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Is BSH the only testing agency for AIS? 
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DECK HEAD

In our June issue, Anders Bergstrom, managing director of AIS manufacturer Saab TransponderTech, said  “from a moral and ethical point of view, we all know that there is only one body that is able to test [for AIS type approval] and that is BSH. A strong response was provoked from our readers 

Dear Mr Jeffery, 

I read with increasing incredulity your article headed “A Warning” on page 26 of The Digital Ship June “2002. 

One assumes that Mr. Bergstrom is referring to European Type Approval. If so, my First Observation is that Mr. Bergstrom knows little about the Current European Type Approvals system or the legal or, come to that, moral or ethical, standing of a Notified Body.   

As a first step I suggest he reads the Guide to the implementation of directives based on the New Approach and the Global Approach (commonly known as the “blue book”) issued by the European Commission where he will learn:
· Notified bodies carry out the tasks pertaining to the conformity assessment procedures referred to in the applicable New Approach directives when a third party is required.

· Member States are responsible for their notification. 

· They may choose the bodies they notify from the bodies under their jurisdiction which comply with the requirements of the directives and the principles laid down in Decision 93/465/EEC.

· The assessment of the body seeking notification determines if it is technically competent and capable of carrying out the conformity assessment procedures in question, and if it can demonstrate the necessary level of independence, impartiality and integrity. Further, the competence of the notified body should be subject to surveillance, which is carried out at regular intervals and follows the practice established by the accreditation organisations.

· The EN 45000 series of standards and accreditation are important instruments to help in establishing conformity with the requirements of the applicable directive.

BSH is a Notified Body for AIS, as are many other organisations in Europe including QinetiQ and BABP in the UK. It is the task of these bodies to assess test reports produced by an accredited laboratory against both IEC 619936 & IEC60945 all of these bodies, in my experience of approvals, will carry out these tasks with equal vigour.

It is perhaps time for Mr. Bergstrom to stop using the columns of your magazine to “snipe” at his competitors, many of whom have been in the business of Marine Electronics 10 times longer than SAAB’s 10 years, (“teaching Grandma to suck eggs”) comes to mind. 

Come on SAAB allow your product to stand on its own two feet and let the market decide which product they will purchase, they are seldom wrong!
Dave Walsh

Marine Electronics Marketing

marelmar@compuserve.com
SUBHEAD

BSH responds 

Dear Sir,

Reading the article ”A Warning”, your readers might get the impression that BSH is the only trustworthy type approval body for maritime navigation and radio equipment. But there are some others, too.

Mr. Bergstrom may have concerns, but hopefully I can clarify some points and lessen his concerns.

Yes, type approval by BSH is a serious process, sometimes old-fashioned, even Prussian. That makes sense, as one of BSH's tasks is to give the maritime community access to type approved reliable navigation and radio communication equipment. Type approval bodies like the BSH have safe shipping on their mind, that’s what we are working for.

I am proud of my colleagues and of our good co-operation with manufacturers, because to meet the technical requirements down to the millisecond is what IMO requires us to do. The only way to check functional requirements is to use comparable technical standards. We have clear written instructions on how type testing during the approval process has to be performed. 

But BSH is not inimitable: Any good technician or scientist at a type approval body is capable of working their way along the single items of a type test (being humans, errors may occur now and then).

Furthermore, the European Community has set up guidelines ensuring a high quality standard of testing laboratories, their quality measures and the approval itself. The type approval procedure allows conformity testing to be split up among a variety of institutions, all of them approved by notified bodies, all of them with quality systems accredited. 

For example, the first type approval of an AIS system had about 40 % of the testing required by the performing standards carried out by other laboratories within the European Community. Also the US makes sure that standards are met, as do almost all bodies responsible for type approval worldwide.

Besides, industry is doubtless aware that malfunctioning equipment will not sell. An early contest involving various AIS systems, which was carried out by BSH in co-operation with manufacturers and the German waterways authorities, showed rather good results. Not all manufacturers taking part in the contest came to us for type approval afterwards...

To sum it up: Yes, improper type approval should be avoided. Yes, BSH is proud of thorough testing. Yes, there are other type approval bodies around.

Christoph Brockmann, BSH

DIGITAL SHIP’S VIEW

The major concern here is that AIS systems made by different manufacturers are interoperable, i.e. can all understand the data each other send and receive. 

It would obviously be highly desirable for the maritime industry if there were a single testing body, which would then ensure that all of the equipment was interoperable. 

But the maritime industry has no powerful centralised control and is not likely to have one for many years. We have complex tiers of regulation, involving flag states, port state control and many accreditation bodies. 

The AIS standard is meant to be comprehensive enough to ensure that all equipment which has been assessed to confirm that it meets the standard makes it interoperable, but many experts in the field are saying that this is not the case. The standard is not comprehensive enough.  

Also shipping companies do not have the greatest incentive to make sure that the systems are interoperable, since they are in the most part only fitting them because they are required to by law. 

If the AIS purchasing decision comes down to two factors, firstly if it is type approved and secondly what the price is, then AIS manufacturers have phenomenal incentive to use less expensive type approval bodies, thus reducing the price of their systems and making their product more attractive. 

Digital Ship understands through the grapevine that there are many type approval bodies which are less expensive than BSH and some of them are dubious. 

If this is true then the maritime industry is in an alarming situation. Shipping companies could well find themselves satisfying their AIS carriage requirements by fitting AIS systems which cannot communicate well with other AIS systems, so they feed the seafarers onboard a stream of incorrect information. This is extremely dangerous and much worse than not fitting them at all. 

So yes, legally, there are many type approval bodies able to approve AIS but yes, Anders Bergstrom is right to encourage shipping companies to only use AIS type approved by the most stringent testing bodies because that way they can ensure that it works.
