 degrees vertical

Number of beams: 64

Field of view: 19.2 degrees

Range settings: 3-15 m, 1.5-8 m, 1-3.6m, 0.6-2m

Down-range resolution: 2.5 cm, 1.25 cm, 0.6 cm, or 0.3 cm depending on 
range setting

Operating frequency: 2 MHz

Power consumption: 25W (1.75 A at 14.4 V)

Weight: 7.7 kg in air, including internal batteries; and 100 g 
positive in sea water

Dimensions: 17.8 cm wide, 20 cm high, and 35 cm long, includ-
ing a 10 cm handle.

Output: NTSC video on a mask-mounted video monitor 
and/or cabled topside.

Limpet Mine Imaging Sonar (LIMIS)

LIMIS Unit

Pond search conducted with LIMIS

Diver utilizing LIMIS system
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Frequency: 270 kHz

Pulse Type: Full Spectrum FM

Towing Speed at 100 Meter Range: up to 16 knots

Maximum Operating Range: 225 meters per side
(450 meter swath)

Maximum Operating Depth: 300 meters

Pulse Repetition Rate: 14 / 28 at 100 meters

Horizontal Beam Width: 0.75 meters at 100 meters

Resolution Across Track: 0.075 / 0.15 meters

Length: (L) 173 cm x (H) 37 cm

Diameter: 19 cm

Weight (in air): 60 kg

Weight (in water) 20 kg

Edgetech MPX Multi-Pulse Side Scan Sonar
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Range Active Mode: 20, 60, or 120 yards (108 meters)

Range Passive Mode: 2000 yards (1800 meters)

Acoustic Frequency: CTFM, 115 TO 145 kHz (30 kHz bandwidth)

Passive Detection: Can detect acoustic signal with source level of 120 
dB/µ at 1 meter at 39 kHz at ranges up to 1 mile

Passive Frequency: Variable 24 to 45 kHz range

Magnetic Signature: Meets requirement of MIL-M-19595

Output Technique: Audio Tone (or pulse) in earphones, frequency vari-
able with range

Power Source: Two rechargeable gelled electrolyte lead acid bat-
teries

Operating Depth: Surface to 300 feet (91 meters)

Operating Temperature: From -2 deg C to +30 deg C

Beamwidth: 6 Degrees (can detect a 12 inch diameter air filled 
sphere at 120 yards)

Weight In Air: Approx 8 lbs (3.6 Kg)

Weight In Water: Slight negative buoyancy

Unit equipped with a magnetic compass (Does not meet low-Mu spec)

AN/PQS-2 Alpha Hand Held Sonar
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Garrett Sea Hunter XL Hand Held Metal Detector

Weight: 
    Housing 3.8 lbs
    Headphones 1.4 lbs
    Coil 2 lbs (negative 

buoyancy in water)
Depth Rating 65 Meters
Detector Coil 8” Diameter
Frequency 110 pulses/second
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Timeline of Events 
 
 

1 Feb •  Columbia Shuttle breaks apart during reentry 
•  Search begins 
•  SUPSALV (CAPT Wilkins) U.S. Navy Command Center at Pentagon 

offering assistance 
2 Feb •  Considered lake areas as a part of the search 
3 Feb •  EPA, US Coast Guard and Forest Service representatives visit Toledo 

Bend Reservoir in attempt to find debris reported by eyewitness 
4 Feb •  Dive assets arrive on scene 

•  FBI ROV on scene 
•  Sighting of large objects by air investigated.  No success finding shuttle 

debris  
6 Feb •  DOJ tethered submarine (ROV) arrives 
7 Feb •  Houston Police and EPA dive teams arrive 

•  EPA contracted search teams arrive 
•  Informal EOD assessment of Navy support provided  

8 Feb •  Moved water search operations from Indian Mounds to Fairmount 
Volunteer Firehouse 

•  Conference call with CAPT Wilkins, NASA, and EPA resulted in 
SUPSALV requested formal assessment 

9 Feb •  CAPT Wilkins, CAPT Murray, Tom Salmon, and Ridge Albaugh visit area 
for the first time. Meet with EPA Scott Harris and NASA Steve Bowen. 
Visit firehouse and lake. 

•  Texas Forest Service arrives to handle logistics 
10 Feb  •  Brief agency reps including FEMA Federal Coordinating Officer (FSO) on 

SUPSALV & Navy capabilities. FCO approves SUPSALV proposal.   
•  Diving assets on scene at the time are EPA, Houston PD, FBI, Galveston 

Sheriff, Galveston PD, and Texas DPS.  Support included CG, Sabine RA  
•  Scanning teams consist of two EPA contracted assets 
•  FBI divers recover brake assembly from Toledo Bend. 
•  Noted non-standard GPS systems, no search coordinates established, 

eye witness and land based debris, no clear organization for deployment 
of assets  

•  SUPSALV temporarily departs for NAVSEA Headquarters 
 
12 Feb • Conduct air recognizance of Sam Raburn Res. Lake Nacogdoches, Lake 

Striker, Lake Cherokee, Toledo Bend 
• CAPT Murray moves base of operations from Lufkin to Toledo Bend area 
• Custom Marine Sonic arrives 

13 Feb • Navy is tasked to search lakes and reservoir for shuttle debris by CNO 
verbal message 

• First MDSU team members arrive (lead party), Lee Wolford arrives in TX, 
Tom Salmon departs 

• 6 dive teams still on station (civilian) 
14 Feb • COMLANTFLT tasks MDSU TWO 

• SUPSALV tasks PHEONIX to support search and recovery operations 
• SUPSALV returns to Lufkin, TX. 
• One dive team sent to Lake Striker and Lake Nacogdoches based on eye 

witness reports. Checked out false dock strike 
15 Feb • 16 MDSU divers arrive, 1 combat camera diver arrives  

• Navy begins issuing SITREPS 
16 Feb • MDSU 2 Recompression Chamber arrives 
17 Feb • Side scan search begins at Lake Nacogdoches 
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18 Feb • MDSU2 starts diving, SUPSALV/Phoenix begin processing target data 
19 Feb • Press Conference on Underwater Search 

• Forward strut assembly found ashore adjacent to reservoir  
• Houston PD using sector scan sonar 

21 Feb • 4 sector scan sonar arrive 
• NASA expands water search area to include Bardswell Lake and Lake 

Waxahachie (Western end of debris line) 
22 Feb • Reson Multibeam arrives 
23 Feb • Second sector scan put into use 
24 Feb • Reson Multibeam begins operations 

• Requirement to search Lakes Bardwell and Waxahachie deferred 
26 Feb • Columbia Operations Command Center moved from Fairmount Fire 

House to Fin and Feather 
• Reson Multibeam search system put into service 
• Kline 3000 begins running lines at Lake Nacogdoches 

27 Feb • REMUS arrives on site  
28 Feb • REMUS begins searching 

• Microwave transmitter tower installed at Fin and Feather 
• DIDSON imaging sonar arrives on site 
• Additional set of portable radios ordered 

1 Mar • Local pond is searched by a dive team 
• 20-meter search line spacing decreased to 15 meters 

2 Mar • Run test on 4 pieces of shuttle debris 
3 Mar • Test on 4 pieces of shuttle debris completed 

• Debris in pond found based on eye witness sighting 
4 Mar • Multibeam 8101 being mounted on C&C 3 
5 Mar • Redraw of search map reduced primary search are to 14.7 sq mi  
6 Mar • Conduct controlled test on metallic objects with Seabat 8125 and 8101 

multibeam 
7 Mar • MDSU 2 begins surface supplied diving on Toledo Bend Reservoir 

• Gas tank at F&F placed on line 
• Second REMUS arrives 

8 Mar • Gas tank at F&F operational 
• Divers instructed to recover “manageable” size targets if they will not 

interfere with dive boat operations 
• Operations on Lake Nacogdoches expected to wrap up Sunday 

09March03 
• Additional REMUS unit brought into Command Center 
• FEMA tech personnel arrive to install additional network drops increasing 

com center functionality 
9 Mar • Last day of Lake Nacogdoches search 

10 Mar • Lake Nacogdoches searching completed 
• At Lufkin center briefing report came in of a partially submerged tank in a 

pond visible from the air. USN assets may be employed to locate it. 
11 Mar • Signs posted on cars at local marinas asking boaters to use caution and 

maintain No Wake around search and diving boats.  Signs also have 
number of Lufkin field office to call to report debris. 

12 Mar • Meet with the sonar and multibeam experts to discuss the situation in 
Toledo Bend and examine options and possible solutions.  Drs. Larry 
Mayer and Brian Calder from the Univ of NH, Eric Maillard from Reson 
(8125,8101), Doug Lockhart from Thales Inc., and Thomas Chance CEO 
of C&C Survey.   

• Doug Lockhart, Lee Wolford and Ridge Albaugh create a test plan to 
prove the Sonar systems 

13 Mar • Meeting in Lufkin with heads of all aspects of recovery and local officials 
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14 Mar • Phase 2 - search plan altered at NASA direction to only search Toledo 
Bend reservoir with sidescan and multibeam only once (change from 
Lake Nacogdoches and Toledo Bend searched with sidescan and 
multibeam both horizontally and vertically) 

15 Mar • Tested Echo Star sonar in Toledo Bend 
16 Mar • Began deepwater sonar testing in Toledo Bend 
17 Mar • Edgetech MPX system brought in and tested 

• All systems finished on sonar test ranges 
18 Mar • Demobilize the 5-degree 600 Khz MS sonar  
19 Mar • Second Kline 3000 arrives 

• CAPT Wilkins calls Chief of Navy Research (CNR), Woods Hole, Scriptts 
Institute, and NOAA for 21 March meeting of subject matter experts. 

• Vodoo Lounge will begin producing a daily “top ten” target package for the 
divers. 

• Astronaut Jim Reilly says it is important to keep all digital data for possible 
reexamination at a later date 

20 Mar • OEX recorder found in woods 8 miles west of Toledo Bend 
• Standard Marine Sonic taken offline 
• Galveston PD dive team departs 

21 Mar • Ben Evans and Justin Manley from NOAA, Tory Cobb from Coastal 
Systems Station Panama City (recommended by ADM Cohen) Dave 
Chadwell from Scripps and Dr. Larry Mayer from Univ of NH, Keith Russel 
from NASA, WHOI and ONR representatives meet to discuss possible 
methods to improve search process. 

22 Mar • Second Kline begins search efforts 
• REMUS analysis completed by NOAA Office of Coast Survey 

24 Mar • NASA Administrator Sean O’Keef visits 
25 Mar • NASA photographer visits 

• Severed Klein tow cable – lost towfish 
26 Mar • REMUS engineer from WHOI working with REMUS crew  
27 Mar • Exit Strategy meeting in Lufkin 

• Georgia Department of Natural Resources Klein 3000 arrives 
• First Klein3000 towfish recovered by Houston Police 

28 Mar • REMUS completes final operations and demobilizes 
29 Mar • Weather day, no ops 
30 Mar • Weather day, limited ops 
31 Mar • Operations begin early, PM weather expected 

• Contacted manufacturer of the Geophex magnetometer.  Manufacturer 
did not see it feasible to bring system here. 

1 Apr • Operations begin early, PM weather expected 
• Keith Russell of NASA says Jerry Voss not in favor of bringing more 

sensors into Toledo Bend 
• Still no decision on Geophex magnetometer 

2 Apr • Operations begin early, PM weather expected 
• New eyewitness report North of the recovery track investigated 

3 Apr • CAPT Murray will begin 90x90 feet grid searches of a selected section of 
Toledo Bend floor at the request of Astronaut Jim Reilly 

• Credible eyewitness debris sight being side scanned 
4 Apr • Ops end early due to Tornado warnings 

• Continue investigation of eye witness reports 
• Begin discussions of demobilization 

5 Apr • Weather cleared allowing for full day of dive and search ops. 
• Phoenix inventory specialist arrived to begin demobilization inventory 

process 
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6 Apr • US Navy safety and repair stand down 

• Civilian dive teams continue to dive per their request 
• Side scan/multibeam search continues 
• Sonar analyses continue 

7 Apr • Normal search and dive operations continue 
8 Apr • Weather day (12-19 mph winds). Dive boats out, no search ops. 
9 Apr • Cold and very windy. Dive and search ops continue. 

• Prioritized list put together for the last days of searching 
• NASA presentation at 6pm 

10 Apr • Normal search and dive operations continue 
• Some MDSU reserves leave 

11 Apr • Search and dive operations continue 
• Last search day 
• Start search equipment demobilization 
• Sub-contractor demobilization and departure 

12 Apr • Last dive day 
• Search equipment demobilization continues 
• CAPT Wilkins departs 

13 Apr • Continue search equipment demobilization 
• Dive equipment cleanup and packing 
• Divers depart 

14 Apr • Search team demobilize and depart 
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Request For Federal Assistance (RFA)
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Request For Federal Assistance (RFA)
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Request For Federal Assistance (RFA)
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P 1417502 FEB 03 ZYB PSN 960002M17

FM CNO WASHINGTON DC//N312//

TO RULSSEA/COMNAVSEASYSCOM WASHINGTON DC//00/OOC/OOD/O1//

INFO RUCBCLF/COMLANTFLT NORFOLK VA//N3/N5/N7//

RHBVPAB/COMSECONDFLT

RUCBTFA/COMNAVSURFLANT NORFOLK VA//N3/N02F//

RUCBACM/CDR USJFCOM NORFOLK VA//J3//

RUPEUSA/CDR USNORTHCOM//J3/J4//

RUEADWD/DIRMILSPT DCSOPS WASHINGTON DC//DAMO-ODS//

RUCFAAN/FEMA HQ WASHINGTON DC//ARO/ARO-O/ARO-OM/ARO-OS//

RUCCNOM/COMNAVRESFOR NEW ORLEANS LA//N3/N5//

RHMFIUU/COMNAVRESFOR NEW ORLEANS LA//N3/N5//

RUCBFAC/COMEODGRU TWO

RUERSHA/CDRUSAFIVE AND FT SAM HOUSTON TX//AFKB/AFKB-OP//

RUCBCLF/COMLANTFLT NORFOLK VA//N35/N41/N02P//

BT

UNCLAS

MSGID/GENADMIN/CNO WASHINGTON DC - N312//

SUBJ/NAVSEA SUPPORT SHUTTLE COLUMBIA DISASTER OPS//
REF/A/MSG/COMLANTFLT/132138ZFEB2003//
REF/B/MSG/CDR USJFCOM/132139ZFEB2003//
REF/C/MSG/CDR USNORTHCOM/112255ZFEB2003//
REF/D/DOC/FEMA/lOFEB2003//
NARR/REF A IS COMLANTFLT REQUEST FOR NAVSEA 00C ASSETS IN SUPPORT OF
UNDERWATER SEARCH AND RECOVERY IN STS COLUMBIA DISASTER OPS. REF B
IS USJFCOM DEPLOYMENT ORDER. REF C IS USNORTHCOM REQUEST FOR FORCES.
REF D IS FEMA RFA REQUESTING UNDERWATER SEARCH AND RECOVERY ASSETS.//
POC/POTTS/LCDR/N311C/LOC:WASHINGTON DC

/EMAIL:POTTS.JAMES@CNO.NAVY.SMIL.MIL; TEL: 703-692-1851//

RMKS/1. TAKE REF A FORAC. DIRLAUTH. UTILIZE FEMA FUNDING PROVIDED

FOR ASSET SUPPORT.//

BT

CNO Tasking Msg
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P 1321382 FEB 03 PSN 951487M34
FM COMLANTFLT NORFOLK VA//N3/NS/N7//
TO RUENAAA/CNO WASHINGTON DC//N312/N511//
RHBPPAB/COMSECONDFLT
RUCBTFA/COMNAVSURFLANT NORFOLK VA//N3/N02F//
RULSSEA/COMNAVSEASYSCOM WASHINGTON DC//00/OOC/OOD/O1//
INFO RHMFISS/CDR USJFCOM NORFOLK VA//J3//
RUCBACM/CDR USJFCOM NORFOLK VA//J3//
RUPEUSA/CDR USNORTHCOM//J3/J4//
RUEADWD/DIRMILSPT DCSOPS WASHINGTON DC//DAMO-ODS//
RUCFAAN/FEMA HQ WASHINGTON DC//ARO/ARO-O/ARO-OM/ARO-OS//
RHMFIUU/COMNAVRESFOR NEW ORLEANS LA//N3/N5//
RUCCNOM/COMNAVRESFOR NEW ORLEANS LA//N3/N5//
RHBPNLT/COMEODGRU TWO
RUERSHA/CDRUSAFIVE AND FT SAM HOUSTON TX//AFKB/AFKB-OP//
RUCBCLF/COMLANTFLT NORFOLK VA//N35/N41/N02P//
BT
UNCLAS //N02300//
OPER/SHUTTLE COLUMBIA DISASTER OPS//
MSGID/ORDER/COMLANTFLT//
REF/A/DOC/FEMA RFA/YMD:20030210//
REF/B/MSG/CDR USNORTHCOM/112255ZFEB2003//
REF/C/MSG/CDR USJFCOM/032139ZFEB2003/-/NOTAL//
REF/D/MSG/CDR USJFCOM/131455ZFEB2003//
REF/E/MSG/CLF/282101ZJAN2002/-/PASEP//
NARR/REF A IS FEMA RFA REQUESTING UNDERWATER SEARCH AND RECOVERY
ASSETS, REF B IS USNORTHCOM REQUEST FOR FORCES TO SUPPORT SPACE
SHUTTLE COLUMBIA OPERATIONS, REF C IS USJFCOM DEPLOYMENT ORDER
SUPPORTING USNORTHCOM IN SPACE SHUTTLE COLUMBIA OPERATIONS, REF D IS
USJFCOM FRAGMENTARY ORDER 1 (ONE) TO REFERENCE C, REF E IS
COMLANTFLT 2002 DISASTER PLANNING ORDER//
ORDTYP/DEPLOYORD/-//
TIMEZONE/Z//
GENTEXT/SITUATION/
1. SITUATION. SEE REF D.//

GENTEXT/MISSION/
2. MISSION. COMLANTFLT DEPLOYS MOBILE DIVING AND SALVAGE

DETACHMENT WITH APPROPRIATE EQUIPMENT TO SUPPORT USNORTHCOM IN
SHUTTLE COLUMBIA DISASTER RECOVERY OPERATIONS. THIS DEPLOYMENT IS
IN COORDINATION WITH NAVSEA-00C UNDERWATER SEARCH AND RECOVERY EFFORT.//
GENTEXT/EXECUTION/

3. EXECUTION.
3.A. CONCEPT OF OPS. ONE MOBILE DIVING AND SALVAGE UNIT

DETACHMENT DEPLOYS TO VICINITY OF LUFKIN TEXAS WITH APPROPRIATE
SUPPORT EQUIPMENT TO AUGMENT ONGOING SEARCH AND RECOVERY OPS IN
WATERS IDENTIFIED TO CONTAIN SHUTTLE DEBRIS COMMENCING ON/ABOUT 13
FEB.

3.B. TASKINGS.
3.B.1. COMSECONDFLT.
3.B.1.(A). DEPLOY ONE MOBILE DIVING AND SALVAGE UNIT DETACHMENT,

APPROX 20 PERSONNEL AND SUPPORTING EQUIPMENT. COMMENCE DEPLOYMENT
ON/ABOUT 13 FEB 03.

3.B.1.(B). TRANSFER OPCON OF DET TO CDR USNORTHCOM UPON ARRIVAL TEXAS
   OPERATING SITE.

3.B.1.(C). ACCEPT OPCON OF FORCES FROM CDR USNORTHCOM UPON RETURN TO
   HOMESTATION AND COMPLETION OF SALVAGE MISSION.

3.B.2. COMNAVSURFLANT. BE PREPARED TO ACCEPT FUNDING FROM NAVSEA FOR O&M
EXPENDED BY COMEODGRU TWO UNITS SUPPORTING COLUMBIA SHUTTLE RECOVERY
OPS.

3.C. TASKING REQUEST.
3.C.1. CDR USNORTHCOM.

COMLANTFLT Tasking Msg



Space Shuttle Columbia Salvage Report

C-6

3.C.1.(A). REQUEST CDR USNORTHCOM ACCEPT OPCON OF MOBILE DIVING AND SALVAGE
DET UPON ARRIVAL TEXAS OPERATING SITE.

3.C.1.(B). REQUEST CDR USNORTHCOM TRANSFER OPCON OF MOBILE DIVING AND SALVAGE
DET TO COMSECONDFLT UPON RETURN TO HOMESTATION AND COMPLETION OF
SALVAGE MISSION.

3.C.2. CNO N312.
3.C.2.(A). REQUEST DEPLOY NAVSEA-00C UNDERWATER SEARCH AND RECOVERY TEAM FOR

COMMAND AND CONTROL OF UNDERWATER SEARCH AND RECOVERY EFFORT,
COORDINATING WITH DCO AND MDSU DET DIVE OPS.

3.C.2.(B). REQUEST DIRECT NAVSEA-00C COORDINATE SALVAGE CONTRACTING TASKS
SUPPORTING COLUMBIA SHUTTLE RECOVERY OPS.

3.C.2.(C). REQUEST DIRECT NAVSEA-00C COORDINATE DISBURSEMENT OF FEMA FUNDS
SUPPORTING REF A AND ASSOCIATED SALVAGE CONTRACTING EFFORTS.

3.C.2.(D). REQUEST DIRECT NAVSEA-00C COORDINATE DISBURSEMENT OF FEMA FUNDSTO
COMNAVSURFLANT SUPPORTING O&M COSTS INCURRED BY MDSU DET.

3.D. COORDINATING INSTRUCTIONS.
3.D.1. ORDER EFFECTIVE UPON RECEIPT.
3.D.2. ANTICIPATED DURATION OF OPS 30 DAYS.
3.D.3. TRANSFER OPCON OF FORCES TO USNORTHCOM AND CONTACT DEFENSE

COORDINATING OFFICER (DCO) UPON ARRIVAL OF FORCES IN OPERATING
AREA.

3.D.4. ACCEPT OPCON FROM USNORTHCOM UPON ARRIVAL HOMESTATION AND
COMPLETION OF FEMA SUPPORT MISSION.

3.D.5. DIRLAUTH ALCON. KEEP COMLANTFLT INFORMED.//GENTEXT/ADMIN AND LOG/
FISCAL GUIDANCE. SEE REF E.//GENTEXT/COMMAND AND SIGNAL/

5. COMMAND RELATIONSHIPS.
5.A. FEMA IS THE LEAD FEDERAL AGENCY.
5.B. USNORTHCOM IS THE SUPPORTED COMMANDER. RESPONSE TASK FORCE (RTF)

COLUMBIA IS THE SUPPORTED RTF.
6. SIGNAL.
6.A. FEMA POC MR. JOHN MARTIN,EPA, FOSC AT BANK OF AMERICA, 2ND FLOOR,

EPA, LUFKIN TX, FEMA DPO TEL # (214)789-9656.
6.B. USNORTHCOM POC IS CAPT D. JACKSON, CHIEF CURRENT OPERATIONS AT

DSN 268-2701(COM (719)474-2701).
6.C. DEFENSE COORDINATING OFFICER COL AL DOCHNAL (936)630-3115.
6.D. NAVSEA POC IN OPS AREA CAPT CHRIS MURRAY (202)431-8189.
6.E. COMLANTFLT POC MR E.D.SHAFFER, N35, (757)836-5591, OR

CAPT J. TULLEY (757)836-0784.
6.F. PER ADVICE OF DCO, NO NAVY EPLO REQUIRED ON SITE. LOCAL NAVY

COORDINATION TO BE HANDLED BY NAVSEA WITH ADDITIONAL SUPPORT FROM
NAVY REGIONAL PLANNING AGENT POC, MR R.P.DAVIS (504)678-5075.

7. SITREPS. DUE TO CLF NLT 2100Z. DATA EFFECTIVE 1900Z. INFO CHAIN
OF COMMAND AND ADD COMNAVRESFOR AS REGIONAL PLANNING AGENT ON
SITREP.//
AKNLDG/-//
BT

COMLANTFLT Tasking Msg
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P 121900Z APR 03 ZYB PSN 529147M28

FM COMNAVSEASYSCOM WASHINGTON DC//00C//

TO RUENAAA/CNO WASHINGTON DC//N312//

INFO RUCBCLF/COMLANTFLT NORFOLK VA//N35/N354A/N41/N02P/N3/N5/N7//

RHBPPAB/COMSECONDFLT

RUCBTFA/COMNAVSURFLANT NORFOLK VA//N3/N02F//

RUCBACM/CDR USJFCOM NORFOLK VA//J3//

RHMFIUU/CDR USJFCOM NORFOLK VA//J3//

RUPEUSA/CDR USNORTHCOM//J3/J4//

RUEADWD/DIRMILSPT DCSOPS WASHINGTON DC//DAMO-ODS//

RUCFAAN/FEMA HQ WASHINGTON DC//ARO/ARO-0/ARO-OM/ARO-OS//

RULSSEA/COMNAVSEASYSCOM WASHINGTON DC//00/00C/OOD/01//

RHMFIUU/COMNAVRESFOR NEW ORLEANS LA//N3/N5//

RUCCNOM/COMNAVRESFOR NEW ORLEANS LA//N3/N5//

RHBPNLT/COMEODGRU TWO

RUBDPLA/CDRUSAFIVE AND FT SAM HOUSTON TX//AFKB/AFKB-OP//

RUCOADS/EODMU TEN

RUBDPLA/EODTEU TWO

RHBPJZH/MOBDIVSALU TWO

BT

UNCLAS //N03120//

OPER/COLUMBIA SHUTTLE DISASTER//

MSGID/SITREP/NAVSEA 00C/057/MAR//

REF/A/ORDER/CNO WASHINGTON DC/141750ZFEB03//

REF/B/ORDER/COMLANTFLT/13138ZFEB03//

REF/C/ORDER/COMSECONDFLT/132305ZFEB03//

NARR/REF A IS CNO FRAGORD. REF B IS CLF FRAGORD. REF C IS C2F

FRAGORD FOR SUPPORT OF COLUMBIA SHUTTLE DISASTER.//

POC/NAVSEA SUPSALV/OSC/WILKINS/CAPT/LOC:LUFKIN, TX/

TEL:(703) 395-1639//

POC/NAVSEA SUPSALV/MURRAY/CAPT/LOC:TOLEDO BEND RESERVOIR/

TEL:(409) 579-2920//

POC/MDSU TWO DET BRAVO/RIENDEAU/CW02/LOC:TOLEDO BEND RESERVOIR/

TEL:(409) 579-2918//

PERIOD/111200L/T0:121200L/ASOF:121300L//

HEADING/OWN SITUATION//

5UNIT

/UNITDES           /UNITLOC              /CMNTS

//NAVSEA OOC//

//CTE 20.14.4.2   /MDSU TWO DET BRAVO//

GENTEXT/SITUATION/NAVSEA 00C AND MDSU-2 SALVAGE DETACHMENT DEPLOYED

TO LUFKIN, TX ISO COLUMBIA SHUTTLE DISASTER//

GENTEXT/OPERATIONS/RECOVERY OF DEBRIS WITHIN TOLEDO BEND RESERVOIR,

LAKE NACOGDOCHES AND OTHER LOCAL BODIES OF WATER AS DIRECTED BY

EPA/NASA.

STATISTICAL DATA:

CRITICAL EQUIPMENT LOCATION:

TRCS ON SITE

LWDS ON SITE

NAVY:

NAVY DAILY DIVE TOTALS:     38

DEPTH/WATER TEMP/AIR TEMP:  75 FT/50 F/77 F

BOTTOM TYPE/VIS/CURRENT:    MUD/0-3 FT/0.0-0.2 KTS

TOTAL BOTTOM TIMES:         7 HRS 34 MINS

NAVSEA SITREP Dated 12 April 2003
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TOTAL TIME OF DIVES:    8 HRS 40 MINS

RIG: SCUBA/SURFACE SUPPLIED

DEPLOYMENT DIVE TOTALS:  1334

DEPLOYMENT TBT:    320 HRS 04 MINS

DEPLOYMENT TTD:    349 HRS 30 MINS

SEARCH ASSETS IN TOLEDO BEND RESERVOIR:

SUPSALV (5)

CIVILIAN DIVE AND SUPPORT ASSETS:

HOUSTON POLICE DEPARTMENT

DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC SAFETY

USCG AUXILIARY

LOUISIANA FISH AND WILDLIFE

TEXAS PARKS AND WILDLIFE

EPA

JASPER COUNTY EMERGENCY CORP

SABINE RIVER AUTHORITY//

GENTEXT/PERSONNEL/

NAVSEA SUPSALV                 03

MDSU2                    16

RESERVE DET                    02

SUPSALV CONTRACTOR             11//

GENTEXT/SIGNIFICANT EVENTS/TWO CIVILIAN DIVE TEAMS DEPART 11 APR

PM. SEARCH ASSETS (2 MULTI-BEAMS AND 4 SIDE SCANS) COMPLETE

REMAINING HIGH PRIORITY AREAS AND BEGIN DEMOBILIZATION. DIVE TEAMS

(2 NAVY AND 1 CIVILIAN) CLEAR LAST 25 TARGETS WITH NEGATIVE

RESULTS. ALL ASSETS EXPECTED TO COMPLETED DEMOBILIZATION AND IN

TRANSIT TO PARENT COMMANDS BY 14 APR AM.

TOLEDO BEND DATA:

TOTAL SEARCH AREA 14.69 SQ.NM

TOTAL AREA SEARCHED 14.69 SQ.NM

TOTAL TARGETS ACQUIRED   2709

TOTAL CLEARED TARGETS    2709

DAILY CLEARED TARGETS    057

LAKE NACOGDOCHES DATA:

TOTAL SEARCH AREA        3.17 SQ.NM

TOTAL AREA SEARCHED      3.17 SQ.NM

TOTAL TARGETS ACQUIRED   365

TOTAL CLEARED TARGETS    365

DAILY CLEARED TARGETS    000

GENTEXT/COMMANDERS COMMENTS/WE FOUND LOTS OF ITEMS, BUT MOSTLY JUST

JUNK, FLOTSAM AND JETSAM, LONGAGO SUNK. WE FOUND HOMES, CARS AND

BOATS, AND A MAYTAG MACHINE, BUT COLUMBIA DEBRIS WAS SURPRISINGLY

LEAN. WE’LL REMEMBER THE COLD AND WARM DAYS, AND THE DRENCHING,

THE FRIENDSHIPS, THE FEASTS AND BLOODY BUCKET THIRST QUENCHING,

AS WE CLOSE OUT THIS OP, ALL HAVE GIVEN THEIR BEST; NOW SPACE

SHUTTLE COLUMBIA--WHERE NOT FOUND--IN PEACE REST. ALL SEARCH

AND DIVING OPERATIONS COMPLETED. TREMENDOUS SUPPORT FROM NASA,

FEMA, DOMS AND ALL AGENCIES INVOLVED THROUGHOUT THE OPERATION.

COMBINED DIVING OPERATIONS FROM POLICE, EPA AND NAVY STRENGTHENED

THE TEAM AS A WHOLE AS EACH AGENCY BROUGHT A DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVE,

TRAINING AND EXPERIENCE TO THE OPERATION. FINAL SITREP THIS

OPERATION. MINIMIZE CONSIDERED. SUPSALV SENDS.//

BT

NAVSEA SITREP Dated 12 April 2003
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Reson Bathymetry Statistics

All numbers are for water depth of 10m.

Acrosstrack beam spacing is dependent only on depth and beam width.

Alongtrack beam spacing is dependent on vessel speed and water depth.  It should be similar for
both systems.

Swath width of 8101 with at most 0.35m acrosstrack beam spacing is about 11.7m with only 50
beams, as compared to the 8125 with 30.6m swath width and 240 beams.

Acrosstrack
beam width (deg)

Number of
beams Swam Width (m)

Acrosstrack
beam spacing

at edge of swath (m)

Alongtrack
beam spacing (m)System

8125

8101

0.50

1.50

240

101

30.60

68.80

0.35

3.60

0.18

0.18
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RESON 8125 MULTIBEAM
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8125 Bathymetry Date at test target site
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8125 Bathymetry Date at test target site
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8125 with multibeam imagery and bathymetry
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8125 imagery and bathymetry
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8125 Sidescan at sheet metal drop point
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8125 Sidescan at computer and clock point
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Pickup Truck
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Trees or Stumps/Pickup Truck/Dense Tree Coverage
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Target Location Areas
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Shuttle Material Test Piece
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Pickup Truck
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RESON 8101 MULTIBEAM
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8101 Bathymetry At Tartet Area/(19 meters approx. swath before beam coverage begins to decrease)
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8101 Bathymetry and Imagery At Target Area
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8101 Bathymetry At Test Area
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8101 Bathymetry And Imagery At Target Site
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8101 Sidescan At Sheetmetal Point
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8101 Imagery Of Target Area
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University of New Hampshire Combined Uncertainty and Bathymetry 
Estimator (CUBE) Analysis 

 
 
At the request of Capt. Jim Wilkins, USN, Brian Calder and Larry Mayer of the Center 
for Coastal and Ocean Mapping, University of New Hampshire, came to the Toledo Bend 
Reservoir search headquarters to help with the evaluation of current practices aimed at 
identifying and recovering wreckage from the space shuttle Columbia. 
 
1600 9 March 2003:  First call received from Capt. Wilkins.  Agreed to look at sample 

data and see what, if anything, we could do with it and to travel to 
Toledo Bend Reservoir the following day. 

 
1900 9 March 2003: Sample Reson 8125 data received from Al Couson – C&C 

technologies via FTP.  Data sent in both XTF and XYZ format. 
 
2000-2300 9 March: Mayer explored ways of enhancing small target detection via color 

map optimization and the use of full point data (PFM class) using 
FLEDERMAUS. 

 Calder processed in parallel using CARIS. 
 
 
1000 10 March 2003: Calder and Mayer depart UNH for Houston 
1830 10 March:  Arrive Houston 
2240 10 March: Arrive Fin and Feather Lodge – Briefing by Capt. Wilkins 
 
0800 11 March: Team meeting to plan day’s activities.  Calder and Mayer to 

evaluate possible approaches for enhancing processing flow and 
target detection capabilities. 

 
 
APPROACH TAKEN: 
 
Calder and Mayer focused on developing a multibeam sonar processing protocol that 
would maximize the chances of identifying small targets in the terribly cluttered 
environment of the reservoir.  The fundamental question facing all of us is whether or not 
the 8125 can resolve targets the size of an OEX recorder (7.5” x 17” x 22”).  If we 
determine that the sonar can resolve a target of this size (using bathymetry, imagery or 
both), the next issue is whether we could do anything to maximize the probability of 
detecting a real target in the context of the complex reservoir floor. 
 
To address the question of target resolution we worked with the 8125 data collected by 
C&C Technologies over several targets deployed near the Fin and Feather dock.  In 
particular we worked with lines that crossed the position of desktop computer chassis that 
had been deployed as target close to the size of the OEX recorder.   
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Several processing steps were taken: 
 

1. Raw soundings from 8125 were gridded at 10 cm spacing, rendered, and sun-
illuminated to enhance target identification.  10 cm was chosen because in the 
water depths of the target deployment (approx 8 – 10 m) the footprint of the 
8125 should be approx. 5 – 8 cm in diameter.  (Fig 1). 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A
s
 
Figure 1  top – Raw data from whole of line 0103 over area where computer chassis was 
dropped.  

bottom – close up of southern part of line in region where chassis was dropped – feature 
under star is 40 cm high and 50 cm across.
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As is clear in Fig. 1 there are a number of large features in the bathymetry some 
of which may be real features (trees) and others which may be system noise or 
other midwater targets (fish).  These targets dominate the view. Most of the 
targets that we are interested in would not reach high into the water column so 
one quick approach to focusing on smaller targets is to cut the data at some 
height above the seafloor and stretch the color map to accentuate those 
features that are in the depth range of interest (Fig 2). 
 

 
 

 
 

 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Even with the enhanced color map, the clutter caused by larger targets 
dominates the image.  Calder therefore modified his CUBE (Combined 
Uncertainty and Bathymetry Estimator) algorithm to attempt to remove 
the large-feature clutter (as well as soundings deemed to be outliers by the 
algorithm).  The result of the CUBE processing is shown in Figure 3. 

 
 

 

Figure 2.  Same scene as above with color mapped stretch to accentuate smaller targets. 
Profile across  40 cm high target in Fig 1 is at bottom of Figure 2
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Figure 3.  Output of CUBE algorithm combined with color map enhancement.  Note how CUBE 
has removed all of high-standing (> 2 m above lakefloor) objects thus allow focusing on smaller 
targets.  40 cm object is more clearly visible now. 
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3.  In an effort to see if the backscatter from the 8125 could further enhance 

target discrimination, Eric Maillard from Reson generated a GEOTIFF 
image of the backscatter from the 8125 for the same line.  This image was 
then texture mapped on the bathymetry  (Figure 4). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Each of the previous views of the lakefloor are the result of a rendering 
process that drapes a surface over the selected points. While such a 
display provides excellent general context for the shape of the lakefloor it 
can sometimes distort the shape of small objects.  In an attempt to resolve 
the shape of small objects with the finest possible resolution, we have 
extracted the individual soundings and displayed them in both 2 and 3-D 
(Figure 5). 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4.  Reson 8125 backscatter draped on bathymetry.  High backscatter is lighter 
color.  40 cm target we have been looking at (under star) shows low backscatter 
implying it is probably not metal object but until test calibrations are run, backscatter 
response of targets is not known. 
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Figure 5.  top:  plan view of individual soundings in region on interest.  Plan view 
allows evaluation of spatial distribution of targets.  Bottom – 3-D perspective of 
individual soundings allows both spatial and vertical shape of target to be evaluated. 
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Despite this approach, it is clear that we cannot unambiguously identify targets other than 
standing or fallen trees.  It is also still not clear that we can even resolve a target of the 
dimensions of the OEX, though, in theory, on an uncluttered bottom, we should be able 
to.  The calibration trials will be important in establishing the limits of resolution and the 
backscatter response of small targets. 
 
CALIBRATION TEST SITE: 
 
 
 On 11 March, Doug Lockhart organized a survey of a small area off the Fin and 
Feather that will be the focus of the calibration tests.  Thirty-six lines were run over an 
approximately 250 m x 125 m area with depths between 7 and 10 m.  We have extracted 
the raw soundings from this survey (>10 million) and display them here both unedited 
(Figure 6a) and processed through CUBE (Figure 6b). 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6a.  10 cm gridded surface for Test Area from raw unedited data.  Note number of outliers that 
represent, fish, trees and other noise sources.
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Next – drape backscatter over bathymetry  (Figure 7). 
 

Figure 6b.  Output of CUBE for Test area – 10 cm grid.  Data has been automatically cleaned of  
outliers and other noise sources.  Targets that are continuous with the bottom but not more than 2 m 
above the bottom have been eliminated (this can be changed by user).  Small target under star is 
approximately 10 cm high. 
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Evaluate objects by using point class (PFM) (Figure 8). 
 

 
 
 

Figure 7.  Backscatter draped over CUBED bathymetry – not correlation between backscatter and small 
targets 

Figure 8.  Individual points from target above viewed in 3-D 
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Introduction

Search operations for debris from the space shuttle Columbia include several large bodies
of water. The Navy is currently employing several sonar systems to detect submerged debris. The
following report is a preliminary summary regarding the probability of detecting small targets at
various sonar range settings.

In general the performance of any given sonar is dependent upon the manufacturer’s
design (Frequency, signal to noise ratio, etc.) and operational parameters (Range, Boat Speed, etc.)
While technical and electronic factors affect the sonar’s ability to detect targets, these are a result
of the sonar design and cannot be manipulated by field operations. The better the sonar design the
higher the resolution at a given range and survey speed.

This report focuses on maximizing the field controllable parameters to insure detection of
high value targets while maximizing the efficiency of the search operation.

Operational Sonar Resolution

Theoretically the sonar resolution is related to frequency. The higher the frequency the
higher the theoretical resolution due to a smaller pulse length. In a very simplified model, the 500
kHz Klein System 3000 can detect objects a few inches in diameter. However under operational
conditions other factors override the theoretical possibilities and determine the ability of the system
to detect a target.

The operational resolution of sonar is directly affected by two components; 1) sonar range
and 2) boat speed. The longer the range and faster the boat speed the lower the probability of
detecting the target. These parameters are directly related to the physics of the sonar pinging
through the water column. At a given range the sonar pings a set number of times. According to
boat speed the survey will travel a given distance per ping.

The number of pings on a target is the primary building block for detecting and identifying
a target. The greater the number of pings on target, the higher the probability of successfully
identifying the object. Sonar range and boat speed effectively determine the number of pings
across the bottom.

- Longer ranges have slower ping rates
- Faster boat speeds reduce number of pings per meter of bottom

Thus how do we determine the greatest speed and range to successfully locate the objective
in the most time efficient manner? The key to making an accurate determination depends upon
dimensions of the high value target. By knowing the size of the target we can determine the
minimum requirements of speed and range to detect and identify the object.

Large objects such as a shipwreck can be detected at long range and higher speeds. Small
targets such as mines or other high value targets are more difficult to detect. The first criteria, is
to completely cover the lake bottom. An exaggerated example is as follows. If the ping rate was
once a second and the survey vessel was moving at 10 meters per second the sonar would only
have data for every ten (10) meters. There would be gaps in the record and a one (1) meter object
between pings would be missed. So the first criteria, is to cover 100% of the bottom. The second
criteria, is to get enough pings on the target to discriminate or identify the object.
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Target Detection

There are two components to target detection. 1) Actual target detection. 2) Target
discrimination.

The ability for a given sonar system to detect a target is different than being able to
identify a target. It would be relatively easy to detect a small metal target on an uncluttered
sandy bottom. When the bottom is complex, i.e. covered with trees, cluttered with weed or
peppered with fish, the sonar must provide enough information not only to detect the target
but also allow the operator to identify the target from amongst natural background.

The current search environment in Toledo Bend Reservoir has numerous targets,
stumps, fish, etc. thus more pings on a target increase the probability of identification.

Based upon experience and back calculations of existing data, an experienced
operator would need five (5) to eight (8) pings on a small target to identify the object.
Ping rates for the Klein 3000 are shown in Figure 1.

Fig. 1 Klein Sonar Range vs. Ping Rate

 Sonar Range Setting                   Ping Rate

50 meters                    15 Pings per second
37.5 meters                     22 Pings per second
25 meters                     30 Pings per second
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Other Operational Considerations

Other operational parameters can degrade the sonar records even when speed and range
are optimal. Parameters such towfish height, towfish motion (such as caused by sea state or
heading changes), and bottom conditions can reduce the probability of detecting and/or discriminating
targets.

Towfish height when optimal increases the presence and size of target shadows. Shadows
increase the probability of detection and allow for better target discrimination. The higher the
towfish the smaller the shadow.

Due to standing trees in the reservoir, the towfish must be kept higher than normal, during
search operations. While not optimal the towfish height cannot be changed and the impact on the
search operation incorporated into the overall search strategy.

Towfish motion causes the sonar to cover ground inconsistently. High sea states or poor
boat driving can cause coverage gaps and areas of poor data. Conditions on the lake and skill of
boat drivers seem to have limited the effects of such problems.

Cluttered bottoms such as those with trees, stumps, fish, bushes, etc., reduce the probability
of identifying the targets amongst the natural objects. In the Toledo Bend environment many
stumps have approximately the same proportions as some of the high value targets. Thus extra
caution must be exercised when analyzing targets.

Many standing trees obscure portions of the record reducing the probability of detecting
the target by obscuring objects.

Summary

Based upon all the aforementioned factors search operations utilizing the Klein system
3000 should be limited to 37 meter range with a maximum survey speed of 2.5 knots. Under ideal
conditions small high value targets would be detected on a reasonably consistent basis.

Under current conditions, the search environment reduces the probability of consistently
detecting and identifying small high value targets. There are a large number of submerged stumps,
standing trees and other bottom obstructions. Normally reducing the sonar range to 25 meters
would increase the probability of detection and identification. However due to the large search
area and high towfish altitudes reducing the sonar range to 25 meters is not a viable option.

In summary the probability of detecting and identifying small high value targets in the
current environment is low except in areas free of vegetation. As soon as the Klein 3000 is
available at Toledo Bend we recommend a series of passes over the test targets at different range
scales.
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1. Executive Summary 
 
 

A test program was designed to address fundamental issues of target detestability and 
discrimination.  The goal of the testing program can be generally defined by three 
specific questions. 
 

1. Can survey systems find targets the size of the OEX recorder? 
2. Can survey systems be tuned differently for optimal performance? 
3. Are there any other systems that can offer improved target delectability? 
 

Item 1 was addressed in considerable detail.  Item 2 received cursory attention however; 
it does appear that there is little that can be done to improve data quality through 
alternative tuning.  Some effort was spent on item three with little effect. 
Test Ranges 

• Test Range 1 (TR1) was established in 8-10 m water depths just North of the Fin 
and Feather Resort and Recreation Area.  Nine targets were deployed in a line.  
A sonar reflector constructed from side scan tow fish tail fins was used for the 
first and last target.  All systems listed below were used to survey the test range.  
Survey lines ran along the length of the target line at 5-meter offsets to the north 
of the target line.  Four tie lines ran between targets 3 –7.  After an initial review 
of the data, it was determined that sonar returns from the buoys and clump 
weights on each target were interfering with the system assessment.  Buoys and 
clump weights were removed from all targets except the end reflectors and the 
range was re-surveyed by representative systems. 

• Test Range 2 (TR2) was established in 17-20m water depths near the site of the 
submerged pickup truck.  7 targets were deployed.  The first and last targets 
were reflectors made from Norwegian buoys anchored about a meter off the 
bottom by 3 clump weights.  Survey lines were set up on a 5-meter interval on 
both sides of the target line; tie lines between every target. 

•  
 
System Results 
 
Reson 8125 

• System sees targets in backscatter on TR1. 
• System sees targets in bathymetry on TR1. 
• OEX mock-ups can be seen in backscatter on TR3.  Targets appear to ring. 
• PC targets cannot be seen in the backscatter TR2. 
• Targets cannot be seen in bathymetry in TR2. 
• Target positions in TR1 are generally within 2 meters of as laid positions 
• Target positions in TR2 are generally within 5 meters of as laid positions.  Most 

of the error may be in the target position and not in the MBES navigation. 
• Bathy data can be used to eliminate many false targets 
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•  The 8125 pings at roughly one half of the expected rate for any given range. This 

feature is noted in the 8125 manual.  Ping rates are: 

25 30 14 
40 18.7 8.6 
50 15 7 

 
 

Reson 8101 
• System sees targets in backscatter on TR1. 
• Targets not seen in Bathy on TR1. 
•  Targets not identifiable in backscatter on TR2. 
•  Bathy data cannot be used to eliminate false targets. 
• Ping rates match expected rate for a given range. 

 
Klein 3000 

• System sees targets on TR1. 
•  System sees targets on TR2. OEX targets appear somewhat unique. PC targets 

do not appear to be unique. 
• Ping rates match expected rate for a given range. 
•  Klein SonarPro can miscalculate target positions. Error is equal to the difference 

between the slant range and the ground range from the towfish to the target. 
 
Marine Sonic 
 10° down-look 600 kHz Custom Tow Body 

• System sees targets on TR1. 
• Targets are generally identifiable as man made. 
•  Targets not seen on TR2. 
• Positioning is generally within 2 meters but can be in error if the range 

delay obscures the seafloor return. 
 

10° down-look 900 kHz Custom Tow Body 
• System sees targets on TR1. 
• Targets are generally identifiable as man made. 
•  Targets not seen on TR2. 
• Positioning is generally within 2 meters but can be in error if the range 

delay obscures the seafloor return. 
 

5° down-look 600 kHz Soft Tow 
•  System sees targets on TR1. Targets are not as pronounces as 10 

degree system. 
 

5° down-look 600 kHz  Pole Mount 
• Marine Sonic pole mount data was collected during a period of rough 

weather.   
•  System see buoys but not targets. Weather related noise dominates 

record. 
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5° down-look 1200 kHz REMUS 
• System sees targets on TR1 
• A large navigation error (~80m) was noted during the first REMUS run. 
• Subsequent REMUS trials resulted in 9 – 16 meter errors. 
•  Consultation with REMUS manufacturing revealed that REMUS 

positioning is specified to 25 m. 
 

 
Edgetech MPX multipulse FM 400 kHz 

• System sees targets on TR1. 
•  System sees targets on TR2. OEX targets appear somewhat unique. PC targets 

do not appear to be unique. 
• There is no easily discernable difference between 2 and 3 ping operation. 
• Waveform selection does have some effect on the appearance of the targets but 

does not appear critical in detecting targets on TR1. 
•  Tow fish is large and heavy. Large fins are at risk in wooded areas. 
 

 
Single Beam 24/200 kHz 

•  System does not see targets on TR1 with any repeatability. 
•  No appreciable parabolic reflections. 
•  System sees trees, stumps and other clutter in wooded areas. 
•  System is difficult to deploy. 
• Fathometer recorder is difficult to tune.   
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2. Introduction 
 
The report details the sonar-testing program undertaken at the Toledo Bend Reservoir in 
support of the Space Shuttle Columbia Search and Recovery effort.  The initial goal of 
the testing program was to determine which particular sonar could, most effectively, 
locate and identify objects that may have come from the Shuttle Columbia.   
 
Tests were carried out on two different test ranges using a number of sonar targets.  In 
most cases all sonars detected targets in Test Range 1 (TR1).  Performance in Test 
Range 2 (TR2) was not as favorable.  Both testing procedures and results are 
highlighted in the following sections.   
 
The test program was designed to assist in the shuttle search and recovery operation.   
 
All positions are in WGS84.   
 
Estimations of backscatter strengths, signal to noise ratios and target strengths are 
made in Decibels throughout this document.  For these estimates, the total dynamic 
range of the system is taken as the 8-bit bandwidth of the display or 48 dB.  Any 
processing algorithm run on any particular data set would have access to the 12 or 16 bit 
raw data, depending on the system, and would have more dynamic range to work with.  
The estimates made here are for the convenience of comparing multiple systems and 
should not be taken to suggest a calibrated result or measurement of backscatter or 
target strength. 
 
• Reson 8125 Multibeam Sonar, 455 kHz 
• Reson 8101 Multibeam Sonar, 240 kHz 
• Klein 3000 Side Scan Sonar, 100/500 kHz 
• EdgeTech MPX FM Multipulse Side Scan, 400kHz 
• Marine Sonic Side Scan Sonars 
  – 10° Down look, 600 kHz 
  – 10° Down look, 600 kHz 
  – 5° Down look, 600 kHz 
  – 5° Down look, 1200 kHz (REMUS) 
• Single Beam Echo Sounder 24/240 kHz configured as a side looker 
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3. Positioning 
Position solutions for all navigation and target deployment were provided by C-
Nav, a global decimeter positioning solution offered by C&C Technologies.  The 
position was fed into Thales WinFrog for line driving and display.   Survey 
vessels were also fitted with TSS Meridian gyros for heading.  

4. Test Ranges 
Two test ranges were established at Toledo Bend.  Test Range 1 (TR1) was 
constructed in clear terrain and relatively shallow water.  TR1 was selected to 
give the sonars a nearly optimal chance to locate targets.  Target signatures from 
TR1 could then be used to help identify targets in cluttered areas.   
Test Range 2 (TR2) was constructed in a relatively deep and cluttered area.  The 
site was selected to be similar to the vast majority of the lake bottom where 
target identification is difficult or impossible. 

4.1. Test Range 1 

4.1.1. Range Description 
Test Range 1 (TR1) was installed within sight of the Fin and Feather Resort on a 
relatively clear and flat section of lakebed.  The entire area was surveyed at 
400% coverage with a Reson 8125 to make sure that the test line was clear of 
any debris.  Data was logged using Reson 6042 software and latter converted 
into the XTF format. Vessel offsets are coded into the header of the XTF files. 
The area slopes gently to the North and appears to have been cleared prior to 
flooding.  Average depth of the range was 9.5 meters.  Depths over the entide 
range did not vary by more than 1 meter.  Relic caterpillar tracks are visible in the 
western end of the area as seen in Figure 3.  A large debris pile was located in 
the center of the area toward the eastern end.  This pile is visible in the 
bathymetry, Figure 1, and backscatter, Figure 3.   Divers found this to be a pile of 
corrugated sheet metal, possibly from a boathouse enclosure.  Divers 
subsequently removed most of the pile although it was not directly in the selected 
target line. 
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50 m
Target Line 

Sheet Metal

 
Figure 1: Test Range 1 (TR1) bathymetry showing approximate target line 
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Figure 2: TR1 View from North with approximate target line

 

 

 
Variance in the backscatter from the 8125 is roughly 14db in the mosiac shown
in Figure 3.  Some of the highs and lows may have been clipped in the processing
so raw data variability could be somewhat higher. The sheet metal pile is about
22 db over the surrounding data.
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Figure 3: TR1 backscatter mosaic. Source: Reson 8125, 455kHz 

 
Targets were laid at 10-meter intervals along a straight line.  There were 7 
targets in TR1, T1 through T7, and 2 end reflectors, R1 and R2.  Targets were 
labeled west to east.  The end reflectors were intended to be highly reflective 
sonar targets that would draw the interpreter eye to the target line.  The reflectors 
used in TR1 were constructed of a pair of side scan towfish tail fine, suspended 
in the water column.  A clump weight anchored the reflectors and a buoy kept 
then suspended in the water column. 
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Table 2, were anchored by a clump weight and marked with a buoy. After and 
initial set of tests, it was determined that the clump weights, chain, buoy line and 
buoy were strong enough sonar targets to make objective analysis of the 
systems impossible.  Divers returned to the site and removed the clumps 
weights, buoys and tackle on all targets except the two end reflectors. 
Care was taken in deploying and positioning the targets. A survey vessel using 
C&C Nav for positioning, a Gyro, and WinFrog for integrated navigation was 
used to place the targets.  An offset point on the bow of the vessel was tracked.  
Targets were dropped and positioned at this point.  The bathymetry from the pre 
survey was used to calculate buoy line lengths so that slack was at a minimum.  
Buoy positions were verified after installations and any required adjustment to the 
recorded position was made.  
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Figure 4: TR1 Survey lines with as-laid target locations.
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4.1.2. Target Descriptions 
Target locations for TR1 are given Table 1.  Given the accuracy of the C&C 
Navigation system and the care used to place the target, positions are likely good 
to within 2-3 meters. 
 

Table 1: Target as laid positions for Test Range 1 

 WGS 84 DM.M WGS84 D.D 

Target Lat (N) Lon (W) Lat (N) Lon (W) 

R1 31 16.9020 93 43.4097 31.281700 93.723495 

T1 31 16.9034 93 43.4033 31.281723 93.723388 

T2 31 16.9046 93 43.3971 31.281743 93.723285 

T3 31 16.9095 93 43.3911 31.281825 93.723185 

T4 31 16.9071 93 43.3850 31.281785 93.723083 

T5 31 16.9083 93 43.3790 31.281805 93.722983 

T6 31 16.9095 93 43.3729 31.281825 93.722882 

T7 31 16.9018 93 43.3667 31.281697 93.722778 

R2 31 12.9120 93 43.3606 31.215200 93.722677 
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Table 2: Test Range 1 (TR1) Targets 

 

 

T4:  Desktop PC case 

 

R1:  End Reflector 

 

T5: Tower PC case 

 

T1:  Old tire 

 

T6:  OEX mockup, steel 

 
T2:  OEX mockup.  Mesh on outside 

 

T7:  Crumpled sheet metal 

 
T3 OEX mockup, mesh on inside 

 

R2:  End Reflector 
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Figure 5: Test Range 2 (TR2) bathymetry showing approximate target line 

 
Backscatter from TR2 is not well represented by a mosaic.  The large number of 
vertical features in the water column simply adds noise and chaos to the mosaic.  
The mosaic is shown here to give a representative estimation of backscatter 
strengths from the area.   Backscatter variance in this mosaic approaches the 48 
dB level.  Variance in the area of the truck is about 46 db.   
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4.2. Test Range 2 

4.2.1. Range Description 
Test Range 2 (TR2) was established south east of the Fin and Feather resort in 
an area that can be loosely characterized as cluttered.  Part of the area was 
covered by a submerged, standing forest, typical of much of the lake bottom.  In 
the eastern third of TR2, it appears that the forest had been leveled, but not 
cleared, prior to flooding.  A pickup was abandoned here, as seen in Figure 5 
and Figure 6. 
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Truck 

 
Figure 6: TR2 backscatter mosaic. Source: Reson 8125, 455kHz. 
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Figure 7: TR2 target positions and test line grid.
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4.2.2. Target Descriptions 
Target as laid positions are given in Table 3.   

Table 3: Target as laid positions for Test Range 2 

 WGS 84 DM.M WGS84 D.D 

Target Lat (N) Lon (W) Lat (N) Lon (W) 

R1 31 12.7028 93 35.6971 31.211713 93.594952 

T1 31 12.7030 93 35.7116 31.211717 93.595193 

T2 31 12.7027 93 35.7233 31.211712 93.595388 

T3 31 12.7023 93 35.7362 31.211705 93.595603 

T4 31 12.7012 93 35.7483 31.211687 93.595805 

T5 31 12.7013 93 35.7608 31.211688 93.596013 

R2 31 12.7022 93 35.7742 31.211703 93.596237 
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Table 4: Test Range 2 (TR2) Targets 

Test Range 2 Targets 

 T3: OEX Mock up with 1 clump weight 
 

 
R1 : End Reflector 

Buoy with 4 clump weights. 
 

 

T4: PC with 1 clump weight 
 

 
T1: OEX mock up with 1 clump weight 

 

 

T3: OEX Mock up with 1 clump weight 
 

 
T2:  PC with 1 clump weight 

 

 

R1 : End Reflector 
Buoy with 4 clump weights. 
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5. Test Procedure 
Every sonar used in search operations was evaluated in TR1.  Sonars used in 
the Toledo Bend operation could not be deployed optimally due to the large 
numbers of logs, trees, stumps, and brush in the lake.  The testing procedure 
used reflected the operational limitations placed on the systems.  Selected 
systems were deployed in TR2 based on the results from TR1. 
Both areas were surveyed prior to target deployment to determine the suitability 
of the test site and select an appropriate test line.  The pre-survey also ensured 
that a baseline data set would be available if required.   

5.1. Test Range 1 
For all systems except the multibeam and REMIS, tow depth was set at 2 to 3 
meters subsurface.  For the sidescan systems, a towing altitude of 1 to 2 meters 
would have been preferable.  But, since it was impossible to operate side scan 
systems in the lake using small towing altitudes, systems were not tested this 
way. 
Each system was towed past the target line using the survey line pattern shown 
in Figure 4.  For these tests, it was assumed that the sonars were adequately 
balanced from channel to channel and that there was no measurable difference 
in performance between port and starboard channels.  So, for TR1, all test line 
were run on the North side of the target line in alternating directions.  Tie lines 
were also run in case there was a strong directional bias in any of the targets.  
An attempt was made to identify each individual target from each sonar.  Some 
of the targets are not visible on some passes.   

5.2. Test Range 2 
 

6. Sonar Test Results 
Results of the tests for all sonars in both ranges are shown in the tables below.    
Target images are made from screen grabs of the waterfall display or from the 
playback software targeting utility.  The diagram in the upper left panel of each 
table shows the relative positions of the sonar and the target. 
As laid target positions were heavily relied on during target selection.  For most 
systems, TR1 targets were easily spotted.  Positions were required to absolutely 
identify the target.  TR2 targets were nearly impossible to detect without the aid 
of the target position. The OEX mock up targets in TR2 (T1, T3, & T5) did 
produce a identifiable ringing signature on some systems.  This signature was 
unique enough that it may have been selected without the aid of the position 
information. 
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6.1. Reson 8101 
Table 5: Reson 8101 TR1 targets 

Test Range 1 Targets 

Reson 8101 
 

T4:  Desktop PC case 

 
R1:  End Reflector 

 

T5: Tower PC case 

 

T1:  Old tire 

 

T6:  OEX mockup, steel 

 

T2:  OEX mockup.  Mesh on outside 

 

T7:  Crumpled sheet metal 
 

T3 OEX mockup, mesh on inside 

 

R2:  End Reflector 

 

 Sonar
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Reson 8125 
Table 6: Reson 8125 TR1 targets 

Test Range 1 Targets 

Reson 8125 
 

T4:  Desktop PC case 

 
R1:  End Reflector 

 

T5: Tower PC case 

 

T1:  Old tire 

 

T6:  OEX mockup, steel 

 

T2:  OEX mockup.  Mesh on outside 

 

T7:  Crumpled sheet metal 

 

T3 OEX mockup, mesh on inside 

 

R2:  End Reflector 

 

 Sonar
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Table 7: Reson 8125 TR2 targets 

Test Range 2 Targets 

Reson 8125 T3: OEX Mock up with 1 clump weight 
 

 
R1: End Reflector 

Buoy with 4 clump weights. 
 

 

T4: PC with 1 clump weight 
 

 

T1: OEX mock up with 1 clump weight 
 

 

T5: OEX Mock up with 1 clump weight 
 

 

T2:  PC with 1 clump weight 
 

 

R1 : End Reflector 
Buoy with 4 clump weights. 
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6.2. Klein 3000 
Table 8: Klein 3000 TR1 targets 

Test Range 1 Targets 
Klein 3000 

 
T4:  Desktop PC case 

 

R1:  End Reflector 

 

T5: Tower PC case 

 

T1:  Old tire 

 

T6:  OEX mockup, steel 

 

T2:  OEX mockup.  Mesh on outside 

 

T7:  Crumpled sheet metal 

 

T3 OEX mockup, mesh on inside 

 

R2:  End Reflector 

 

Target 
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Table 9: Klein 3000 TR2 targets 

Test Range 2 Targets 

Klein 3000 T3: OEX Mock up with 1 clump weight 
 

 
R1 : End Reflector 

Buoy with 4 clump weights. 
 

 

T4: PC with 1 clump weight 
 

 

T1: OEX mock up with 1 clump weight 
 

 

T5: OEX Mock up with 1 clump weight 
 

 
T2:  PC with 1 clump weight 

 

 

R1 : End Reflector 
Buoy with 4 clump weights. 

 
 

 

 Sonar
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6.3. Edgetech MPX 
Table 10: Edgetech MPX TR1 targets 

Test Range 1 Targets 

Edgetech MPX 
 

T4:  Desktop PC case 

 

R1:  End Reflector 

 

T5: Tower PC case 

 

T1:  Old tire 

 

T6:  OEX mockup, steel 

 

T2:  OEX mockup.  Mesh on outside 

 

T7:  Crumpled sheet metal 

 

T3 OEX mockup, mesh on inside 

 

R2:  End Reflector 

 
 

Target 
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Table 11: Edgetech MPX TR2 targets 

Test Range 2 Targets 

Edgetech MPX T3: OEX Mock up with 1 clump weight 
 

 

R1 : End Reflector 
Buoy with 4 clump weights. 

 

 

T4: PC with 1 clump weight 
 

 

T1: OEX mock up with 1 clump weight 
 

 

T5: OEX Mock up with 1 clump weight 
 

 

T2:  PC with 1 clump weight 

 
 

R1 : End Reflector 
Buoy with 4 clump weights. 
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6.4. Marine Sonic Technology 

6.4.1. Stock System 
 
The target line in TR1 for the Marine Sonic is not readily identifiable.  Positioning 
for this system also appears to be somewhat erratic.  As a result few of the 
targets in TR1 are identifiable in the Marine Sonic records.  Targets are visible in 
the records, as seen in Figure 8, but it is not possible to assign a particular sonar 
signature to any of the targets that were deployed.  Figure 8also shows 
numerous fish schools. 
 

 
Figure 8: Marine Sonic stock system waterfall display 

 
The samples shown in Table 12 consist of images taken from a pole mounted 
system (T1- T4) and a soft tow system (T5-T7 and R2) 
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Table 12: Marine Sonic 600 kHz stock system TR1 targets 

Test Range 1 Targets 

Marine Sonic 600 kHz 
Stock System 

 

T4:  Desktop PC case 

 

R1:  End Reflector 
 

T5: Tower PC case 

 

T1:  Old tire 

 

T6:  OEX mockup, steel 

 

T2:  OEX mockup.  Mesh on outside 

 

T7:  Crumpled sheet metal 

 

T3 OEX mockup, mesh on inside 

 

R2:  End Reflector 

 

Target 
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6.4.2. Custom System 
Table 13: Marine Sonic 600 kHz custom system TR1 targets 

Test Range 1 Targets 
Marine Sonic 600 kHz 

Custom 
 

T4:  Desktop PC case 

 

R1:  End Reflector 

 

T5: Tower PC case 

 

T1:  Old tire 

 

T6:  OEX mockup, steel 

 

T2:  OEX mockup.  Mesh on outside 

 

T7:  Crumpled sheet metal 

 

T3 OEX mockup, mesh on inside 

 

R2:  End Reflector 

 

Target Sonar
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Table 14: Marine Sonic 600 kHz custom system TR2 targets 

Test Range 2 Targets 

Marine Sonic 900 kHz 
Custom 

T3: OEX Mock up with 1 clump weight 
 

 

R1 : End Reflector 
Buoy with 4 clump weights. 

 

 

T4: PC with 1 clump weight 
 

 
T1: OEX mock up with 1 clump weight 

 

 

T5: OEX Mock up with 1 clump weight 
 

 
T2:  PC with 1 clump weight 

 

 

R1 : End Reflector 
Buoy with 4 clump weights. 

 

 
 

 Sonar

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Space Shuttle Columbia Salvage Report 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Target 



   

TGP-2638-TMA-01-00.doc  6-27  

6.4.3. REMUS 
Table 15: REMUS-1 MS 1200 kHz TR1 targets 

Test Range 1 Targets 

REMUS 1 
 

T4:  Desktop PC case 

 

R1:  End Reflector 

 

T5: Tower PC case 

 

T1:  Old tire 

 

T6:  OEX mockup, steel 

 

T2:  OEX mockup.  Mesh on outside 

 

T7:  Crumpled sheet metal 

 

T3 OEX mockup, mesh on inside 

 

R2:  End Reflector 

 

 

Target 
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Table 16: REMUS-2 MS 1200 kHz TR1 targets 

Test Range 1 Targets 

REMUS 2 
 

T4:  Desktop PC case 

 

R1:  End Reflector 

 

T5: Tower PC case 

 

T1:  Old tire 

 

T6:  OEX mockup, steel 

 

T2:  OEX mockup.  Mesh on outside 

 

T7:  Crumpled sheet metal 

 

T3 OEX mockup, mesh on inside 

 

R2:  End Reflector 

 

 

Target 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Space Shuttle Columbia Salvage Report 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Sonar



   

TGP-2638-TMA-01-00.doc  6-29  

6.4.4. Positioning 

 
Figure 9: REMUS and as laid target positions 

 
The Marine Sonic sonars on the REMUS AUV’s were reported to be opwerating 
at 1200 kHz.  This appears likely given the quality of the imagery from the 
REMUS vehicles.  A good comparison to a 600 kHz Marine sonic system can be 
seen in Table 20.  The REMUS log delivered with the REMUS data files, Figure 
10, indicates that the sonar was operating at 300 kHz.  This appears to be 
incorrect, judging from the imagery. 
The REMUS vehicles did have difficulty position targets accurately.  Table 17 
shows the relative errors in target positions from three separate runs through 
TR1.  The first run, resulting in an average error of about 78 meters, was though 
to be the result of bad transponder placement.  Subsequent tests improved the 
positional accuracy to near or better then the 25 meter error specified by the 
system manufacturer. 
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 REMUS REMUS 1 REMUS 2
Target Distance Distance Distance 

R1  10.1 28.6 
T1  10.0 29.1 
T2  7.8 27.1 
T3  10.2 27.2 
T4 77.4 11.3 27.0 
T5 77.1 8.1 27.0 
T6 76.7 10.2 28.4 
T7 78.1 10.8 26.6 
R2 79.9 9.3 12.8 

    
Average error 77.9 9.7 26.0 

 
-------------------------------------------------------------- 
Start Message Record ----------------------------------------- 
       Date: Tuesday, March 18 2003 
       Time: 13:02:53 (EST) 
System Time: 8526 
 
 
 
-------------------------------------------------------------- 
Start Message Record ----------------------------------------- 
       Date: Tuesday, March 18 2003 
       Time: 13:02:53 (EST) 
System Time: 8528 
 
Message Text ------------------------------------------------- 
At the 100m range the pulse rate will be adjusted to maintain a fixed 
data density of 3 pulses/meter.  As a result the image will be 
distorted.  Features will be elongated transversely because they are 
being oversampled (by 17%). 
Prompt ------------------------------------------------------- 
Do you want to force a data density of 3 pulses/meter at the 100m 
range? 
Options ------------------------------------------------------ 
Yes - No 
Default Selection -------------------------------------------- 
Yes 
 
Message Text ------------------------------------------------- 
SeaScan PC is using a  single frequency towfish.  The single frequency 
has been recorded as 300 kHz. 
Options ------------------------------------------------------ 
Ok - Cancel 
Default Selection -------------------------------------------- 
Ok 
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Table 17: REMUS target positions 

 
Figure 10: REMUS Sample Log
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6.5. Single Beam Echo Sounder 
It was hypothesized, early in the testing program, that a low frequency single beam 
echosounder might be used to discriminate between high impedance objects and low 
impedance clutter by generating refraction patterns around the harder objects.   
 
An Odom 12 kHz system was used to test this theory.  The system was configured to 
look sideways at about 45º from nadir. As shown in Figure 11, the echosounder had very 
limited functionality when deployed as a side looking device.  Under optimal conditions it 
may have located a few of the targets.  Additionally, what little signature that was evident 
in the target range was overwhelmed by returns in wooded terrain, as seen in Figure 12. 
 
 

 
Figure 11: 12kHz echosounder in TR1 
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Figure 12: 12kHx echosounder in wooded terrain 

Direct comparison of Sonar results 
Test range results for each sonar are compared, side-by-side.  Any apparent 
advantages of particular systems are noted and discussed.   

6.6. Test Range 1 
Table 18: TR1 reflector 1 comparison 

Reflector 1 
SS Tail Fins in water 
column 
Clear terrain 
10m depth 
 

Reson 8125 

 

Reson 8101 

 Klein 3000 Edgetech MPX 
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Marine Sonic Stock 
 

Marine Sonic Custom 

 

Marine Sonic REMUS 
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Table 19: TR1 Target 1 comparison 

Target 1 
Old tire 
Clear terrain 
10m depth 

Reson 8125 

 

Reson 8101 

 
 

 

Klein 3000 Edgetech MPX 

Marine Sonic Stock 
 

Marine Sonic Custom 

 

Marine Sonic REMUS 
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Table 20: TR1 Target 2 comparison 

Target 2 
Old tire 
Clear terrain 
10m depth 

Reson 8125 

 

Reson 8101 

 
 

 

Klein 3000 

 

Edgetech MPX 

 
Marine Sonic Stock 
 

Marine Sonic Custom 

 

Marine Sonic REMUS 
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Table 21: TR1 Target 3 comparison 

Target 3 
Old tire 
Clear terrain 
10m depth 

Reson 8125 

 

Reson 8101 

 

 
 

Klein 3000 

 

Edgetech MPX 

 
Marine Sonic Stock 
 

Marine Sonic Custom 
 

Marine Sonic REMUS 
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Table 22: TR1 Target 4 comparison 

Target 4 
Old tire 
Clear terrain 
10m depth 

Reson 8125 

 

Reson 8101 

 
 

 

Klein 3000 

 

Edgetech MPX 

 
Marine Sonic Stock 
 

Marine Sonic Custom 

 

Marine Sonic REMUS 
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Table 24: TR1 Target 6 comparison 

Target 6 
Old tire 
Clear terrain 
10m depth 

Reson 8125 Reson 8101 

 Klein 3000 Edgetech MPX 

Marine Sonic Stock 
 

Marine Sonic Custom Marine Sonic REMUS 
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Table 23: TR1 Target 5 comparison 

Target 5 
Old tire 
Clear terrain 
10m depth 

Reson 8125 

 

Reson 8101 

 Klein 3000 Edgetech MPX 

Marine Sonic Stock 
 

Marine Sonic Custom 

 

Marine Sonic REMUS 
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Table 25: TR1 Target 7 comparison 

Target 7 
Old tire 
Clear terrain 
10m depth 

Reson 8125 

 

Reson 8101 
 

 Klein 3000 
 

Edgetech MPX 

Marine Sonic Stock 
 

Marine Sonic Custom Marine Sonic REMUS 
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Table 26: TR1 Reflector 2 comparison 

Reflector 2 
Old tire 
Clear terrain 
10m depth 

Reson 8125 

 

Reson 8101 

 Klein 3000 Edgetech MPX 

 
Marine Sonic Stock 
 

Marine Sonic Custom 

 

Marine Sonic REMUS 
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6.7. Test Range 2 
Table 27: TR2 Reflector 1 comparison 

Reflector 1 
Buoy on bottom 
Clear terrain 
17.5m depth 
 

Reson 8125 

 

Klein 3000 

 
 

 

EdgeTech MPX 

 

Marine Sonic (900kHz) 

 

 
 

Table 28: TR2 Target 1 comparison 

Target 1 
OEX mock-up 
Clear terrain 
18m depth 
 

Reson 8125 

 

Klein 3000 

 

 

 

EdgeTech MPX 

 

Marine Sonic (900kHz) 
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Table 29: TR2 Target 2 comparison 

Target 2 
PC case 
Wooded terrain 
18m depth 
 

Reson 8125 

 

Klein 3000 

 

 

 

EdgeTech MPX 

 

Marine Sonic (900kHz) 

 

 
 

Table 30: TR2 Target 3 comparison 

Target 3 
OEX mock-up 
Wooded terrain 
18.5m depth 
 

Reson 8125 

 

Klein 3000 

 
 

 

EdgeTech MPX 

 

Marine Sonic (900kHz) 
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Table 31: TR2 Target 4 comparison 

Target 4 
PC Case 
Wooded terrain 
18.5m depth 

Reson 8125 

 

Klein 3000 

 
 

 

EdgeTech MPX 

 

Marine Sonic (900kHz) 

 

 
 

Table 32: TR2 Target 5 comparison 

Target 5 
OEX mock-up 
Wooded terrain 
18.5m depth 

Reson 8125 

 
 

Klein 3000 

 
 

 

EdgeTech MPX 

 

Marine Sonic (900kHz) 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Space Shuttle Columbia Salvage Report 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



   

TGP-2638-TMA-01-00.doc  6-45  

 
 

Table 33: TR2 Reflector 2 comparison 

Reflector 2 
Buoy on bottom 
Wooded terrain 
18.5m depth 

Reson 8125 

 
 

Klein 3000 

 EdgeTech MPX Marine Sonic (900kHz) 
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Appendices 
1- Hardware Descriptions 

a. Manufacturers descriptions of tested sonars. 
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