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NEWS RELEASE                    30 July 2007

BRIGHTON TERRITORIALS ON EXERCISE ISLAND CAT

Six Territorial Army soldiers from the Brighton’s 1 Troop of 579 Field Squadron Field Squadron have just returned from their Regiment’s Annual Camp in the Channel Islands, called Exercise “Island Cat”.  This involved over 100 members of their 101 Engineer Regiment (Explosive Ordnance Disposal) (Volunteers), normally based around London, Kent and East Sussex, carrying out three main tasks. The prime mission was an Explosive Ordnance Clearance (EOC) mission on the island of Lihou off Guernsey. Meanwhile in Jersey they were carrying out some construction works, known as “Military Aid to the Civilian Community” (MACC) tasks, together with conducting a Junior Non-commissioned Officer’s (JNCO’s) Training Cadre.

EOC on Lihou Island

The small island of Lihou lies off Guernsey and is connected by a causeway only exposed by low tides a couple of times during the fortnight.  During the Second World War the island had been used by the occupying German forces for target practice by the various gun emplacements and bunkers that they had built along the coastline. To this day, 1 in 10 of all ordnance fails to detonate. Although basically cleared since the end of the war numerous items of unexploded ordnance (UXO) have periodically continued to surface due to weather and geological conditions.  These have then been dealt with by the Guernsey EOD Police.  Despite there being no recorded incidents in the past 24 months, there was still an inherent risk of injury from further UXO there.  

The Regiment, which is the only bomb disposal regiment in the Territorial Army, had been assigned the task of clearing the whole of Lihou Island (about 1 KM x ½ KM) in 14 days.  This was done in collaboration with the Government of the Island of Guernsey and also provided invaluable practical training experience for the bomb disposal Territorials.  Not only did care have to be taken with the explosive risk of dealing with these old buried shells, but also in carrying out this work on a site of special scientific interest with its protected flora, fauna and archaeological remains. Four of the members of 1 Troop were part of the team of 33 soldiers (mainly from 579 Squadron) on Lihou, alternating at the end of the first week with others carrying out the MACC tasks on Jersey. 

To allow the clearance work to proceed, it was first necessary for a team to clear areas of dense undergrowth restricting movement on the island.  The island was then divided into 31 boxes in a grid layout of 50 x 50 metre squares, sub-divided into 2 metre lanes. These were surveyed and cleared in a ‘deep search’ involving sections of seven personnel commanded by a Bomb Disposal Officer. Each section was sub-divided into three search pairs, one soldier in each pair using a specialist EOD locator (a magnetometer) and the other with a shovel to carefully uncover the findings. Any potentially dangerous items were then assessed by the Bomb Disposal Officer to determine if it was safe to move. Those items of UXO deemed safe to move were then stockpiled for later controlled destruction by explosive demolition on Guernsey. Those items assessed as unsafe to move were destroyed on Lihou.  

In total, 111 live items were found (i.e. intact items which had failed to function or parts of ordnance containing explosive fill). They included 80mm and 100mm mortar rounds, tank and artillery projectiles from 37mm to 240mm diameter. There was also found numerous pieces of expended ordnance, together with 30 sandbags full of other metallic scrap and 25 bags of litter.  In addition they found a number of archaeological items such as arrowheads and items showing the more recent history of the island, such as old glass bottles and horseshoes.     

MACC Tasks in Jersey

Various MACC tasks were conducted in aid of the Channel Islands Occupation Society and the local community. Some of the jobs are also in WW2 locations, presenting unique settings for those involved to practice some of their military engineering skills on works ranging from construction to refurbishment.  They include refurbishing portacabins used as a Youth Hostel’s washing and showering facilities in Haut de la Garenne, together with refurbishing steps leading to a German WW2 gun emplacement in St Ouen’s Bay and also a WW2 Gun at Moltke Battery, St Ouen.   Personnel were rotated through the MACC tasks when not otherwise involved in the other tasks outlined.
Regimental JNCO Cadre

The Regiment also carried out a required training course for a cadre of potential Junior NCOs. The course included drill, fitness PT and field exercises in basic infantry skills, all designed to develop and test the students’ command and leadership skills.  As well as being a challenging and demanding course, this was also an interesting experience for the personnel, being set amongst some of the unique Second World War locations in Jersey and its beaches.

Sergeant Major Michael McKenzie said, “Exercise Island Cat has been a brilliant Annual Camp for everyone, in which the Regiment has achieved all its aims. The explosive clearance of Lihou Island was a fantastic opportunity, providing some very useful practical training experience as well as doing a very useful job for the public.  The successful completions of the MACC tasks and the JNCO Cadre course were further great results.  All the soldiers made showed great professionalism and skills in their outstanding efforts.”

Sergeant-Major Michael McKenzie from Brighton, age 41 and married to Kirsten, is a computer engineer in his civilian career and has been in the TA for 22 years.  He was mobilized for ‘Operation Telic’ to serve in Iraq in 2003, and has also served in Cyprus, Tanzania and Gibraltar.

1 Troop meets every Tuesday evening in the TA Centre at 198, Dyke Road, Brighton and is also currently looking for more recruits.  Anyone interested in finding out more should call in or telephone 0800-2346-101 for more details

ENDS

Photograph Captions:  See overleaf

Editor’s notes:     

The exercise name of “Island Cat” is because of the Regiment having a motif of Dick Whittington’s cat as its emblem (See above letter heading as example).  The word “cat” is therefore often used by the Regiment in various such names.

For other general information please contact Major David Poll on 07711-702201.
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	(Left to right) Sergeant Major Michael McKenzie and Lance Corporal Thomas (Tom) Hylands kneeling by some of their discovered unexploded ordnance (UXO)
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	(Left to right) Sergeant Major Michael McKenzie and Lance Corporal Thomas (Tom) Hylands with locators ready to check another area
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	One of the collections of UXO ready for explosive disposal
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	…and the wildlife carries on undisturbed
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