HEADING 

Tackling weather and illness at sea

DECKHEAD

There are developments enabling seafarers to retrieve up to date weather information onboard ship and obtain medical assistance. Divay Goel reviews them 

BODY

Three favourite questions that landlubbers, including my one time fiancé and now wife, have asked me regarding the job of a seafarer are; how on a merchant cargo vessel do we cope without a doctor? How do seafarers cope with the uncertain and often boisterous weather at sea? Do seafarers have a wife at every port?

Needless to say, till a few years back I had a hard time trying to answer these queries. 

In fact, as a seafarer I found these questions silly. It was difficult to convince someone that whenever somebody gets sick on board, the captain, who has done a 15 day ship captain’s Medicare course, and the second mate pour over a yellow and blue coloured book to match symptoms to sickness and then administer an antidote by the book. 

I also tried to explain, without much help, that the general bonhomie on board and hot soups from the chief cook were also helpful for the sick person. 

Similarly, I tried to explain in vain about the availability of the weather fax, Navtex, navigational safety messages, iceberg warnings, but in my heart, I always felt that professional advice and more sophistication was certainly necessary. 

The third question was mostly answered with a sideways nod, which confused the questioner even more.

With the onset of better, cheaper and ‘direct’ communication means between vessels at sea and shore latterly, a number of possibilities have been seen to fill these long standing needs for remote professional medical advice and weather routing/ forecasting. 

SUBHEAD

Weather routing

A ship manager using remote weather routing for the fleet is more attractive to reputed charterers, while ensuring more safety for the personnel, vessel and cargo. 

On the other hand, charterers may insist on weather routing services for their chartered vessels to cross-check the weather reports sent by the crew of their chartered vessels every noon, and which could have an effect on the performance of a hired vessel in terms of speed, fuel consumption and deviation to avoid bad weather reported. 

It would be fair to highlight Oceanroutes, which claims to be the world's largest private meteorological services organisation employing over 700 people in offices in 11 countries, as a pioneer in the field of remote weather routing. 

Presently, Oceanroutes assists some 900 companies worldwide by providing their Masters with the ‘Optimum Ship Route’ selected for each individual ship on every voyage.

Through Oceanroutes’ standard Ship Routing, the ship Master receives optimum route recommendations supported by accompanying weather forecasts and other operational information prior to departure. Should the Master opt for another route, Oceanroutes provides a route comparison of the two. 

Ship Routing information can be received by fax, telex or electronically and includes continuous voyage monitoring, regular voyage status reports, enroute advisories to the vessel, and a Preliminary Performance Evaluation (PPE) upon the vessel’s arrival. 

Oceanroutes also offers Fleet Management Software. POLARIS for Windows and OceanWatch for the web are weather information and fleet management software systems. 

These systems offer ship managers comprehensive data related to their vessels being routed, monitored or tracked by Oceanroutes, as well as a graphical depiction of the current and forecasted weather conditions around the world. 

To explain the technology generally used for remote weather forecasting, we take the case of Nowcasting. Nowcasting employs a server that is responsible for accepting incoming weather data, filtering, formatting and compressing data, and making it available for transmission to the user on request. 

The data is displayed on a PC ashore or on onboard the vessel and is transferred using standard maritime communications equipment, GSM, satellite phone, e-mail or via the internet. 

Weather and sea conditions are given for a number of blocks defined by the user and their license. Each block is one degree of latitude by one degree of longitude and the data is presented in 0.25 degree or greater spatial resolution. Temporal resolution is one hourly, i.e. data is presented in one hour steps. 

New weather information is overwritten on each download; the software does not normally retain old data. In this way, the system does not use unnecessary storage resources. Still, if the user requires past weather data, it can be archived for later referral and/or or put into reports. 

Data is sourced from European National Meteorological Services and private weather companies. This information is updated up to four times a day. Numerical models generate the forecast data. Meteorological Services running these models ensure that the surface and Earth Observational measurements recorded by their own infrastructure, and that of other National meteorological services, are frequently fed into the respective model inputs.

SUBHEAD

Medical assistance

It would be reasonable to say that remote medical assistance has had a slow start. Remote medical assistance providers may have to struggle harder, especially with the following points in view:

Crew now joining vessels undergo more stringent medical checks, which ensures crew members with a history of malignant disease are screened

To some extent, it is the case that remote medical assistance is not ‘complete’ in itself relative to a patient being physically examined by a doctor. 

For treatment of diseases such as malaria and influenza, many ship operators would prefer their crewmembers to get ‘physically’ checked up by a doctor. 

Also to determine the exact disease in such cases, blood samples have to be tested in a laboratory, in which case remote medical assistance is not much help. 

Thus, since the vessel touches port every few days, the ship operator may like to get a sick person tested physically ashore, even if symptoms have been ascertained preliminarily by remote medical assistance providers.

Many local seafarer manning outfits are now employing a doctor of their own to provide preliminary advice for general sickness on board by e-mail, telephone and fax. 

As an example, many manning offices in Bombay, India, have their own doctor on panel, who can be contacted for any general illness by the ship Master on board. 

This is the same doctor who conducted medical check ups for the seafarer prior to him going on board, and therefore the doctor already has the seafarer’s medical history as a back up with him. 

The manning agents send replenishments for the ship’s medicine chest through this doctor and hence the doctor is also aware of the medicines being kept on board. 

Also, many drugs are sold under different names in different local markets, which both the local doctor and the crew from the same country are aware of. Though the manning office’s doctor is not available 24hrs a day on e-mail and fax, a mobile number is generally provided to the ship’s master. 

SUBHEAD

Global Medical Assistance

Global Medical Logistical Assistance, (GMA), based in Antwerp, states that direct advantages of remote professional medical assistance includes a more secure crew and better/faster recovery of a sick person on board. 

This, in turn, leads to less offhire time due to sudden shortage in crew and lesser insurance claims due to sickness.

GMA has developed a software platform to provide worldwide medical assistance to ships through Internet and satellite communication. 

Elisabeth Lemmens of GMA, says, “Ships are accessible through e-mail. It is even possible to send all kinds of attachments such as files, digital photos or sound recordings, and in that way the doctor on land can make the right diagnosis. 

“All medical files can be centralised in one medical database, and even the stock of the medical chest on board can be managed on land.”

Through its software, GMA also manages the stock of the medical chest, keeps a logbook of all medical events on board, and provides information and guidelines on current medical problems. 

BOX:

Useful Webpages:

Nowcasting (www.nowcasting.com).  

Oceanroutes (UK) Ltd ( www.oceanroutes.com ),

Global Medical Logistical Assistance, GMA (www.gma.be),

