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Australia changes communications
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Australia has brought in some wide sweeping changes to its maritime safety communications system. Rachel Sirr, safety education and marketing advisor with Australian Search & Rescue (AusSAR), explains further 
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From 1 July 2002 Australia’s maritime communications system will be modified to include the latest distress alerting technology. Coast stations in Melbourne, Sydney, Brisbane, Perth, Townsville and Darwin will close and be replaced by two stations in Charleville and Wiluna to cover Australia’s entire Search and Rescue Region. 
These new stations will use the automated Digital Selective Calling system to replace the hit and miss aural monitoring provided by the coast radio network.

Services to cease are: aural monitoring of VHF/MF and HF Voice distress frequencies, broadcast of navigation warnings on MF/HF voice, and monitoring of the MF Digital Selective Calling (DSC) distress alerting frequency of 2187.5 kHz. 
Services that will not change are: monitoring of HF DSC, and follow-on communications, all Inmarsat satellite services currently provided.

The network has been redesigned following a global trend of changes in maritime communications.  As of 1 February 1999, the International Maritime Organization determined that all passenger and large ships on international voyages were required to comply with the Global Maritime Distress and Safety System (GMDSS).  
The basic concept of GMDSS is to ensure that search and rescue authorities , and vessels near a ship in distress, are operating on the same communications systems so that they can be rapidly alerted to an emergency   

A key concept of the GMDSS is that of ‘Sea Areas’ where the oceans of the world have been divided into operational Sea Areas.  Vessels sailing under the Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea are required to carry equipment appropriate to the Sea Area in which they operate.  

Australia has declared Sea Area A3, which is designated as the area within the coverage of the Inmarsat communication satellites.

For Sea Area A3 governments provide both Inmarsat and HF DSC services.  Australia meets its obligations by providing communications over the Inmarsat Pacific Ocean Region and Indian Ocean Region which enables complete coverage of Australia’s maritime area of interest (Search & Rescue Region and NAVAREA X); and by providing HF radio stations under a new contract from 1 July 2002.

Australia has indicated that coastal and high seas Maritime Safety Information (MSI) will be broadcast via SafetyNET using the Inmarsat satellite system through the Perth Land Earth Station. Some volunteer and limited coastal stations may repeat MSI broadcasts on VHF and HF services but these are not designed for SOLAS vessels.

From 1 July 2002, the Australian Maritime Safety Authority will continue to provide for Australia’s GMDSS requirements for DSC and follow-on communications via HF radiotelephony and Narrow Band Direct Printing as well as Inmarsat satellite services for GMDSS.

The new Network Control Station will be called ‘RCC Australia’ Radio Callsign ‘VIC’, Maritime Mobile Service Identity  (MMSI) 005030001, Telephone number 0061 02 6279 5773.

These services can be summarised as follows:

· Ship to shore distress alerting and shore to ship distress relay via DSC

· Continuous automatic monitoring of the GMDSS DSC distress and safety channels of 4207.5, 6312, 8414.5, 12577 and 16804.5 kHz.

· Capability to transmit and receive on any frequency between 2 – 27 MHz using the following modes of emission: Radiotelephony, GMDSS NBDP; and GMDSS DSC, including the automatic response to DSC test calls.
· A limited capability to connect MF/HF radiotelephone services to the Public Switched Telephone Network for services that are safety related such as medical advice, medical evacuations, to ship masters.

The Australian Bureau of Meteorology will be transmitting radio fax services and weather forecasts and warnings by voice for Australian ocean and coastal areas from its new HF Radio Network.  For callsign, transmission frequency and schedule information for the Bureau’s new HF weather broadcasts, visit www.bom.gov.au/marine
Australia is surrounded by some of the most dangerous and infamous waters in the world making reliable and effective maritime communications a matter and life or death for mariners in the region. Australia has one of the largest search and rescue regions in the world, covering some 53 million square kilometres or about one ninth of the earth’s surface. 

For some 90 years, radio stations around the Australian coast have been funded by Government to monitor distress calls from vessels in the region. Since 1912, these stations have been provided by Amalgamated Wireless Australia the Overseas Telecommunications Commission and most recently by the Telstra Corporation.

For further information visit AMSA’s website at: www.amsa.gov.au/aussar/sos.htm
