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Following a bird strike in 2019, funding has been 

approved for a project to track the habits of a large 

group of bald eagles that have been showing up 

each fall to roost on the runways at NAS Patuxent 

River.

The Class A mishap, which involved an E-6 air-

craft striking a bald eagle during takeoff, resulted 

in engine damage worth $3.5 million and a vital 

aircraft downed for an extended period of time. 

Fortunately, no personnel were injured.

“In a test environment like Pax River, that’s very 

costly,” explained Jim Swift, the installation’s natu-

ral resources specialist. “The eagles are a hazard to 

aircraft that fly at Pax River as well as the mission 

Pax has. We need to figure out why they’re coming 

to our airfield so we can implement some manage-

ment strategy to discourage them from doing so.”

For the past number of years, each September 

and October, an influx of bald eagles inexplicably 

arrive and begin to roost on the runways, said Pax 

River’s Conservation Director Kyle Rambo.

“We can see as many as 50 eagles lined up on our 

runways at any one time,” Rambo said. “They’re not 

here all day; we don’t see them showing up at dusk. 

They arrive sometime early in the morning hours 

and they’re there when we do our morning airfield 

sweeps. They’ll fly off one runway and fly onto an-

other one. They’ll hopscotch around and there’s this 

mess of bald eagles we have to deal with.”

Rambo, who noted the birds are communal and 

will travel together when not nesting, thinks that 

due to cooler autumn nights, the eagles may be 

taking advantage of the heat the asphalt absorbs 

each morning to warm themselves before leaving 

to forage.

“Maybe they’re warming their muscles so they 

can fly sooner, go further, hunt better and waste less 

energy,” Rambo said. “They’re usually gone before 

noon and we don’t see them again until the next 

morning.”

Capturing the birds and the data
The project, spearheaded by scientists from the 

College of William and Mary’s Center for Conserva-

tion Biology, involves capturing 10 of the transient 

birds and attaching not only U.S. Geological Survey 

leg bands, but GPS transmitters that will relay re-

al-time data about the birds’ activities.

Bait will be placed to lure the eagles to specific 

areas near the airfield where traps are set and the 

team will use rocket nets to capture a mixture of 

adults and juveniles, preferably some from the 

group of birds that arrive earlier in September and 

others from the birds that show up later in October.

“We want to find out where else they’re roosting 

while they’re here, what route they’re taking from 

their roost to the airfield, and what’s their other dai-

ly activity,” Swift said. “After they leave the airfield 
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With a V-22 Osprey in the background, a bald eagle takes flight on the airfield 

at NAS Patuxent River. A project will soon be underway to study the habits of a 

large group of eagles who roost on the runways each September and October, 

with the goal of altering their behavior so they will not return.
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Aiming to add tools in the ongoing combat against the COVID-19 

pandemic while ensuring personnel remain safe, a team with Naval 

Air Warfare Center Aircraft Division (NAWCAD)—in partnership 

with NAVSEA and the U.S. Army—has begun testing an infrared cam-

era system to identify individuals who may be displaying one of the 

first symptoms cited as a sign of coronavirus infection: a fever.

The Fever Infrared Screening Toolset (FIRST) investigation, led by 

Dr. Ann M. Reagan, is being conducted by NAWCAD to examine if in-

frared (IR) sensors can be used as an effective device to detect fevers 

in individuals. The Febrile Infrared Thermography Screening (FITS) 

technology—the temperature testing system suite—consists of four 

different cameras used to collect temperature data from individuals 

in image form and sends the information to software. The software 

operates on a laptop manned by a trained individual and information 

relayed from the cameras can be used to select specific regions of the 

human body and detect fevers. As of July 14, the FIRST investigation 

was in its third week of testing, having collected data from volunteers 

at buildings 2272 and 2187 at Naval Air Station Patuxent River, Mary-

land, as well as at the Washington Navy Yard in Washington, D.C.

“Before the lockdown, it was asked what, if anything, can be done 

with infrared technology to screen for COVID,” Reagan said. “At the 

time, I was the branch head for the Optical Signatures and Sensors 

Branch within the Electro-Optics and Special Missions Sensors (EO-

&SMS) Division, so it was the natural place to ask the question, since 

we have a lot of expertise within that division on infrared technology. 

We are developing sensors and sensing systems that are on many 

programs of record as well as doing research in new and novel ap-

proaches for leveraging infrared signatures.”

Ben Decker, an electrical engineer for NAWCAD in the EO&SMS 

Division—which specializes in working with different cameras, laser 

systems and optical signatures throughout the Navy—elaborated on 

the idea of using the IR technology at the start of the COVID-19 out-

break.

“When the COVID-19 pandemic began, a lot of companies [such 

as Amazon] began implementing infrared camera systems commer-

cially, which is something we hadn’t seen a lot of interest in before,” 

Decker said. “They are using these systems as a fever screening tech-

nique, so as people are coming into their jobs, they are able to better 

screen for fevers and hopefully catch people who have COVID-19 

before they infect others. Right now, if somebody sees that they have a 

fever, we expect them to self-isolate and go home.”

The specific camera systems being used by NAWCAD for tempera-

ture screening are called microbolometers, a technology used by the 

Navy for many years, Decker said. The technology has been available 

for commercial use since the early 1990s, but image resolution and 

capability has improved during its evolution to current use.

FIRST testing took place this week in the atrium of the Rear Adm. 

William A. Moffett Building (2272). Random test volunteers were 

Checking COVID-19 at the door
NAWCAD researching IR technology 
to screen for fevers in the workplace
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Benjamin Decker, an electrical engineer for NAW-

CAD in the EO&SMS Division, takes temperature 

readings of volunteers participating in the Fever In-

frared Screening Toolset (FIRST) investigation during 

the week of July 13.


