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By Amy Hanna

Could thermo-conductive infrared technology change the
face of passenger screening? The Iscon Mini Portal combines
infrared and heat transfer, for high-resolution imaging with-
out using any radiation, and its rays don't penetrate clothing
so there are no issues of privacy. It was first trialled for air-
port use at Bristol International in January.

In recent weeks the ongoing debate surrounding airport pas-
senger screening has taken on new significance. In January
the Transport Security Administration (TSA) announced it
would be removing all Rapiscan backscatter imaging tech-
nology from airports because of the vendor’s inability to de-
velop software to remedy its revealing, ‘naked’ passenger-
specific displays by June this year. It has become clear that
addressing the conflict between meeting stringent airport se-
curity requirements, while protecting the passengers from
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feeling victimised or that their privacy has been violated, is
one of the most important challenges facing the airport secu-
rity industry.

Dr Marian Langford, Science and Technology Advisor for in-
dependent security equipment test house ICTS VeriSys, ex-
plained: “Privacy is a complex issue. Regulators and politi-
cians accept that intrusive images are not acceptable to some
of the travelling public. However the travelling public needs
to understand that effective screening is easier to deploy if
they are prepared to accept some privacy intrusion. Thus,
currently the regulators and equipment developers are
forced to look for compromises.”

At present TSA uses Advanced Imaging Technology (AIT),
which, said a TSA spokesperson, “is critical to mitigate
known and evolving threats and safely screens passengers
for metallic and nonmetallic threats including weapons, ex-
plosives and other objects concealed under layers of clothing
without physical contact.” At present the TSA uses two
types of AIT – backscatter and millimeter wave imaging –
and though, since 2012, TSA has committed to procuring
only AIT units equipped with Automated Target Recogni-
tion software to enhance passenger privacy, the methods are
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still prompting critics to voice concerns surrounding the
safety of passengers from exposure to radiation.

However, a successful trial of the Iscon Mini Portal scanner
on passengers at Bristol International Airport has demon-
strated that this innovative device could prove a promising
solution to the challenges that currently face airport passen-
ger screening. The scanner – which generates precise video
imaging through thermo-conductive infrared technology –
 emits no excess radiation and is widely non-invasive, min-
imising the need for physical pat downs and preserving the
privacy of passenger by generating an image through in-
frared detection, which does not penetrate clothes like
backscatter x-rays.
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The Mini Portal’s infrared camera detects heat radiating
from even a tiny object, producing a shape on the image. It is
irrelevant how long an object has been concealed under
clothing as a new temperature imprint is created every time
it is scanned. Infrared rays don’t penetrate beyond the cloth-
ing so passenger privacy is protected.

Infrared technology

Dr Langford co-conducted the five-day trial of the Mini Por-
tal scanner with Peter Harris, Chief Strategy Officer, Iscon.
Harris said: “The majority of the passengers I talked with at
Bristol have no problem whatsoever with being screened.
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They’d like the process to be fast, non-intrusive and with
technology that does not expose them to radiation or privacy
issues.”

During the trial 300 Bristol Airport passengers who set off
metal detector alarms were sent through the Mini Portal
scanner, and in addition, airport officials sent other passen-
gers through on a random selection basis. The technology
was explained to the passengers and then they were
scanned, to either verify that there was something on their
person or to verify that in fact the metal detector had missed
something. All of these ‘objects’ were then recorded and the
passengers were interviewed on their experience.

The Mini Portal system is capable of identifying virtually all
types of contraband including plastic weapons, pills and
powdered substances, and takes less than 30 seconds to com-
plete a whole body scan.

“Iscon’s thermo-conductive technology was designed with
aviation passengers in mind,” Harris explained. “It is a com-
bination of warm air blowing on the passenger and then a
very sensitive infrared camera detecting the kinetic tempera-
ture differences of items below the clothes. These tempera-
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ture differences show up as a thermal imprint against the
clothes and are shown on a monitor as clear as a photo-
graph.”

Iscon is in the process of arranging trials of its technology for
approval by TSA and ECAC, and its strategy for 2013 is to
become airport’s first choice for secondary screening or con-
firmatory screening at airports.

The checkpoint of the future?

The Mini Portal is also the only scanning system available
today that can be integrated with identification and biomet-
ric technologies such as fingerprint, magnetic card and bar-
code readers to provide a one-stop personal identity and
contraband check. It also has low operating costs as there are
no consumables needed, and it has a small footprint when
installed in a checkpoint.

This integrated technology could be seen to demonstrate the
kind of innovations that would facilitate a ‘checkpoint of the
future’, the tag given by the International Air Transport As-
sociation to the airline industry’s optimal, one-stop security
system concept. However, the initiation of a system that al-
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lows passengers to proceed to boarding without stopping,
stripping or unpacking could still be some way off. With the
newly developed passenger scanning technique still in the
preliminary stages of certification, and serving primarily as a
secondary screening device, it may be some time before pas-
sengers will be able to pass straight through security in the
fluid, single movement that the industry is itching to
achieve.

Harris said: “The obvious improvements to airport security
is what we call automatic threat recognition, where machines
will not need personnel operating them as threats will be de-
tected automatically. This is very difficult and though some
companies say they can detect automatically, there are many
false alarms which can be detrimental to the screening
process.”

Risk-based security

In the more short-term future, industry focus seems to be di-
rected towards developing risk-based security strategies.
Harris expects that the passenger screening process will
eventually operate as a uniform protocol across all airports.
He said: “It can only be accomplished by the introduction of
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At FTE 2012 in Vancouver Angus Watt,
CEO, Canadian Air Transport Security
Authority, presented arguments for why
considerable leaps in technology still
need to be made before the ‘checkpoint
of the future’ is a realisable goal.

risk-based screening where only
those people who are labelled
as  ‘threats’ can be screened by a
whole body screening device.
Random screening is also an ex-
cellent way to mitigate the
threat of passengers carrying
weapons under their clothes.”

The TSA is currently developing
its risk-based security initiative
by exploring new procedures
and technologies that allow the
agency to implement the most
effective security measures in
the most efficient way. This
year, its focus is on expanding
the eligible populations for ex-
pedited screening through its
TSA Pre✓™ programme.

The TSA stated: “By placing more focus on pre-screening,
TSA is able to expedite physical screening for known passen-
gers while increasing system-wide effectiveness. Passengers
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who participate in TSA Pre✓™ are able to leave on their
shoes, light outerwear and belt, allowing them to keep their
laptop in its case and their 3-1-1 compliant liquids/gels bag
in carry-on. TSA will always incorporate random and unpre-
dictable security measures throughout the airport and no in-
dividual is guaranteed expedited screening. TSA continues
to explore new screening procedures and new technologies
with enhanced detection capabilities that achieve the
Agency’s security mission while streamlining the passenger
experience.”

What do you think lies ahead for airport security?

Is a ‘checkpoint of the future’ something that can be
achieved in coming years?

Do you think that pre-screening is the key to a streamlined
airport security process?

What innovations is your airport using to improve the air-
port screening process for the passenger?

Comment and let us know…

Learn more about Facilitation and Security 



2/24/13 10:12 AMCould infrared video imaging be the solution to concerns over backscatter technology?

Page 10 of 10http://www.futuretravelexperience.com/2013/02/could-infrared-vid…ewsletter&utm_campaign=28b59399e6-fte_nl_140213&utm_medium=email

at FTE Asia 2013

FTE Asia 2013 takes place in Hong Kong
on May 7-9th and promises to deliver real
inspiration to travel industry stakeholders

across Asia and beyond through an outstanding conference,
IATA workshop, exhibition and social programme. The con-
ference theme is 'Advanced Processing Strategies to Facili-
tate Rapid Passenger Growth' and within the IATA work-
shop the Checkpoint of the Future, and its relevance for the
Asian market will be addressed as well as IATA's Security
access and Egress project.

» Click here for more information


