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Our roving reporters covered the stand at Hamburg’s SMM exhibition (Sept 24-28 2002) looking for the most exciting and innovative new information technology in the maritime industry. This is what we found 

VTM Products automated shipboard paperwork

http://www.vtmproducts.com
VTM Products, a company based in Arendal, Norway, has some interesting technology that is geared around automating seafarers’ paperwork.

The company produces CD-ROMs of port information, including all the necessary forms that need filling in for different ports around the world. It has information about 700 harbours. 

The system also has IMO forms on it. It can also automatically make pilot cards. 

The forms can be completed automatically by the software, which takes data from a Lotus Notes database running onboard the ship. And although the port authority may not accept electronic data, the form can be printed out onboard and faxed from the ship. 

This data is continually updated, with updates sent by satellite link. The software, which runs over Lotus Notes, can be used to manage crewing lists. 

The CD costs 4000 euros per ship, including one year of updates, and from then on the update service is charged at 1000 euros per year. 

The updates are either sent as e-mail attachments directly to the individual vessels, or sent by VTM Products to the shipping company main office, which manages the updates distribution itself. 

VTM is continually expanding its database; every time it gets a new customer, it is likely that the customer has one port call that is not on the system, so the company finds out the right forms and includes them. 

The system is being used by a “few hundred” ships at this point. 

Inmarsat launches Fleet 33 and 55 

http://www.inmarsat.com
Inmarsat has followed up the launch of its Fleet 77 terminal with introducing Fleet 33 and 55 services to the market. 

The 33, 55 and 77 refer to the approximate diameter of the satellite dish in centimetres; the 33 and 55 terminals are smaller, lighter and cheaper but have less functionality. 

Both 33 and 55 have global voice services, but they can only provide data communications whilst under the spot beam coverage (the same as mini-M).

The Fleet 55 terminal has 64 kbps ISDN capability and packet data, whilst under the spot beam. The Fleet 55 has 9.6 kbps data service and packet data whilst under the spot beam. 

The services are not yet commercially available, but the terminals have completed development and are currently being tested onboard ships. 

“We’ve got to formulate plans in terms of testing and how we evaluate it,” comments Inmarsat’s David Walker. 

The Fleet 55 terminal 

http://www.emssatcom.com
EMS Satcom, a company based in Ottawa, Canada, has already announced plans to produce an Inmarsat Fleet 55 terminal. 

EMS Satcom is a division of EMS Technologies, a publicly traded company that develops systems for “commercial space, defence and wireless communications.” The Satcom division, with a staff of 160, is already established in aeronautical and land mobile satellite communications, but this is the first excursion into commercial maritime. 

Nils Helle has been recruited to EMS as director of programs, involved in marketing the Fleet 55 terminal. Mr Helle was previously a radio officer in the merchant navy and with maritime satcoms provider Stratos. 

The Fleet 55 terminal provides global voice communications, and packet data and 64 kbps ISDN communications whilst under the Inmarsat spot beams (same as mini-M coverage). The satellite power allocated to the spot beams is much more powerful, which means that a lower antenna diameter is required (55cm compared to 77cm for Fleet 77).

Having a smaller antenna diameter means that the costs come down (approx $15,000 for a Fleet 55 compared to $20,000 for a Fleet 77); also the system is easier to install, because the terminal can be lifted by one person.

The company is currently in process of setting up a distribution network and setting up field trials for the terminal. It will be aimed at both the deep sea and yacht market. 

Telaurus now has e-commerce and mini-M

http://www.telaurus.com
Telaurus, the innovative ship-shore communications service based in New Jersey, US, is now offering ship shore communications priced by the kilobit for Inmarsat mini-M. 

Effectively accepting the risk that communications will take more than one attempt and rack up the communications bill, Telaurus has innovative shipboard software that runs behind Microsoft Outlook, to be used for writing e-mails and covering the expenses of sending them back to shore. 

The system is intended to be used for both business and personal use by seafarers; business use can be billed back to the shipping company while personal use can be prepaid using cards. 

There is a minimum cost of 99 cents per e-mail and a sliding scale of charges per kilobit, which reduce as the file size increases. The same e-mail can be distributed to many shore side addresses at no extra cost. 

The software has basic e-commerce capability. Users can fill in simple online forms, for example indicating their purchasing requirements. The software sends the data from the form back to shore, where it can be displayed on the form template. 

While there are many companies with more sophisticated and more expensive approaches to e-commerce, this is a very simple way for shipping companies to get started and move seafarers away from the fax. The software is free, users pay the communication cost only. 

80 per cent compression with SkyFile

http://www.skyfile.com
Skyfile, the ship-shore communications software developed by DeTeSat (now part of France Telecom) has improved compression algorithms enabling it to compress some data sent from ship to shore by as much as 80 per cent, reducing the communications costs accordingly. There are compression algorithms for e-mail, text, SMS messages and fax. 

The software has been put through 25 separate upgrades, and is now being used by 500 ships. 

There is functionality to set up crew terminals networked into the main computer but enabling crew to send, receive and pay for e-mails privately without going into the bridge and bothering the captain. 

ChartCo hits 900 ships

http://www.chartco.com
ChartCo, which provides a chart update information broadcast facility for shipping, reports that 900 ships are either using the service or pending installation. 

The company has launched a service to update raster (ARCS) charts by data broadcast, the first ARCS updating service. 

2000 ships are currently subscribed to ARCS charts updating services, with the updates received at port calls burned onto a CD-ROM.

The ChartCo service broadcasts the updates directly to the vessels, so that they don’t have to wait until the next port call for the most up to date data. 

The chart updates are actually managed on ship by a separate, standalone computer, with a CD-ROM writer. This shipboard computer burns the updates onto a CD Rom, which is then input into the ECDIS machine. 
There are normally safety controls as to what disks and computer networks can be plugged into a shipboard ECDIS. It is apparently OK to burn a CD-ROM on one computer and then put it inside the ECDIS, but not OK to network another computer directly to the ECDIS. 
ChartCo comments that it believes that the pace of change for introduction of electronic charts is starting to increase, as the availability of charts increases and the price decreases. It anticipates that the balance between paper and electronic charts will tip at 2007, with electronic charts being used more than paper. 


It is trying to prepare for this by setting up support networks to provide updates for ENCs and ARCS charts. 
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Fuji’s system to network computers over phone lines

http://www.fujitrading.co.jp
Fuji Trading, a Japanese based ship supplier with a large IT division, has a system that will enable computers onboard ships to be networked together using the telephone system that is already installed. 

A special communications protocol enables computer network connections and phone calls to be carried through the same cable. 

This means it is possible to have a local area network onboard ship without any additional cabling costs. The costs are USD 4,000 for a 1mpbs system. 

The system has already been supplied to two Japanese customers, the company says; it has been promoting it since April this year. Shipping lines Mitsui and NYK line have shown interest in it. 

IBM integrates shipyards with owners 

http://www.ibm.com
IBM is moving ahead with its product lifecycle management (PLM) software. 

Originally developed for use in ship design, IBM is trying to find ways to expand usage of the data through the ship’s lifecycle.

A major obstacle to this is the fact that shipyards are typically very reluctant to give data about their ships to their customers, for fear that the shipowner will take the data model to another shipyard and ask them to build the same ship, or the shipowner will be able to use the data to buy spare parts from the suppliers directly, rather than having to source them via the shipyard, and thus denying the shipyard an opportunity to take a cut. 

However the sheer logic of shipyards handing over the data model to shipowners means that they are unlikely to be able to continue keeping it to themselves for much longer.

“Once ships start asking for the data, this is the starting phase,” says IBM’s Michael Theobald. “The question is; how is this industry going to behave in a couple of year?
The role of the shipowner is going to be more and more important.”

“They should think of new business models,” he says. “Whatever you want to derive out of this - the data can be used for repurchasing of spare parts, modifications of the ship. Classification societies can use it.” 

Eventually, IBM imagines seafarers being able to access the complete ship’s data model whilst onboard it. They can look at the ship with different views and work out how to solve problems; they can also link it directly with maintenance management systems rather than having to build the ship’s data model up again from scratch.

Mr Theobald comments that IBM sees its role in this case as an integrator, gently linking the different systems together rather than trying to push the market in one direction or another. Its main clients are, after all, the shipyards. 

The software is already widely used in automotive design, but shipping is much more of a challenge, with 20 times more data generated in a typical ship design than a car. 

Sperry’s online collaboration tool

http://www.sperrymarine.com
Shipboard electronics company Sperry Marine has developed an online collaboration tool that enables all people involved in designing a ship’s bridge, including shipyards and people from the shipping company, to work together.

People can create ‘action items’ for other people to follow up on, and get quick access to important documentation, for example IMO company requirements.

The tool allows drawings, project schedules and documentation to be exchanged online. 

“Our theme is, make it easy to do business,” comments Sperry’s Frank Soccoli. “We want to differentiate ourselves from our competitors. When you do business with us we want to make it seamless, efficient and successful.”

“We want to provide value added to the owner and to the shipyard,” he says. “We think this is going to be the new standard in customer management.”

Radio Holland Marine offers ship-shore airtime

http://www.radioholland.nl

Maritime electronics company Radio Holland Marine is now selling ship-shore communications airtime, crew calling services and ship-shore e-mail services. It will supply Inmarsat mini-M, Inmarsat Fleet and Iridium. 

The development came about because the company’s customers, using its services of managing communications equipment, wanted to buy equipment, airtime and software from the same provider, the company says. 

Radio Holland, originally established as a subsidiary of shipowner Nedlloyd in 1990, underwent a management buyout earlier this year and is now fully independent. 

There are 42 branches in maritime locations over the world, providing maintenance support, communications systems and electronics for ships. 

Conrac with flat screen shipboard monitors

http://www.conrac.de
German specialist display manufacturer Conrac is developing its business selling flat panel displays into the maritime industry for use in the ship’s bridge. It has won contracts to supply flat screens to several bridge companies, including Kelvin Hughes. 

Flat panel displays are gradually finding their way into the maritime industry, having recently been accepted for use in mission critical applications by the type approval bodies. 

The change from bulky traditional cathode ray tube (CRT) displays to flat panel displays is a trend in all industry sectors. Whilst it might be more complex to replace a display on a ship than somewhere on land, shipping companies will gradually be forced to make this move, as manufacturing of CRT displays and supply of replacement parts slows down. 

Flat panel displays are currently approximately 5 times more expensive than CRT displays, but prices are going down rapidly. A 19 inch display for example has reduced in price from Euro 15,000 three years ago to Euro 5,000 now, the company says.


CONRAC works in many different niche industrial markets, manufacturing displays that need additional ruggedness or are shock and vibration proof. 

