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Monitoring ships from shore, particularly the engine and navigation equipment, sounds like a good idea. Many people are trying to make it work
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With vessels spending less time in port, it is becoming ever more difficult for maintenance to be carried out during port calls. 

Various projects are trying to facilitate the internet and satellite communications for the remote monitoring and maintenance of onboard equipment.

The engine manufacturers have already implied that they are working on, and already have in place, solutions to monitor the equipment they supply to ships. 

Sensors are not a recent innovation, however the means to draw data from those, and send it to the shore for analysis, may well be.

The benefits of both the manufacturers and the shipping company are clear. If it works this would mean less hassle and, eventually, cutting cost, as the performance can be predicted and controlled more closely from ashore without a service person coming aboard.

Now that the cost of satellite communication is starting to drop, at least slightly, with advanced technology such as packet data, both via GSM and satellite, enabling a more effective and timely transfer of data, will other manufacturers of onboard equipment pick up on the trend? 

Transas, for instance, says it is looking into remote monitoring facilities. 


And STN Atlas is already developing a remote diagnostic and servicing function as an option for its NACOS INS systems. Basically, this will provide direct access from shore to onboard systems via the Internet and Inmarsat-B using a standard PC and browser. No special software will be required.

Onboard will be a remote service processor (with Linux webserver). Standard internet data formats, such as HTML and XML, will be used with readings of sensor and configuration data as well as error logs being in HTML format. Planned extensions to the function include loading of new configuration data and the downloading of radar images.

Trials of a system are due to start in October near Stockholm using a NACOS configuration aboard the Swedish icebreaker Frej. The installation comprises new X and S-band Atlas Chartradars, a
Chartpilot ECDIS, slave monitors and other sensors.  

The trials are being carried out in collaboration with the Swedish Maritime Administration, the Danish Maritime Institute, Lloyd’s Register of Shipping and others, as part of the EU-funded ATOMOS IV project (Advance Techniques to Optimise Maritime Operation Service - Intelligent Vessel).
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ATOMOS

ATOMOS IV, like most of its sister programs funded by the EU is a highly ambitious project, which “aims to bring the benefits of advanced computer and control technology to the European Fleet in the fastest and most cost-effective manner possible.”
  

“Whilst most ship equipment has a long operational life, control systems based on computers become outdated within a few years of installation. If a reliable process for replacing this technology with new systems is made available, the effectiveness and safety of a vessel could be enhanced several times during its operational life,” according to the objective of the project.

Thus, ATOMOS IV is mainly concerned with the development of a methodology for retrofit of equipment. Remote monitoring, of course, is one of the areas that need developing. 

The ATOMOS members, which among the above include authorities, software providers, academic institutions and shipping companies, are convinced there is a need for a new system that makes information more easily accessible and improves operations at sea.
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Remote Access via internet

Herberg Engineering, a company which is working with Hamburg-based research institution ISSUS on the Telemas project, has specialised in providing facilities for remote monitoring. 

Or, to be more specific, Herberg Engineering provides the tools to transfer to shore and present the data collected onboard.

Its REMAX system, which stands for Remote Access by Internet Technology, enables users to monitor automations systems via the World Wide Web. Herberg says, “It is as easy as surfing the internet.”

In Herberg’s perfect world, there would be no need for multi-channel, over-crossing communication between the staff onboard, service personnel ashore and the various other parties involved in maintenance processes. 

The Remote Maintenance system would, instead, collect data from the system directly and could be accessed by both the service personnel within the shipping company as well as at the manufacturer’s site. Data would be stored in a service database ashore. This would also enable the pre-emptive analysis and maintenance of equipment, which is both more efficient and economical than running it to the last breath.

All REMAX does, is provide a sort-of company intranet with authorized external parties being able to access it, too. An in-built firewall takes care of those who are not permitted to do so.

Additional to irregular, manual log-ins, REMAX sends emails to its users. Those emails contain, for instance, weekly reports of important system parameters, or, in the worst case scenario, they send an alert when something goes wrong.

To demonstrate the usability, Herberg states the following example, “A manufacturer of navigation systems would like to install additional displays aboard a newbuilding. Important navigation and machines data will be displayed in the cabin of the captain and chief engineer.”
“PCs are already available in both cabins; they are linked to the ship-borne LAN (local area network) and could be used for data display… Once connected to the onboard LAN, the REMAX gateway can read sensor data from, e.g. the navigation system providing them to the connected PCs.”
In essence, the data can be displayed on as many PCs as is necessary. It is up-to-date and can be sent ashore either manually, or on a regular basis. As raw data can be compressed, this does not take up too much bandwidth and should be affordable. 

At least it might be worth a calculation as it could save cost for both the shipping company and the manufacturers. The latter might be able to avoid travelling to a vessel if the problem can be diagnosed remotely. In a perfect world, that is.
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