MAIN HEAD

Value from VDRs
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Shipping companies are getting over the pain of enforced investment in voyage data recorders by finding ways to gain additional value from them
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Caption: The Broadgate VDR Capsule
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It seems that the subject of shipping’s very own infamous “black box” is causing as much confusion as ever. 

Shipping companies are still unclear as to the requirements, the costs and the complications of the installation process. The manufacturers meanwhile have been left wondering where all those companies who were supposed to have bought VDRs by now have gone.

“The market has developed very slowly,” said Anders Bostrom, managing director of Consilium. “The shipowners are very reluctant to place orders both, it seems, because of ignorance of what the rules really say, but also because of the expensive investment.”

Many commentators were expecting a similar situation to that which prevailed when the last deadline to install GMDSS passed two years ago. 

“We did see the expected last minute rush,” commented Barry Morgan, marketing director at Kelvin Hughes, “but not as big a demand as expected. Selling VDRs requires hard work.”

“In our experiences most shipping companies in merchant shipping are waiting until the last minute to order a VDR,” said Heike Schleiter of AVECS. “The biggest problem is that shipping companies are not informed enough about the extent and the conditions involved in installing a VDR. 

Many shipping companies need months for the decision to order a VDR from one of the suppliers. But then they like to have it in three days. The installation (especially retrofits) needs much more time.”

Many companies are still taking a “wait and see” approach, maybe with the expectation that prices will fall as demand increases. Sure, the investment is not insignificant (around $60k to $80k), but with the likelihood that all commercial vessels will have to have VDR by 2006, and the growing climate of safety consciousness and transparency, are the advantages of VDR so hard to penetrate? 

The maritime authorities are in no doubt over the usefulness of VDR data in accident investigations, but the conclusion of a recent paper two leading inspectors of Marine Accidents ends on a cautious note, “The authors of this paper also believe that despite the undisputed benefits that arise from being able to investigate accidents more thoroughly, many in the marine community will continue to find little to persuade them that fitting VDRs will personally benefit them.”

So why are VDRs widely seen by shipowners as an expensive and not particularly useful piece of equipment that has been forced upon them? How can shipowners become convinced of the financial benefits? The answer may lie with those companies who have already embraced the technology as an integral part of their operations.
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Star Cruises learns from real events

Star Cruises has been using a Consilium VDR setup since 1996. Its Nautical Event Reporting System won the SMM 2002 award for safety and the environment. By replaying data from the VDRs onboard its vessels, trainees and crewmembers can learn from realistic data that is directly relevant to the ships they will be serving on. 

“The capability to record, retrieve and analyse real incidents, and re-creating incidents in the company’s Simulator Centre enables Bridge Teams to fine tune their skills and learn both from errors and positive examples where difficult situations have been handled skilfully,” said Star Cruises.

For an added measure of realism when playing the events back to its bridge crews, the data from the VDR can be correlated and synchronised with visual simulation of the port in which the event took place.

Star Cruises made the decision to incorporate VDR as an integral part of its risk management system as a result of the understanding that to further improve safety it was necessary to address human factors, which it is estimated can account for up to 60% of accidents and “near misses”.

It operates in areas with some of the world’s heaviest traffic including the Straits of Malacca, Singapore, Hong Kong, and the Taiwan Strait. “Experience has shown that while navigating in these areas many events occur that create opportunities for learning. These are referred to as  ‘Learning Events’ in the Star Cruises safety management system.”

Each “leaning event” then becomes an opportunity to analyse potential safety shortcomings, improve operating procedures, and disseminate the newly gained experience to the entire company. Since the whole exercise is based on an actual event, the updated rules can easily be understood and appreciated by those who have to follow them, addressing the common criticism that rulebooks can seem divorced from real life.  

“Star Cruises strongly believes that these particular applications of VDR technology have the potential to prevent many accidents in the future,” it concluded.
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Gaining the benefit

So in order to gain the full benefits of the potentially huge volumes of operational data that can be collected, companies need to have adequate systems in place to process and distribute the information. This involves not only a means of “playing back” events that occur onboard the vessel, but a system that can highlight occurrences where the recorded information moves outside the normal operational range. 

As Star Cruises comments, “our model of a safety culture is dependent on an informed organization. At one level this relies on accurate and high quality reports from people in direct contact with the hazards and on another level of creating a safety management system that collects, analyses and disseminates information from incidents and near misses as well routine checks and audits.” 

It is most probably the case that the average shipping company simply does not have a safety management system capable of tracking, recording and disseminating this level of information. 
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The AVECS approach

AVECS has been working on such problems since its first VDR development in 1995. It also produces a type approved ship management software solution and an integrated bridge system, and has a solution that consolidates the information from VDR, real-time maintenance data, safety management systems and other sources. It says it is committed to making its products accessible to the smaller ship operator, taking a modular approach; customers can buy a solution a bit at a time, working up to a complete integrated ship management solution. 

“The data concentrator of the AVECS VDR allows the centralization and total integration of all systems onboard,” explained Mrs. Schleiter, “so a complete integrated ship management system onboard is possible. In this way a shipping company is able to monitor their ships (incident reporting, near misses reporting, preventive maintenance and safety etc.) By monitoring they are getting not only safety but also commercial advantages. This protects the customer against claims, unforeseen breakdowns, damages, losses and penalties.”

At AVECS they dub their VDR a Marine Event Recorder (MER), which is capable of storing data for far longer periods than the 24 hours stipulated by regulations. So far 50 retrofit installations have been competed worldwide, giving them significant experience of the problems of interfacing with often outdated equipment.

But is anyone actually using all this functionality? “Cruise liners normally order a complete system with all possibilities,” commented Mrs. Schleiter, “as well ferries are interested in complex systems. 

But in merchant shipping in the majority of cases companies order the basis version. It is rare that a shipping company uses all the opportunities of a VDR (incident reporting, analyses etc.). In this business only the minimum price is important.”

AVECS can point to several examples where VDR data has been instrumental in resolving the causes of an incident. “In the past years we had some possibilities to test and prove the possibilities of an active VDR on board. The analysis of the VDR data was the decisive factor to find the cause of the accident in all cases.”
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Are you convinced?

Although VDRs obviously give benefits to the few, we should not be expecting a huge uptake amongst the smaller shipowner just yet. It is not too surprising if a company that does not choose to invest in software to implement an adequate safety management system after ISM, neither wishes to spend out on a VDR. 

Legislation will almost certainly eventually force all ship operators to have a VDR installed, but without a change in the safety culture of shipping, it is likely that the majority of companies will not have adequate systems in place to make good use of the data.

While VDRs will be used by the more progressive companies as an excellent tool for preventative safety, training and operational optimisation, it is unfortunately likely to be the case that they will remain simply a “black box” for the rest. Of course, even in a post-accident scenario, VDRs will help to raise accountability and result in a safer industry for all. 
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