
ichael Edwards, Ph.D, vice president 
and general manager of Thermo Fisher 

Scientific’s radiation and security instruments 
business, believes a key trend in overall port/
maritime security “is that federal agencies are 
moving toward 100 percent inspection of all 
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cargo coming into the United States without 
impacting the stream of commerce. If there are 
gaps in a security plan, agencies are looking to 
augment the tools that they have with tools to 
fill those gaps.”

Edwards explained that, “The major concerns 
are that someone may smuggle a radiation 
source into the US in the stream of commerce 
or that a radiation source will accidentally find 
its way in as part of scrap steel or a raw material 
shipment. Alternatively, it could be as simple 
as radiation sources entering the commerce 
stream as a result of being lost when a plant 
is torn down. These detectors are designed to 
detect such sources to prevent a true accident 
from occurring or a dirty bomb from being 
smuggled into the US.”

Previously in leadership positions for organi-
zations including Sigma-Aldrich Corpora-
tion, Heraeus Materials Technology GmbH 
and McKesson Corporation, Edwards said the 

Department of Homeland Security (DHS), 
“including its Securing the Cities program, is 
looking to streamline its process to quickly 
and accurately locate and identify any radia-
tion without nuisance alarms. Right now, in 
many cases, they can conduct raw detection but 
can’t determine if an alarm signals a medical 
radiation source or dangerous nuclear material. 
So the trend is to adopt the most innovative 
instrumentation to detect and identify every 
possible source at any checkpoint.” 

As for what’s going to be needed and required 
in the near future, Edwards said, “The most im-
portant requirement is smarter, telemetrically 
integrated equipment. How do we ensure that 
radiation detectors can interface with smart 
phones and send data back? How do we take 
advantage of the tools that are already on an 
officer’s belt and get the data to be easily trans-
mitted and deciphered at a faster rate than it 
is today? Our newest instruments are smarter 
than ever before, and we will continue to in-
novate and develop smart, connected radiation 
security solutions.”

“Likewise,” Edwards explained, “we have ease-
of-use in mind as we develop new tools so that 
security officers do not need to be experts in 
chemical, biological, radiological and nuclear 
defense. Our goal is to have the equipment tell 
the user what to do next and ensure that in-
struments are intuitive so the user doesn’t re-
quire a lengthy 100-page manual to understand 
how to use it.” 

As for how Thermo Fisher’s port/maritime 
products/services are currently being used in 
the context of homeland/national security, 
Edwards said, “We have a tiered strategy and 
product portfolio to help our port and mari-
time customers answer the call for radiation 
detection and identification that includes belt-
worn devices, transportable instruments and a 
fixed portal system.”

“All employees or officers at a port carry por-
table instruments that are small but very pro-
lific. These include many small sensors, which 
means it is possible to get a lot of different 
counts in different areas by spreading resources 
across a wide area,” he said, adding, “We also 
have larger, transportable instruments like 
backpacks or large detectors that can mount 

in a car or SUV. A port may deploy these in 
smaller quantities than the portable instru-
ments, but in some cases, the larger detectors 
are 10 to 100 times more sensitive than the 
portables. Driving around with these instru-
ments can give you an additional deeper layer 
of support and data. Our configurable portal 
systems passively scan vehicles and cargo con-
tainers for radiation and identifies contraband 
in one pass.”

Edwards said, “What ties it all together is an 
overarching software package that tracks read-
ings, records alarms and alerts security workers 
when radiation is detected in the port so they 
can respond and adjudicate the alarms as close 
to real time as possible. If they need support, 
they can also use our reachback system to have 
an expert look at the radiation alarm, determine 
what it might be and determine the appropriate 
next steps.”

Discussing what Thermo Fisher is provid-
ing DHS and other federal departments and 
homeland security components, Edwards said, 
“We have provided many of the instruments 
in our portfolio to federal agencies, including 
DHS and Department of Energy [DOE], and 
in particular, we are the market leader with fed-
eral customers in handhelds and man-portable 
systems.”

“For instance,” he said, “the DHS Securing the 
Cities program uses our portables, such as the 
Thermo Scientific RadEye PRD [Personal Ra-
diation Detector] and RadEye SPRD [Spec-
troscopic Personal Radiation Detector], for 
personal detection and handheld identification. 
And we provide backpack systems and portals 
for the DOE for use in ports and border secu-
rity operations across the globe.”HST 
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