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# U.S. Navy Expands Unmanned Surface Vessel Operations at RIMPAC 2026 with Saildrone Surveyor.

* 9 Jul, 2026 - 13:15
* [Naval News Navy 2026](/news/navy-news/2026)

---

**The  [U.S.  Navy](/defense-news/naval-defense-news/u-s-navy)  is  expanding  the  operational  use  of
unmanned  surface  vessels  (USVs)  during  Exercise  Rim  of  the  Pacific  (RIMPAC)  2026,  reflecting  a
significant  shift  toward  distributed  maritime  operations  in  which  autonomous  systems  increasingly
complement crewed warships. On July 8, 2026, the Saildrone Surveyor (SD-3001), an uncrewed surface
vehicle,  departed  Joint  Base  Pearl  Harbor-Hickam,  Hawaii,  to  participate  in  the  world's  largest
multinational  naval  exercise,  demonstrating  how  persistent  autonomous  maritime  surveillance  can
strengthen fleet-wide maritime domain awareness across coalition forces.**

The  deployment  reflects  the  growing  integration  of  unmanned  systems  into  U.S.  Navy  operational
concepts.  According  to  the  U.S.  Navy,  unmanned  and  remotely  operated  vessels  extend  the  reach  of
interconnected  sensors  carried  by  crewed  ships,  enhancing  the  multinational  force's  ability  to  detect,
classify, and track maritime activity over vast areas while reducing demands on high-value naval assets.

**Related Topic:** [US Navy expands MEDUSA autonomous underwater mining drone program with $14
million contract](/news/navy-news/2026/us-navy-medusa-submarine-launched-mine-warfare-drone)

![The  U.S.  Navy's  Saildrone  Surveyor  (SD-3001)  uncrewed  surface  vessel  departs  Joint  Base  Pearl
Harbor-Hickam,  Hawaii,  on  July  8,  2026,  to  participate  in  Exercise  Rim  of  the  Pacific  (RIMPAC)  2026,
demonstrating  the  Navy's  expanding  use  of  autonomous  maritime  systems  to  strengthen  persistent
surveillance  and  distributed  maritime
operations.](/images/stories/news/2026/july/U.S.%20Navy%20Expands%20Unmanned%20Surface%20Ve
ssel%20Operations%20at%20RIMPAC%202026%20with%20Saildrone%20Surveyor%201920%20001.jpg)

The  U.S.  Navy's  Saildrone  Surveyor  (SD-3001)  uncrewed  surface  vessel  departs  Joint  Base  Pearl
Harbor-Hickam,  Hawaii,  on  July  8,  2026,  to  participate  in  Exercise  Rim  of  the  Pacific  (RIMPAC)  2026,
demonstrating  the  Navy's  expanding  use  of  autonomous  maritime  systems  to  strengthen  persistent
surveillance and distributed maritime operations. (Picture source: U.S. Department of War/Defense)

---

Today, unmanned surface vessels have evolved from technology demonstrators into key components of



the  [**U.S.  Navy's**](/defense-news/naval-defense-news/u-s-navy)  modernization  strategy.  Exercises
such  as  RIMPAC  increasingly  serve  as  operational  laboratories  where  autonomous  vessels  operate
alongside  destroyers,  amphibious  assault  ships,  submarines,  maritime  patrol  aircraft,  and  allied  naval
forces to validate concepts for future distributed fleet operations. The participation of Saildrone Surveyor
reflects the Navy's broader effort to build a hybrid force in which autonomous systems perform routine
surveillance  and  reconnaissance  missions  while  crewed  combatants  focus  on  missions  requiring
advanced combat capabilities.

The Saildrone Surveyor, designated SD-3001, represents one of the largest autonomous surface vessels
currently  supporting  U.S.  Navy  operations.  Unlike  the  smaller  Saildrone  Explorer,  which  was  originally
developed  for  scientific  and  environmental  data  collection,  the  Surveyor  is  optimized  for  persistent
blue-water  missions  lasting  several  months  without  direct  human  intervention.  Its  larger  hull  provides
significantly  greater  payload  capacity,  allowing  the  integration  of  intelligence,  surveillance  and
reconnaissance  (ISR)  sensors,  hydrographic  equipment,  meteorological  instruments,  and  electronic
monitoring systems while maintaining exceptional endurance at sea.

Technically,  the  Saildrone  Surveyor  is  a  20-meter  autonomous  surface  vessel  engineered  for
long-endurance oceanographic, hydrographic, and maritime surveillance missions. Propulsion is provided
by a rigid wing sail that harnesses wind energy, while solar panels generate electrical power for onboard
computers,  autonomous  navigation  systems,  communications  equipment,  and  mission  payloads.  Its
modular  architecture  can  accommodate  multibeam  echo  sounders,  side-scan  sonar,  passive  acoustic
sensors, surface-search radar, electro-optical and infrared cameras, Automatic Identification System (AIS)
receivers, and atmospheric and oceanographic sensors. This sensor suite enables the vessel to conduct
seabed  mapping,  monitor  underwater  and  surface  activity,  identify  commercial  and  military  shipping,
collect environmental intelligence, and transmit near-real-time operational data to naval commanders via
secure satellite communications without requiring a crew on board.

Powered primarily by renewable wind propulsion and supported by solar-generated electrical power, the
Surveyor  can remain deployed for  months  while  covering thousands of  nautical  miles.  Such endurance
provides  an  operational  advantage  over  conventional  patrol  vessels,  whose  deployments  remain
constrained  by  fuel  consumption,  crew  rotations,  and  maintenance  requirements.  Persistent  presence
across  contested  maritime  regions  has  become  an  increasingly  important  capability  as  the  U.S.  Navy
seeks  to  maintain  continuous  awareness  across  vast  operational  areas  without  committing  additional
crewed warships.

---

Saildrone  is  modernizing  maritime  domain  awareness,  delivering  decisive  tactical  and  strategic
advantage for national security and law enforcement at sea through integrated autonomous technology.

---

The  operational  value  of  vessels  such  as  the  Saildrone  Surveyor  lies  in  expanding  the  [**U.S.
Navy's**](/defense-news/naval-defense-news/u-s-navy) sensor network rather than replacing destroyers,
frigates,  or  other  crewed  combatants.  Contemporary  naval  warfare  increasingly  depends  on  detecting
and  tracking  potential  threats  before  they  can  challenge  high-value  naval  forces.  Every  additional
autonomous  surface  vessel  operating  independently  expands  the  fleet's  surveillance  footprint  and
contributes sensor data to distributed command-and-control networks.

This operational  model supports the U.S.  Navy's Distributed Maritime Operations (DMO) concept,  which
seeks  to  disperse  forces  over  wider  operational  areas  while  maintaining  shared  situational  awareness
through  resilient  communications  and  networked  sensors.  Within  this  architecture,  unmanned  surface
vessels  serve  as  forward-sensing  nodes  that  monitor  chokepoints,  track  maritime  traffic,  support
targeting  processes,  and  extend  reconnaissance  coverage  without  exposing  sailors  to  unnecessary



operational risk.

This  capability  is  becoming  increasingly  important  as  strategic  competition  intensifies  across  the
Indo-Pacific.  Monitoring  immense  maritime  spaces  using  only  crewed  ships  and  aircraft  requires
substantial  financial  resources  and  personnel.  Autonomous  surface  vessels  provide  a  comparatively
low-cost  method  of  maintaining  persistent  maritime  domain  awareness  while  allowing  high-end
combatants to focus on deterrence, sea control, and power projection missions.

The deployment  of  Saildrone Surveyor  also  illustrates  the U.S.  Navy's  broader  transformation toward a
more diversified autonomous fleet.  Alongside the Medium Unmanned Surface Vessel  (MUSV) and Large
Unmanned  Surface  Vessel  (LUSV)  programs,  the  Navy  is  integrating  autonomous  technologies  into
logistics  support,  mine  countermeasures,  anti-submarine  warfare,  electronic  warfare,  and  intelligence
collection.  Together,  these initiatives reflect  a deliberate shift  from experimentation toward operational
integration as autonomous systems become routine contributors to fleet operations.

Saildrone Surveyor also illustrates how commercially developed autonomous technologies are influencing
naval  modernization.  By  adapting  commercially  available  autonomous  navigation  software,  renewable
energy  technologies,  and  advanced  sensor  integration,  the  vessel  offers  the  Navy  an  opportunity  to
accelerate capability development while reducing acquisition costs and shortening procurement timelines
compared with traditional military shipbuilding programs.

In addition to persistent surveillance, autonomous surface vessels are becoming increasingly valuable as
data  collection  and  networking  assets.  Radar,  electro-optical  sensors,  infrared  cameras,  acoustic
systems,  AIS  receivers,  hydrographic  instruments,  and  meteorological  sensors  continuously  generate
operational data that can be fused with information from satellites, crewed ships, maritime patrol aircraft,
and  underwater  sensors.  Artificial  intelligence  and  automated  data  processing  further  enhance  this
capability  by  rapidly  identifying  anomalous  vessel  movements,  improving  target  recognition,  and
reducing operator workload.

The  multinational  environment  of  RIMPAC  provides  an  ideal  setting  to  validate  these  capabilities.
Coalition  naval  operations  increasingly  depend  on  interoperable  sensor  networks  capable  of  securely
exchanging  information  among  allied  forces.  Demonstrating  the  Saildrone  Surveyor  alongside
participating navies enables commanders to evaluate how autonomous surface vessels can contribute to
a common operational  picture,  enhance maritime surveillance,  and strengthen coalition interoperability
in both peacetime operations and potential high-intensity conflict.

The increasing use of  unmanned surface vessels  also reflects  changing operational  economics.  Modern
destroyers  and  other  major  warships  are  strategic  assets  that  cost  billions  of  dollars  to  procure  and
operate.  Employing  autonomous  vessels  for  routine  surveillance,  environmental  monitoring,  and
reconnaissance  allows  these  combatants  to  preserve  readiness  for  missions  requiring  advanced  air
defense, anti-submarine warfare, long-range strike, and maritime security operations.

RIMPAC 2026 shows that  unmanned surface vessels  have moved well  beyond the experimental  phase.
Systems  such  as  Saildrone  Surveyor  are  becoming  operational  assets  that  expand  the  [**U.S.
Navy's**](/defense-news/naval-defense-news/u-s-navy) surveillance network, increase the persistence of
maritime  domain  awareness,  and  enable  crewed  warships  to  concentrate  on  combat  missions  while
autonomous  vessels  assume  continuous  reconnaissance  tasks.  The  exercise  also  demonstrates  how
autonomous systems are evolving into an integral element of future naval force structure, strengthening
distributed operations and enhancing the ability of U.S. and allied fleets to maintain persistent awareness
across the vast expanses of the Indo-Pacific.
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**Written by Alain Servaes – Chief Editor, Army Recognition Group**
Alain Servaes is a former infantry non-commissioned officer and the founder of Army Recognition. With
over 20 years in defense journalism, he provides expert analysis on military equipment, NATO operations,
and the global defense industry.
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