MAIN HEAD

A new AIS company is born

DECK HEAD

Nauticast, based in the maritime city of Vienna, Austria, is a start-up manufacturer of AIS boxes, funded on ex-internet venture capital 
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Caption: Sleek: the Nauticast AIS box

BODY

Its not every year that a new maritime electronics company comes into existence, but 2002 is one of them. 

Nauticast, an 11 person company based in Vienna, Austria, is hoping to make it as a manufacturer of maritime automatic identification systems (AIS), followed by other product lines. 

Nauticast has developed its AIS system as part of its involvement in the European Union funded project INDRIS (Inland Demonstrator for River Information Systems) and DORIS (Donau River Information Service). It then attracted venture capital from Stage11, an internet incubator, to develop the product for commercial shipping.

SUBHEAD

The river Danube 

Currently, every ship which travels along the River Danube through Vienna is handed a Nauticast AIS box, when it passes a lock either below or above the city. Then its position is monitored as it passes down the 30km or so stretch between the locks. The AIS box is removed when it goes through the second lock.

The seafarers do not have to actually do anything with the system apart from put it on the boat somewhere; it comes complete with its own battery pack, GPS receiver and antenna, pre-programmed by the port authorities. 

The data is made available to authorities and the river police. A few months ago there was an incident when a vessel hit a bridge and caused damage to it and no-one was able to trace which vessel it was; with the AIS system it would have been traceable. 

The European Union is considering making automatic identification systems mandatory on inland waterways from 2005, using the same standard specified by IMO. If this happens, Nauticast will have a big business on its hands.

SUBHEAD

Commercial roll out

It now wants to market its AIS system to the worldwide commercial maritime industry. The company is close, it says, to a type approval with German body BSH, considered by many to be the only type approval body able to certify AIS systems for deep sea shipping. 

The company has a manufacturing agreement with electronics major Siemens, where Peter Martin, Nauticast’s executive director, was previously a senior manager, and where other Nauticast staff have close links. 

Siemens is able to manufacture AIS systems for Nauticast with a capacity of up to 1,000 units a month, all to its ISO9009 approved quality standard. 

The company is basing its business proposition on the hope that shipowners will be interested in working with a new start-up company rather than a safe established player. 

As a start-up Nauticast will be able to adapt quickly to changing market requirements. It also has a friendly start-up company culture, which is more conducive to creativity than conventional business environments; Vienna’s technical community is tightly knit and many of the staff knew each other before working with Nauticast. 

SUBHEAD

Differentiation

The problem is, how can it differentiate itself from all of the other AIS manufacturers, particularly when the specifications are laid down so precisely by the IMO manufacturers. 

Faced with a decision of who to purchase their mandatory AIS from, shipowners have three questions which need answering: I) is it type approved? ii) Is it cheaper than the other quotes? iii) Is the company definitely going to be around long enough to provide support over the next 20 years and iv) is it a system seafarers can easily learn how to use?

Nauticast will need to obtain BSH type approval before it can start selling systems. On the price front, with the mass production capabilities negotiated with Siemens, it believes it can undercut the other manufacturers however low the price war goes; the unit currently retails for Euro 10,000, in line with other AIS manufacturers. 

As far as providing a long term support system, the company is putting into place agreements with distributors and service suppliers around the world. 

SUBHEAD

Ease of use

One of the areas where Nauticast believes it can compete is in the field of ease of use. 

The Nauticast AIS box immediately looks attractive, with sleek black casing, which, the company believes, differentiates it from several other AIS manufacturers whose equipment looks handmade. 

The box has a 12 line (240 x 128 mm) backlit display, an excursion from the mandatory 2 line display, which makes it easier to track multiple vessels at once. Then there are just standard NMEA interfaces to plug in an antenna, GPS and DGPS receiver, and equipment measuring speed over ground and direction, along with the power supply. The box weighs just 2.5kg. 

To enter own ship information, the user clicks through a series of menus, similar to the menu systems on cellular phones. 

The software has been developed in house by Nauticast’s own software engineers, who have put a lot of thought into making the systems user friendly and robust. 

The ambition is to eventually create boxes which can have their software updated remotely, as expected new features such as weather data, short message service and Inmarsat –C integration over AIS come into play. The system can also be configured using a PC. 

“Our aim was to develop a product which was simple to use, compact in size, able to be produced in bigger runs,” says Peter Martin, executive director. 

