
Co.’s Tech Lends Hand in Security Situations
TECH: Leidos Using X-Ray Technology to Get a Better Look

n By BRAD GRAVES

What customs agents can’t see, Leidos 
sees.

For two decades, the business has built 
industrial-sized units that peer inside ship-
ping containers or freight trains with the 
help of gamma rays or X-rays. 

It also builds X-ray units that a single 
person can carry. Civilian bomb squads 
or military explosive ordnance specialists 
use them. The latest and smallest iteration 
weighs about 15 pounds, with an imager 
the size of a slim attaché case.

Virginia-based Leidos (NYSE: LDOS) 
develops and builds such security detec-
tion technology in San Diego’s North 
County.

They are just a sliver of the products 
and services offered by Leidos, an $11 
billion contractor with roots in the de-
fense industry. The business unit that 
builds industrial-sized scanners goes 
back to the days when Leidos was called 
Science Applications International Corp., 
and was based in the University Towne 
Center area.

Filling a Need
These locally built solutions fill several 

market needs.
The border security market alone is 

worth an estimated $22.8 billion in 2020, 
according to current research from Vision-
gain. The figure takes in not just perimeter 
surveillance and detection systems, but 
biometrics, unmanned systems and more.

A 2018 survey by the same research 
firm ranked Leidos among the top 20 
border security companies, along with 
big defense contractors such as BAE 
Systems, Lockheed Martin and Northrop 
Grumman, and smaller players such as 
QinetiQ Group and Smiths Group.

Leidos just got bigger, with the $1 bil-
lion acquisition of L3Harris Technologies’ 
security and detection and automation 
business. Leidos paid cash for the busi-
ness, which produces airport screening 
products.

“This deal expands our scope and scale 

in securing ports and borders, enhancing 
passenger movement in airports of the 
future, and fortifying infrastructure for 
national security and public venues,” 
said Jim Moos, president of Leidos’ civil 
group, which also oversees the cargo 
screening technology.

The impact of the acquisition on San 
Diego County appears to be minimal. 
Company officials said L3Harris products 
might be steered toward Leidos’ repair 
depot in Vista.

Nonintrusive Inspection
Leidos has about 1,200 employees in 

San Diego. Many are at its Campus Point 
facility near La Jolla.

The Vista plant has 280 people that de-
velop, engineer, manufacture and support 
several inspection products, including 
the industrial-sized VACIS (short for 
Vehicle and Cargo Inspection System). 
Frequently mounted on a truck, VACIS’ 
long boom creates an arch which trucks 
can drive through easily.

Leidos and its predecessor company 
have deployed some 750 VACIS units 
since 2000. Originally the system used 
gamma rays to see inside vehicles, but now 
it uses X-rays.

Some clients are now at the point where 
they want to refresh their technology. The 
2020 federal budget sets aside roughly 
$500 million for nonintrusive inspection 
technology for use at U.S. borders, said 
George Walther-Meade, vice president of 
the Leidos Security and Transportation 
Technology business unit.

He added that the government recently 
put out a request for proposals to refresh 
the 26 VACIS systems deployed along 
various railroad lines in the United States. 

Outside the United States, Mexico is 

the large market for VACIS, Walther-Me-
ade said. 

Vista is also home base for Leidos’ 
line of explosive detection systems for 
airports, ports and freight handlers (called 
Reveal) and a line of passive radiation 
detectors (called Exploranium).

Small and Powerful
The new portable X-ray product for 

civil and military markets came out of the 
company’s advanced technology arm, the 
Leidos Innovations Center, in 4S Ranch. 
The product is called Xpose.

Authorities can take it into the field to 
X-ray unexploded ordnance, IEDs (im-
provised explosive devices) and baggage, 
while standing at a safe distance, said 
Doug Ramsayer, business development 
manager for the Leidos Innovations Center.
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The three-piece system includes an 
X-ray source from Indiana-based Golden 
Engineering, a rugged notebook computer 
running Leidos software and thin, 8-by-
14-inch phosphorous plates that capture 
images. The plates can be arranged like 
tiles to capture bigger images of suspi-
cious items such as 55-gallon drums. At 
3mm thick (roughly one-eighth inch), 
such plates can be put into crevices.

The X-rays can penetrate 1 inch steel.
The cost for an Xpose system is $30,000 

or less, which Ramsayer called “relatively 
affordable.”

Xpose was recently honored with a 
Silver Edison Award in the applied tech-
nology category.

Ramsayer said the new product is a far 
cry from early versions, which used Kodak 
film that needed to be developed.

In an interview earlier in May, Moos 
said he was excited about the possibili-
ties of putting automation and machine 
learning into Leidos’ line of inspection 
products.

 
San Diego Heritage

Leidos traces its heritage back to the 
old defense powerhouse called Science 
Applications International Corp., or 
SAIC. J. Robert Beyster founded the 
company in 1969 and grew it into one of 
San Diego’s largest corporations.

Beyster was low-key about the com-
pany’s work. Much of  it was secret. 
However, he was outspoken about SAIC’s 
corporate structure. He was a strong pro-
ponent of employee owned companies. 
He ended his tenure as CEO in 2003 and 
stepped down as chairman in 2004.

Beyster’s successors eventually saw the 
need to be publicly traded and held an 
initial public offering in 2006. The leaders 
also reached a point when they felt SAIC 
needed to be closer to its biggest custom-
ers — federal agencies — so they moved 
headquarters to suburban Washington, 

D.C. in 2009. 
SAIC split its business into 

two parts in 2013. One kept the 
SAIC name. The other took the 
name Leidos, saying it was a 
reference to the word “kalei-
doscope.” n
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Leidos’ VACIS system , built in Vista, peers inside trucks with X-rays.

FOUNDED: 2013, with the breakup of SAIC
CEO: Roger Krone
HEADQUARTERS: Reston, Virginia
BUSINESS: Solutions and services provider in the 
IT, engineering and science space, serving clients in 
the military, civil and commercial sectors
REVENUE: $11.1B in 2019; $10.2B in 2018
NET INCOME: $667M in 2019; $581M in 2018
STOCK: LDOS on the New York Stock Exchange
EMPLOYEES: 1,200
NOTABLE: Leidos’ history can be traced back to 
1969, when nuclear physicist Bob Beyster set up 
its predecessor in a small office in La Jolla, in a 
building that famously included a ballet studio
WEBSITE: www.leidos.com
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