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Seafarers and AIS
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Divay Goel, our special seafarer’s correspondent in Bombay, gives a seafarer’s perspective on automatic identification systems, required to be fitted on all ships by 2008 emitting radio data describing the ship’s course and position 

BODY 
The Automatic Identification System (AIS) is intended to enhance safety of life at sea, the safety and efficiency of navigation and the protection of the marine environment. 

SOLAS regulation V/19 requires that AIS exchange data ship-to-ship and with shore-based facilities. 

The purpose of AIS is to help identify vessels; assist in target tracking; simplify information exchange (e.g. reduce verbal mandatory ship reporting); and provide additional information to assist situation awareness. 

In general, data received via AIS will improve the quality of the information available to the officer of watch, whether at a shore surveillance station or on board a ship. 
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The seafarer’s perspective

The IMO GUIDELINES - RESOLUTION A.917 (22) state that the AIS has the potential to make a significant contribution to safety. AIS also has the potential to reduce the work of the watchkeeper by automatically providing coastal stations with the information which they require under mandatory or voluntary reporting schemes as well as for Vessel Traffic Service (VTS) purposes. 

Another important fact for seafarers is that the AIS transponder communicates on a VHF data link that enables the AIS to "see around corners". Thus, navigators will be fore warned of any dangers long before visual contact is established ­ and be able to take appropriate action in good time. 

However, as with any new technology or system, the AIS has also to pass the acid test of time to prove its worth. Some apprehensions initially which the users may have of the technology are listed next.
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Misuse by pirates

In some of the most notorious piracy areas of the world, shipmasters and officers would be uncomfortable to disclose their vessel’s position, speed and course in case it is misused by unscrupulous elements. 

It is common knowledge that pirates have been known to adopt all kinds of means to ascertain such information about vessels to ease their operations. 

There have even been examples when pirates have misrepresented themselves on the VHF as port control, VTIS, local coast guard or port pilot and sometimes the unwary officer of the watch has unintentionally disclosed this information, only at a grave danger to both lives and property.  

Thus the onus lies on the shipmaster’s shoulders to cautiously and judiciously disseminate his vessel’s information when passing piracy prone areas. The master’s professional judgement reigns paramount in such circumstances.

To this affect regulatory guidelines indicate that if the master of the vessel believes that the continual operation of AIS might compromise the safety or security of his/her ship, the AIS may be switched off. 

This might be the case in sea areas where pirates and armed robbers are known to operate. However, actions of this nature should always be recorded in the ship’s logbook together with the reason for doing so. The master should however restart the AIS as soon as the source of danger has disappeared. 

If the AIS is shutdown, static data and voyage related information remains stored. Restart is done by switching on the power to the AIS unit. Ship’s own data will be transmitted after a two-minute initialisation period. In ports AIS operation should be in accordance with port requirements.
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Not all ships have AIS

Mariners cannot become complacent that all entities would concomitantly be fitted with AIS and hence would take necessary action on their part to avoid any casualty. 

The internationally adopted shipborne carriage requirements for AIS are contained in SOLAS regulation V/19. The SOLAS Convention requires AIS to be fitted on certain ships through a phased implementation period spanning from 1st July 2002 to 1st July 2008. In addition, specific vessel types (e.g. warships, naval auxiliaries and ships owned/operated by governments) are not required to be fitted with AIS. 

Also, small vessels (e.g. leisure craft, fishing boats) and certain other ships are exempt from carrying AIS. 

Moreover, ships fitted with AIS might have the equipment switched off. Users are therefore cautioned to always bear in mind that information provided by AIS may not be giving a complete or correct ‘picture’ of shipping traffic in their vicinity. 

The solution to some extent lies in the concept of ‘pseudo AIS information’. VTS centres may send information about vessels which are not carrying AIS and which are tracked only by VTS radar, via the AIS to vessels equipped with AIS. 

However, any pseudo AIS target broadcast by VTS should be clearly identified as such. 

Particular care should always be taken when using information, which has been relayed by a third party. Accuracy of these targets may not be as accurate as actual directly received targets and the information content may not be as complete.

In summary, the officer of the watch should always be particularly aware that leisure craft, fishing boats and warships, and some coastal shore stations including VTS centres, might not be fitted with AIS. 

Also the officer of the watch should always be aware that AIS fitted on other ships as a mandatory carriage requirement, might, under certain circumstances, be switched off on the master's professional judgement-for example while transiting piracy prone areas.
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Don’t rely on it

Collision avoidance by mariners must be carried out in strict compliance with the COLREGs (collision regulations).

There is no provision in the COLREGs for use of AIS information therefore decisions should be taken based primarily on visual and/or radar information. 

To support this point regulatory authorities explicitly state that, “AIS should become a useful source of supplementary information to that derived from navigational systems (including radar) and therefore an important ‘tool’ in enhancing situation awareness of traffic confronting users.

Another example in this regard is that of SOLAS regulation V/31 (Danger messages). “The master of every ship which meets with dangerous ice, a dangerous derelict, or any other direct danger to navigation, or ...is bound to communicate the information by all the means at his disposal to ships in the vicinity, and also to the competent authorities,” it states. 

Normally this is done via VHF voice communication but “by all the means” now implies the additional use of the AIS short messages application, which has the advantage to reduce difficulties in understanding, especially when noting down the correct position.

But AIS is an additional source for navigational information and does not replace navigational systems such as radar target-tracking and VTS and does not negate the responsibility of the officer of watch to comply, at all times, with the Collision Regulations. 
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The Sailor system 

AIS manufacturer SAILOR states that nearly 15 per cent of its annual turnover is reinvested in research and development, and more than one employee in ten of the company is engaged in finding solutions to the challenges of tomorrow. 

For an end user, the statement comes as a pleasant surprise. Companies that iteratively develop new products after careful research and development are certain to have an edge in the eyes of users.

SAILOR UAIS1800 is a Class A shipborne transponder that complies with the SOLAS requirements. It is an integrated system with a built-in 8-channel GPS for synchronisation purposes and back up of the main GPS/D-GPS. It also features a VHF data link transmitter/receiver and a 24V DC switch mode power supply. SAILOR UAIS1800 allows the system to interface with other on-board systems. 

