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With the first tranche of voyage data recorder carriage requirements about to hit on July 1, 2002, affecting new build ro-ro ships, passenger ships and all ships over 30,000 gt, we found out how the market is getting on 

BODY TEXT

Compulsory fitting of voyage data recorders is still a long way away for most ships. New ro-ro ships, passenger ships and all ships over 30,000 gt need to have them fitted by July 1, 2002.

But fitting a voyage data recorder to a new ship is relatively easy, because new equipment has standard interfaces and a voyage data recorder only needs to be plugged in. 

It’s the retrofits that are difficult, because older electronics is less likely to have all the right interfaces. All passenger and ro-ro ships are required to fit them by January 1, 2004, under International Maritime Organisation (IMO) rules. 

Quoting prices for voyage data recorders in a printed article is an extremely dangerous thing to do, because one suspects that manufacturers are always willing to cut their costs well below anything they are prepared to say to journalists.

But one major voyage data manufacturer was brave enough to tell Digital Ship off the record that shipowners can expect to pay as little as $10,000 for an installation, which can increase to $30,000 for a larger installation with more interfaces (such as on a cruise liner), although the cost can still increase substantially above that on older ships where interfacing the electronics is more complex.

Nevertheless, this is still a substantial drop from October last year, when we were hearing about standard installation costs of $50,000. The manufacturers are obviously finding the market tougher than they anticipated. 

Still, its easy to predict that most shipowners will only install a voyage data recorder when they absolutely have to, and then they will go to all the manufacturers with an approved system and ask them who can fit one for the lowest price. 

However the manufacturers are working very hard to find additional uses for voyage data recorders. It stores data which might prove very useful in a court trial.  

If the shipping company ever gets involved in a multimillion dollar trial after two ships collide and wants to prove which ship was in the wrong, the radar data the VDR records should prove very helpful. 

Manufacturers are pushing the use of VDRs for training purposes, checking up on the performance of seafarers in ship handling and generating data which can be analysed to make sure the vessel is operating at maximum efficiency. 

The data is also used to feed into ship training simulators, making sure that their realism is maximised. Star Cruises of Malaysia has been using its voyage data recorder data as fodder for simulators for a number of years. 

So far, most of the manufacturers express disappointment with the speed the market is going, with very few having over 60 installations under their belts, a mixture of both newbuilds and retrofits.

The biggest bottleneck in installations is expected to come in late 2003, building up to the deadline for installations in all existing passenger and ro-ro vessels. 

Whilst there is no shortage of the necessary hardware, there is a limited supply of engineers skilled in fitting VDRs to existing ships, and they will be able to charge a high price for their labour. 
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Mandatory VDRs

The IMO is still debating whether or when to make voyage data recorders mandatory on all existing cargo ships; a second round of papers has been prepared by a number of countries to be debated at the forthcoming NAV 48 meeting of IMO on July 8 – 12 this year. 

There is discussion about reducing the list of information which must be recorded, due to the high costs of interfacing voyage data recorders with old equipment on cargo ships. 

A lot of people are resisting requirements for fitting voyage data recorders on grounds of the complexity involved; if the requirements were relaxed then some of this resistance would ease. 
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Sperry Marine

Sperry Marine (previously Litton) is taking an advanced position in helping shipowners install voyage data recorders. On its website, http://www.sperry-marine.vdr, it has an online voyage data recorder calculator. 

Users type in their vessel information and are told what the requirements for VDRs are; they can then immediately apply online for a vessel survey to work out how easy it will be to install one.

The website also has an extensive customer reference list, showing exactly who has installed systems so far, with about 75 vessels listed, mainly cruise, parcel tankers passenger and LNG vessels. Customer names include those shipping lines known for taking extra care over their image for safety, including Stolt Parcel Tankers, Royal Caribbean Cruise Lines and Chevron. 
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Use video tape 

Racorder, of Tennessee, has an interesting, lower cost solution to the voyage data recorder problem. Its systems are not type approved for complying with the legislation, but provide a simpler alternative to shipping companies which do not need to fit systems under the legislation but nevertheless want to record what goes on. 

The system was originally developed in the early 1970s for US inland waterways tugboat operators, recording radar data onto magnetic tape. The company now markets what it describes as “basically a high quality video recorder” which can record, in data format, a ship’s radar video and data communications, as well as date, time, name of vessel.

The system uses standard VHS video tapes; the recordings can be played back on standard video systems with no additional equipment. Millions of dollars of research have been put into increasing the reliability of standard home video recorders and the maritime industry can make use of this.  

The company is currently marketing its product principally in the Eastern US for vessels operating in inland waterways and coastal areas. 

The list price for a typical Racorder installation is $5,495.00. Most installations involve connecting to one radar and one or two VHF radios, providing complete video and audio of vessel operations. A wheelhouse microphone is an available option; the system has inputs for four audio sources.

Vessels typically need to keep 12 standard VHS video tape cassettes onboard, each of which records slightly over 6 hours of vessel operations (total = 3 days continuous recording). The tape can be changed every time the watch changes. 

Systems have been in continuous operations since 1995, the company says, with very low maintenance costs. All of our sales so far have been to customers purchasing on a voluntary basis, not having been required by any legal authority to do so. 

“Users of Racorder have already saved many millions of dollars because the tapes have provided indisputable evidence of what actually happened during marine accidents and other incidents,” claims Mike Roark, president. 

“Many captains now are reluctant to operate their vessels without Racorder in operation. Racorder tapes have also been extensively used in company safety training programs,” he says. 

“We have long ago developed our product at the ‘low cost, no frills’ end of the market and will add features as needed, eventually meeting the ‘VDR’ guys in the middle with a reliable and competitive product line which meets the needs of the marine industry,” he says. 
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Broadgate

UK company Broadgate is leading the field of installations, with nearly 200 installations completed, 80 per cent of which are retrofits.

The total price for a Broadgate VDR is currently billed at GBP 45 – 55,000 (USD 65 – 80,000), although it must be stressed that Broadgate has so far tackled the most difficult projects, with the oldest ships which require most work to interface in a voyage data recorder. 

“It is difficult to estimate the total number of VDRs which maybe installed during 2002, as some national administrations are still debating domestically how they will interpret and implement the IMO legislation which is relevant to vessels on International voyages,” says Broadgate’s Chris Winkley. 

“As ever, there are always a number of shipowners who delay fitting of newly mandated equipment until the last possible moment – sometimes with due reason, where the future trading of the vessel is uncertain, although it has to be said, as was the case with GMDSS some three years ago, it is inevitable that there will be peaks of activity as cut-off dates loom,” he says. 

“With more manufacturers now achieving Type Approval, shipowners have more of a choice in selecting equipment.  Although a word of caution should be made where one or two manufacturers are claiming full Type Approval, when in fact only partial or a non-recognised authority has been used.”

“We believe that price will always be on the priority list of purchasers although perhaps even higher will be the ability of manufacturers to demonstrate their capabilities in providing a total solution in linking into the many signals to be recorded.”

“Some shipowners are keen to place all the risk of fitting a VDR with the manufacturer to ensure that the VDR installation is completed on time, for the agreed fixed price and is handed over with an acceptance certificate endorsed by the Surveyor concerned.”

“Currently, it is believed that there is sufficient time left in the run-up to deadlines for the marine electronics industry to be able to meet the demand,” he says. 

“It is hoped that all will have learnt from the GMDSS fitting exercise which ended in a race against time to meet the deadlines, and will not wish this experience to be repeated.”
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Buyers beware

“It is interesting to note that apparently a few manufacturers have attempted to enter the market through heavy discounting.  In each instance the end result was totally unsatisfactory to one or both parties, with an incomplete or non-compliant installation, or a severe financial loss to the manufacturer concerned,” he claims. 

“Of course the VDR market, like any new technology, is susceptible to new entrants claiming solutions at totally unrealistic prices.  Shipowners are advised to obtain confirmation that products from these sources are “real”, meet the legislation and have the global network coverage necessary to back the product throughout its life.”

SUBHEAD

Totem Plus

VDR manufacturer Totem Plus of Israel has signed up 10 orders to install VDRs in newbuild vessels, with the first installation to be made next month. It is charging $60,000 for installation. 

The company calculates that 2,000 to 3,000 vessels will need to have VDRs fitted by the first deadline, and shipping companies need to move quickly.
