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Great Lakes Smart Ships Coalition launches new era of 
exploration with Autonomous Surface Vessel demonstration 

 
Sept. 9 event launch aims to find wreckage from 1968 plane crash  

near Keweenaw Peninsula 
 

(HOUGHTON, MI )—Today at the Great Lakes Research Center at Michigan Technological 
University, more than 50 members of the Great Lakes Smart Ships Coalition gathered to 
witness the pioneering deployment of an autonomous surface vessel (ASV) that will 
conduct large-scale mapping and archaeological exploration in Lake Superior in hopes of 
finding the wreckage of a 1968 plane crash. 

Following formal remarks at the event, guests watched the ASV be lowered into the water at 
the Great Lakes Research Center as the A8 set sail.  

Using Ocean Infinity’s Armada 8 (A8), an 8-meter state-of-the-art autonomous surface 
vessel (ASV) outfitted with an ultra-high-resolution 3D bathymetric sonar system, crews 
will map and explore Lake Superior in search of the wreckage of a National Center for 
Atmospheric Research (NCAR) plane that disappeared over the lake, sparking a decades-
long mystery. On a routine mission to collect water radiation and temperature data, the 
plane vanished after its last contact with the Houghton County Memorial Airport.  

“This project is the first of a series of planned tests showcasing the diverse applications of 
autonomous technology in the Great Lakes,” said David Naftzger, executive director of 
Great Lakes St. Lawrence Governors & Premiers, one of the organization’s leading the 
Smart Ship effort. “Beyond solving specific challenges and enhancing existing techniques, 
these tests will contribute to developing the next generation of maritime professionals and 
solidifying the Great Lakes St. Lawrence region’s status as a hub for freshwater marine 
autonomy research and development. We hope that by demonstrating the benefits of 
autonomy in large-scale lakebed surveying, the Coalition will foster broad stakeholder 
support for future missions and ignite an interest in high-tech exploration and preservation 
of the Great Lakes.”  
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“Michigan Tech’s Great Lakes Research Center is proud to bring together partners—Ocean 
Infinity, Norbit, Kongsberg, and the State of Michigan, and others—to execute a mission to 
find the NCAR Queen Air that crashed in Lake Superior in 1968,” said Timothy Havens, 
Ph.D., director of the Great Lakes Research Center at Michigan Technological 
University. “This mission represents the future of marine and Great Lakes technology, 
where autonomous vessels allow us to explore, map, and measure our lakes and oceans in 
ways previously unachievable. The era of Smart Ships is here, and Michigan Tech is proud 
to be a nexus of autonomous marine technology. This mission demonstrates the strength in 
Michigan Tech’s students, faculty, and researchers in developing and applying cutting edge 
technology to create a better future for the Great Lakes region and beyond.” 

 

About the Great Lakes Smart Ships Coalition 

The Great Lakes Smart Ships Coalition unites more than 60 universities, state and federal 
agencies, private and nonprofit companies, and international organizations that share a 
common interest in advancing and applying autonomous technologies operated in marine 
environments. The Coalition is working closely with Great Lakes maritime archaeologists 
as they seek to unearth historical and cultural artifacts. Aligned with the objectives of 
Lakebed 2030, organizers will share data with the public, allowing uses beyond mapping 
and archaeology.  

 

Smart Ships Coalition Project Partners: 

Great Lakes Shipwreck Museum 
Great Lakes Observing System 
Great Lakes St. Lawrence Governors and Premiers 
Interlake Maritime Services 
Kongsberg 
Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes and Energy 
Michigan Economic Development Corporation 
Michigan Technological University 
National Museum of the Great Lakes 
Norbit 
Ocean Infinity 
QPS 
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