Saab gets first AIS type approval
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INCLUDES CHANGES

Swedish maritime electronics company Saab TransponderTech claims to have won the first ever type approval for a maritime automatic identification system (AIS) from German classification body BSH. The certificate was awarded in the second week of May 2002.

So far, the company has 160 units (fitted onboard) delivered to vessels, with a further 40-50 on order. The current market price for an AIS system is around $10,000-$1500, plus the cost of half a day of one person's time doing the installation.

It is possible that prices will drop as more competitors come into play; similar to the voyage data recorder where reported prices have dropped from $50,000 to $10,000 per installation. 

Being the first to get type approval comes as no surprise to Saab managing director Anders Bergstrom. "We have been leading this technology since it the discussions started, he says. "We have been the most active company in the standardisation work as well."

Other AIS manufacturers have a lot of catching up to do if they are going to get their equipment type approved before it is required onboard vessels (July 2002), he says. "I don't really see all manufacturers claiming to have AIS will make it in such a short time frame."

Saab does not sell its systems to end-users directly, but sells via distributors like Kelvin Hughes, Sperry Marine, Leica, Tokimec, Saab Rosemount Marine and Raytheon, which rebrand the equipment as their own.



SUBHEAD
The timings


The carriage requirements for AIS (see
http://www.uais.org/CarriageRequirements.htm for more detail) are that new ships constructed after July 1 2002 (construction date classified as the date the keel is laid) must have them; passenger ships must fit them by July 1, 2003; and other ships must fit them from July 2004 onwards.

Saab has already made a guarantee to both the International Maritime Organisation (IMO) and the Comité International Radio Maritime (CIRM, International Association for Marine Electronics Companies) that it can produce enough AIS systems in time, as required by the legislation.

The anticipation is that between 1,000 and 1,500 units will be required per year for newbuilds. The newbuild requirement relates to the vessel’s keel laying date, so it really applies to ships being delivered March to July 2003. 

For tankers and passenger ships, with required installation by July 1st 2003 between 6,000 to 8,000 AIS systems will be required for installation.




SUBHEAD
A warning

Mr Bergstrom has serious concerns about a number of other maritime electronics manufacturers which have developed their own AIS systems and had them type approved by local type approval bodies which are not as vigorous as BSH, and therefore easier to obtain approval from, he says.

"Shipping should be worried that type approval is not made in the proper way,” he says. "People might think they can make a transponder overnight and get it type approved in their own country thereby messing everything up on the VHF data link."
"
"From a legal point of view you can use any type approval body," he says. "But from a moral and ethical point of view, we all know that there is only one body that is able to test, and that is BSH. If you are serious you know that BSH is the only one that can really do this today. The message to shipping companies is, don't buy anything unless it has a BSH type approval."

There are strong risks that AIS type approval could go through the same problems that GMDSS type approval went through, he says, when there were many different organisations type approving GMDSS equipment, and as a result there were many problems with interoperability between different equipment.

There have already been problems reported with interoperability between different AIS systems on the market and the only way shipping companies can be sure of getting around these problems is by making sure they have a BSH-approved system. (My comment of the record, from where did you hear this? I have heard the same)


SUBHEAD
Training

Mr Bergstrom claims that training seafarers to use AIS systems is very easy, following suggestions at a recent Digital Ship conference that seafarers will need to go on a 2 week course to learn how to use it. "I'm not a computer engineer but it didn't take me a long time to figure out how to operate my AIS," he says.


"There's an easy man machine interface," he says. "All the operator needs to do is some single input, such as draft, cargo type and the next port of call."

"The implementation into the ship's bridge of course depends on the bridge
system manufacturer."
