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As AIS systems become mandatory to fit onboard merchant ships, the IMO/IALA conference in London on July 15-16 this year had some interesting discussion about how AIS should be used in shipping. Digital Ship was there

SUBHEAD

Mike Sollosi, VTS chief, USCG

Mike Sollosi, chief of the vessel traffic services (VTS) division of the US Coast Guard (USCG), said that he saw AIS as a major advance, but still unproven technology. And he pointed out that AIS wasn’t going to provide shipping companies with any cost benefits. Also, they are not going to be able to rely on it for some time.

The training is also a major issue, both for shipboard personnel and vessel traffic system (VTS) operators. “We still have a lot to learn,” he said. 

Mr Sollosi said he firmly believed that AIS could remove the need for reporting ship position by radio, which seafarers are commonly expected to do during the most difficult ship operations. “Singapore did an experiment where manual reporting was reduced by 50 per cent,” he said. 

SUBHEAD

Clive Davidson, Australian Maritime Safety Authority

Clive Davidson, chief executive officer of the Australian Maritime Safety Authority, talked about the experimentation taking place to use AIS systems in Australia, around the Australian Great Barrier Reef. 

The sea area covers 350,000 square kilometres, with 7,500 ship tariffs annually, 3,000 fishing vessels and 400 charter vessels. 

Many of the fishing vessels are also tracked using Inmarsat –C. 

Mr Davidson said he thought one of the main potential benefits of AIS was giving ports better information about incoming vessels, and so helping them plan berthing better and reducing berth waiting time and associated demurrage charges for shipowners. 

“If anybody can come up with a system with reduces demurrage charges by a fraction by knowing where a ship is at any time, that is going to be one of the benefits of AIS,” he said.

SUBHEAD

Incorporating data with AIS

Nick Ward, principal development engineer with the Trinity House Lighthouse Service, talked about research projects which had taken place in the UK, to expand the way AIS data is generated and used. 

One interesting idea is having AIS data from fixed obstacles in the water, such as shipwrecks not marked on the chart, offshore structures and windfarms. 

The AIS data describing these objects can be transmitted from a unit in the main vessel traffic system centre, rather than from a box fixed to the obstacle itself. But it means that the obstacles will show up on the seafarer’s display. 

The AIS infrastructure can also be used to transmit meteorological data, including wind speed and direction, water temperature, tidal height and sea state to the ship. 

The data can be generated by weather buoys, powered by solar panels, 

A full report about the research will be posted shortly at www.gladev.net. 

SUBHEAD

Long-range ship tracking

There was interesting debate about extending AIS systems to incorporate satellite communications, bearing in mind that AIS uses VHF radio transmissions with a range of just 30 miles. 

Whilst satellite tracking can easily be incorporated into AIS, there is the question of who should pay Inmarsat; satellite communications are not free, as radio communications are. 

Most of the proposed development for long range ship tracking involves position reports being sent from shore and answered by the ship, rather than the ship being forced to transmit position reports at regular intervals. 

Because the call is initiated from shore, the most convenient charging mechanism could well be for the shore authority to pay, rather than the shipowner. 

The satellite costs for a position report are just USD 10 cents. 

SUBHEAD

What do seafarers think?

Bill Sandford of the Royal Institute of Navigation (RIN) talked about interesting research RIN has made into what seafarers think about AIS, and in doing so hopefully reduce some of the problems associated with its implementation. 

There was a general satisfaction among seafarers that the system would make ship reporting easier he said, but some concerns. Particularly, seafarers would not trust the system until every ship was fitted with it. 

Seafarers said that they would most like to see AIS data superimposed on their radar display, identifying the radar targets, but in a way that it did not make the display cluttered.

“Separate displays are undesirable,” he said. “People are saying, there is too much looking at screens and not enough looking out of the window.”

Seafarers wanted their ownship AIS data transmission to be made automatically, but were concerned about inaccurate data being transmitted which could lead to safety hazards. It should be possible for them to check the data the ownship system is transmitting.

They welcomed the idea of receiving AIS data from aids to navigation (buoys and lighthouses) and also receiving meterological data at the same time, and they wanted AIS to be fitted to all vessels. 

There were also concerns that the system would be open to abuse, particularly pirates intercepting the data, and suggested that the shipmaster should have the power to switch it off in areas where piracy is a concern. 

Mr Sandford offered to e-mail a full copy of the report to anyone who contacts him, on director@rin.org.uk 

SUBHEAD

The International Chamber of Shipping

Peter Hinchcliffe, representative of the International Chamber of Shipping (ICS), said that AIS had been brought in too quickly. 

“We’re only now beginning to see the results of limited trials, but all ships will probably have to carry it by 2004 or 2006,” he said. “We must reflect the cost of this unseemly haste of getting AIS to sea.”

“Our task at ICS is to manage the speed of change brought about by technology,” he said. “We believe the equipment can be brought onto the jetty in time for the requirements. But fitting it is more of a problem. Some of our members told me manufacturers are quoting 7 days or more for installation.”

Mr Hinchcliffe said that the multiple aims of AIS, as a means of ship-ship communications, a source of data for VTS and a means of regulatory authorities to gain information, is confusing. 

“AIS can suffer greatly from its several aims,” he said. “I was always taught that projects should only have one aim.”

One of the limitations of the capability of shore staff to receive and process the data; not all coastal states will be installing AIS receivers, and there are radio frequency problems in the US.

“For the foreseeable future, seafarers should be encouraged to carry on watch keeping,” he said. “AIS is an aid and does not replace the watch.”

At some stage it might be necessary to revise the collision regulations to take into account data received by AIS, but not yet, he said. 

The miniscule AIS display, as required by the regulations, does not do much to make things easier for seafarers. “Its yet another standalone display,” he said. “The need to scroll up and down the screen and correlate the data with radar. 

“If there’s a disagreement between AIS and the radar, there’s a temptation to make a call by radio to settle the issue.”

An integrated display, incorporating radar and AIS data on the same screen, would solve many of the problems, he said. But the probability certainly was that most shipowners would be displaying AIS data on a two line text screen to keep their costs down. 

Mr Hinchcliffe raised the possibility of shipowners making decisions based on false AIS data, compromising the safety of the ship. “It is not far fetched,” he said. 

Seafarers could be advised to switch their AIS off in areas where piracy is a problem. 

Mr Hinchcliffe declined to give his opinion on who would be responsible if a ship had an accident due to acting on incorrect data on an AIS display, the AIS manufacturer, the ship having an accident or the ship transmitting the data. “It would be up to the lawyers,” he said. 

SUBHEAD

Jeffrey High, USCG

Jeffrey High, director of waterways management with the US Coast Guard, talked about September 11 last year, when he was in charge of US maritime security. 

The coastguard’s priorities that day, he said, were to maintain effective security, whilst minimising the effects on the commercial viability of shipping. “We have a very valuable national transportation system in the US,” he said.

Whilst all US aircraft were grounded immediately after the attack, something the US airline industry still has not recovered from, the ports were not so badly affected. Captains of all ports were asked to determine the threats their ports were under and act on it.

The Port of New York was closed for 10 days, and requirements for advance reporting for ships into the US was changed from 24 hours to 96 hours, giving authorities time to identify high risk vessels and inspect them. But overall US traffic still flowed. 

In San Francisco, another high risk area, each vessel was escorted by 6 personnel, guarding the bridge and engine room. The ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach did not close, but the port captain established port security zones and controlled vessel traffic, putting every vessel through clearing procedures.

Before September 11, the Coast Guard was allocating just 1 per cent of its budget to port security, which increased to 56 per cent of its total budget just one month later. Resources on recreation boat monitoring reduced to zero, and resources on counter drugs and stopping illegal aliens were also reduced, while spending on search and rescue stayed the same.

Reducing the terrorism threat requires law enforcement rather than military force, he said, with underlying intelligence. 

But it is important that the US coast Guard has intelligence and information about all of the maritime vessels moving through US waters and distributes the information. 

The highest risk is of terrorist controlled ships going near bridges or nuclear power plants. Icons of America, such as the Statute of Liberty and the Golden Gate Bridge, are considered a big threat. Also military vessels and vessels carrying petroleum.

The Coast Guard has established “high security zones” around them all, making additional security checks on vessels going into the zones. 

AIS will be a very useful tool identifying vessels in high risk areas, he said. If the captain chooses to turn the AIS off, or the vessel is not fitted with one, then there is a possibility that the ship could be intercepted with aircraft or other military power. “Any ship which switches its AIS off will attract attention to itself,” he said. 

 The emphasis now is on building awareness of maritime security threats and putting in controls on movements of high interest vessels. The ambition is to build public confidence whilst protecting infrastructure.

Mr High said there was a need to accelerate the implementation of automatic identification systems onboard ships, and the US will probably implement its own requirements to fit them in addition to the IMO (SOLAS) requirement. But there was a need to integrate long range (satellite) tracking ability into them. 

