SHIP SECURITY ALERT SYSTEMS

As the deadline approaches, the market is still confused about how to satisfy all the Flag States’ requirements

The July 1 deadline for installation of a ship security and alert system (SSAS) on the majority of commercial vessels is looking decidedly premature as the uncertainty over the exact specifications of the equipment continues. While there are several solutions that address all the known functional needs, whether all of these will comply with the final regulations in their current configuration is not entirely clear.

The confusion has arisen because of uncertainties over the routing of messages resulting from an alert activation. It would seem that the original intention of the IMO, according to the relevant MSC Circulars, was that an alert would be delivered in the first instance to a Maritime Rescue Coordination Centre (MRCC). 

The alert would then be routed from the MRCC to other interested parties, including the shipowner, flag state of the vessel, national coastal administration and so on. Shipowners could also use the messaging system available with Inmarsat-C, Iridium or any other communications hardware to route additional alerts to their own offices or private security organisations, however this was not a requirement.

This led Inmarsat to modify the Inmarsat-C GMDSS system to act as an SSAS using the existing infrastructure (Change Notice CN137). This solution has the advantage of benefiting from a tried and tested safety system, includes functionality such as prioritisation of alerts, and is free of charge.

However at the recent IMO COMSAR 8 (16-20 Feb 2004) meeting it became apparent that several flag states, including Japan, Norway, Netherlands, Panama, Malta and Australia, were not prepared to accept messages from vessels under their flag that were routed via an MRCC.

As Julian Longson, VP Business Development, at Pole Star explains, “COMSAR 8 supported the Japanese proposal that SSAS alerts should be sent from the ship directly to its administration, or proper recipient as designated by the administration, without transmission to coastal states or MRCC'S in the region.”

“The impact of this decision is the rejection of the Inmarsat P3 Distress Priority method of alert reporting, generated by Sat-C add-on / Mini-C type equipment using the Inmarsat CN137 functionality.”

Way forward for non-GMDSS

This withdrawal of support for the original SSAS specification has been expected for some time, and Inmarsat had already responded to these problems several months ago by suspending its CN 137 GMDSS modifications. 

This is because the GMDSS system does not support routing of multiple messages, which effectively means that this existing safety infrastructure despite its natural suitability can  no longer satisfy the demands of all the interested parties for a sufficient method of transmitting a security alert message. 

Of course, there are several alternatives to GMDSS that will satisfy all these requirements. These all involve using the messaging capability of the communications system to route alerts to multiple recipients. Solutions exist for Inmarsat services including C, mini-C and D+, for the Iridium satellite constellation and the Globe Wireless digital HF network.

These are all supported by the IMO, which allowed for a broad definition of the performance criteria of possible solutions and opened the way for many different service providers to offer competing products. However, it is unclear how the individual flag states will deal with the issue of type approval.

So far the UK MCA & USCG have approved some Inmarsat-C and D+ applications, and many of these systems have also been certified by the class societies. The Globe Wireless system has also received type-approval from leading class societies such as LR and ABS.

With the US threatening to deny entry to vessels that have not met requirements by the July1 deadline, this issue needs further clarification – what will satisfy the US and other administrations that a solution meets the minimum requirements? Will some vessels be denied entry even with an SSAS solution because it does not have the right certifications? 

What has been lost by the rejection of the GMDSS option?

The answer is, not very much. Although the GMDSS infrastructure seems like such an obvious choice for a security alert system, it does not really offer any advantages over a more versatile messaging solution using any of the standard communications options.

According to Satamatics, “In operational terms, it is far safer to keep a ship’s SSAS entirely independent of its GMDSS installation, as if the latter’s operation became compromised - either through deliberate attack or equipment failure - then the SSAS would remain serviceable.  In practice, it is also more economical to install an independent SSAS solution than trying to convert or adapt existing GMDSS equipment.”

As for the change in operational procedure, “[with the GMDSS system] each MRCC would have had to implement procedures to route alerts from foreign flag ships to their associated Flag Administration. This was deemed by several administrations as too sensitive and cumbersome on both counts,” explains Mr. Longson.
While in the non-GMDSS scenario, “the Competent Authority / Company and Flag state are informed of the alert and they between themselves can establish the true / false nature of the alert and any subsequent actions before informing the Coastal state in which the ship is sailing.”
This does raise one issue that may be problematic with the new configuration. According to an information leaflet distributed by the USCG, quoting SOLAS XI/2 Regulation 6, “When an Administration receives a security alert from one of its own flagged vessels, that administration shall immediately notify the state in which the ship is currently operating.”

In light of this, whether the option for flag state and owner to make a decision on when to inform the coastal state of any suspected alert will be accepted by the US and other security sensitive states remains to be seen.

The Inmarsat D+ option

Several manufacturers are opting for the D+ system as the communications method of choice, because of its low cost and versatile messaging capabilities. Pole Star has one system based on its Purplefinder solution, while Satamatics’ global asset tracking network is the choice for several suppliers that are providing front-end applications to its infrastructure. 

According to Satamatics, there are now over 5000 Inmarsat D+ based SSAS solutions installed in the maritime market. Transas, a user of Satamatics’ hardware in its Ship Guard solution, feels that the outcome of the IMO COMSAT meeting adds weight to the argument that D+ is the flag state method of choice, bypassing difficulties over Inmarsat-C messaging and some non type approved solutions.

According to Transas, “Unless Inmarsat-C suppliers link with a reputable front-end message handling application, the most suitable solution is the high-end small and inexpensive Inmarsat D+ system.  Supplied by several different solutions suppliers, each provide a comprehensive message handling option to comply with flag state requirements.”

Ship Guard uses Satamatics’ hardware with the Transas www.fleetviewonline.com web-based tracking application as a front end. According to Transas, the solution is also capable of offering much more than just an SSAS, including tracking and a “marine asset alert system.” 

Other features include position reporting and polling on demand, animated real-time and forecast weather data, and “specially adapted high-quality Transas sea charts and land maps to enable high-speed loading via the Internet.”
The D+ terminal can be also be integrated with a number of sensor inputs for status and exception reporting, for example, “a sensor can be installed to warn of an open hatch, to detect unexpected tamper or movement of an engine or even that water is being taken onboard. This feature could also be extended to warn of man overboard with a proximity sensor being affixed to vessel passengers.”

MARIS has also partnered with Satamatics to sell a ‘best value’ SSAS Solution, Ocean Alert. This also uses the Sat 101 terminal and includes exception reports – for example, when a vessels moves outside a pre-determined zone, reaches a particular destination or a hatch is opened without authorisation.

MarineTrack SeaGuard

MarineTrack has been supplying asset tracking services since the beginning of 2000. Its systems are already in use protecting ships and cargoes, individuals such as royal families and politicians, trucks and containers.

It markets its products on quality, and its product has been tested and sea trialled by Marine Risk Consulting & Investigations Ltd. (MRCI), part of the Lloyds Marine information unit, and Marine & Underwater Consultants Ltd. (MUSCL). It has also received UK MCA approval.  

“SeaGuard is a major technology leap forward in using high specification commercial marine cabling, connectors, terminal boxes and radomes,” comments MarineTrack. “Customer perceptions are met by [the host application] generating detailed C-Map marine charts within 20 seconds.”

Purplefinder

Pole Star’s Purplefinder DSAS was already being supplied to the marine industry before 9/11, and more recently it has been selected by VShips for all its managed vessels. It was also the first to receive UK flag approval via the MCA, in conjunction with the approval of the first Ship Security Plan for the vessel CS Sovereign operated by Global Marine Systems Limited.

The announcement of UK flag approval reassures owners that the solution will meet all the requirements and came at the end of last year in plenty of time for the January  31, 2004 deadline, by which UK ship owners had to ensure that Ship Security Plans were submitted.

Another first was the successful ABS ISPS Code audit completed on the “C Dream” VLCC tanker owned by Hong Kong-based Univan Ship Management, which was the first on a vessel fitted with a ship security alert system.

Pole Star’s overall solution consists of the DSAS communication and controller unit with

alert activation points, Inmarsat service, integration into Pole Star’s proprietary PurpleFinder web-based shore application / alert verification system, the Purple24 alert monitoring centre, and after sales customer and technical support.

It thus seeks to offer a complete service, including easing the administrative burden of completing a ship security plan. Captain John Golding, CSO of Global Marine Systems,  comments, “As part of their overall DSAS solution, Pole Star provide a detailed interface document defining the procedures, instructions and guidance on the use of the system, including the testing, de-/activation, resetting and alert verification system, which is seamlessly integrated into the [ship security] plan.”

GlobeAlert

Globe Wireless has recently won the Lloyd’s List 2004 Maritime Technology Award for its GlobeAlert system, a versatile ship security system that includes functionality to monitor access to sensitive parts of the ship as well as its unique SSAS system using digital HF radio.

Frank Coles, Globe Wireless President / COO, comments, “In January alone we sold over 300 GlobeAlert systems. To receive the recognition of the award as well as our customers is evidence of a solid, well designed solution for the ISPS regulations.  Our aim is to provide practical solutions, fit for purpose and at a reasonable cost. GlobeAlert fits this objective.”

Globe Wireless sees its alert services as an integral part of its IT@Sea “one stop shop” for shipboard IT and communications, and is one of the few companies to offer a fixed monthly price for its package of solutions. All existing customers of its services will also benefit from free installation of the ship alert system.

The company likes to stress that it can operate its radio network at a lower price than competitive systems because it owns the entire infrastructure. It is now including a GPS with all new shipboard installations and claims that the cost of its web-based tracking system, used by around 600 vessels, is less than a third of rival systems.

It provides a full service including shipboard computer supply, installation and support. Everything is covered by a fixed price contract, including travel cost and expenses of personnel, SSAS and tracking and all ship-shore communications provided it stays within fixed limits.

Iridium

Iridium has recently responded to the need for alternatives to the GMDSS system by launching its own range of SSAS options. It can send SSAS messages through its global satellite network, using short burst data (SBD), short messaging service (SMS) or circuit switched data protocols, with calls routed through public switched telephone networks, virtual private networks or the Internet.

“Iridium offers important advantages over other maritime satellite communication systems for SSAS,” says Christina Clifton, executive vice president, sales and marketing.   “Iridium’s 66-satellite constellation ensures global pole-to-pole coverage with no reliance on regional infrastructure or ground routing, and communications security is ensured through our robust data protocols.” 

Clifton sees the cost of the system as offset against savings gained from the ability to make use of the Iridium network for voice and data communications. She feels it is also important to note that the SSAS equipment can be upgraded for long-range identification and tracking of ships (LRSIT) in the future.

Are ship security systems secure?
SSAS manufacturers have done everything they can to ensure that the equipment is as surreptitious and foolproof as possible. The satellite communications hardware is designed to have no defining features, so normal “give-aways” such as an external aerial are situated elsewhere.

According to Satamatics, “Manufacturers are taking a number of steps to protect the security of SSAS information.  Product literature tends to provide more information about how a system works than what it necessarily looks like, and where a photograph is shown, this is often more of an example than a definitive representation.”
Nevertheless there must be some concern that the details of an SSAS installation could be revealed to a terrorist, since someone has to fit it and the shipping company and provider must keep records. 

“Each shipping company is required to have a security plan in place in order to account  for various types of sensitive situations, like keeping the location and inner workings of the SSAS as covert as possible,” comments Meredith Schindehette, Senior Marketing Manager at Weathernews. 

“It has been our experience, that oftentimes, the only person who really knows where the system is being installed and the back-end of its operation is the Captain, so companies are trying to keep the number of people who know the SSAS details to a minimum.”

In addition systems have a fail-safe that means any tampering will result in an alert being sent. For example, “With Weathernews’ ASAP system, even if someone knows the installation location, the appearance of the SSAS and the details of how the system works, they will not be able to tamper with it,” explains Ms. Schindehette. 

“If anyone tries to alter the system or render it inactive, a silent alarm will sound and the authorities will be notified of a breach.  At that point, it is up to the government and the company who owns the vessel to take appropriate action to make sure the vessel and the crew are safe.”

Of course, what happens in order to ensure that an alert is genuine, and how to deal with the situation when a terrorist or hijacker is trying to force co-operation from the crew, or the problem of false alarms leading to complacency, are whole other issues.

Some costs

Some companies are announcing the stand-alone prices of their systems. This is primarily  a one-off cost, since by nature SSAS does not incur large running costs. Other companies prefer to tie up the cost in airtime and service deals so no simple comparison is possible. 

Weathernews’ ASAP system has a one-time cost of $2500 and nominal monthly fees to ensure the unit is working. Horizon Mobile Communications (HMC) has already received 40 vessel orders for its Mini-C solution and is now offering the Mini-C SSAS package at a special price of US$2,399 for a limited period, “whilst stocks last.”
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SHIP MANAGEMENT SOFTWARE

Danaos’ Enterprise Edition

Danaos takes another step towards the online ship

Danaos’ new Enterprise Edition, “the first ERP designed for the maritime industry,” is to be launched at this year’s Posidonia exhibition. It will be made available to all existing clients free of charge, with a plan to upgrade all users to the new functionality before the end of the year.

The application is a major step forward in Danaos’ vision of the “vessel online”, a ship that is an integral part of the office’s IT infrastructure, with none of the traditional limitations imposed by the need to synchronise data between different databases or to visit the ship to implement software upgrades.

The application is hosted in the office, with all users accessing it via a standard web browser. Thus whenever anyone logs onto the system from wherever they may be, the vessel the office or an Internet café, that person is using the same familiar interface with any personal settings preserved, and reading from the same identical database.

The user is therefore not confined to a single computer to use the application, and even if the computer he is using crashes, he can simply start up again from another PC without losing any work or having to re-enter his personal settings.

The disadvantage of this approach is dependent on communications cost and reliability. Danaos Shipping is pioneering the use of VSAT with the installation of the Broadband Maritime system on its 35 vessels. It is reselling the solution in a deal with Broadband, and the system has had further recent success in the Greek market with installations at General Maritime.

At the recent DigitalShip Cyprus conference Dr John Coustas, MD of Danaos Shipping, described the solution as ‘a dream come true’ and stated that the company had been saving from day one. The VSAT link is supporting the new software, which is likely to be optimal over this type of connection.

The Enterprise Edition can be used over any other standard communications link, but out of these is likely to be more cost effective with the Inmarsat Fleet pay by data service. For those customers who prefer to stick with circuit switched pay by the minute services,  there is also the option of using the new functionality in a traditional client-server mode with data replication.
The Enterprise Edition is certainly a forward looking application, and as such is going to appeal to the more technologically adept companies. But with the increasing availability of affordable fixed price always on communication via VSAT – the Boeing company has also recently announced plans to launch into the maritime sector – the future may not be so far away.  

Design and functionality

The Enterprise Edition includes all the already comprehensive functionality of the existing Danaos suite of shipmanagement applications. However, it has benefited from a re-designed interface that improves appearance and makes it easier to use, and offers extended functionality including a wide range of reports and a graphical representation of vessel data. 
As Vasilis Avgerinos, R&D Director, stresses, “the depth of functionality is very high and it is hard to get a feel for more than about 5% of it in a 1.5 hour demo.” 
It uses a Windows-like interface with all open screens appearing as tabs in a bar along the bottom of the screen. A vertical task bar, that can be set to auto hide when not in use, reveals the available applications and control panels. A full range of functions is also available from standard drop-down menus at the top of the screen.

When a user logs into the system, he is given access to those applications relevant to his role onboard. Opening a particular control panel shows various tasks to be performed, with information on each task including any alerts and a link through to the relevant screen to perform those tasks.

A useful feature for navigating the software more easily is the “My favourites” panel, which allows you to create shortcuts to frequently performed tasks. Users can also simplify the display by deleting items from their view that are not relevant to the task in hand, without affecting the master database. These can easily be restored later.
For example, the technical panel includes items such as the jobs record with deficiencies, check lists records and other information. The user can see a list of overdue tasks in each area, and can make changes to those tasks by clicking on an arrow that will open the relevant application. 
Individual tasks are kept track of through a system of job cards. These can be assigned to various crewmembers,  who will be alerted to this when they next log in. External documents, such as an image or PowerPoint presentation, can be attached to each job to give further information or instructions.
Jobs can also be communicated through the graphical interface, a powerful feature for highlighting areas of the vessel that need attention. A “Hot Spot” can be selected on the vessel image, the engine room for example, and this is linked to a part of the engine room such as the main engine, drilling down to a particular component.

The image is then linked to a job card assigned to a crewmember, so that by clicking on the images the user can see work that needs to be completed in that area, whether in the entire engine room or on an individual component. Users onboard have a touch screen so they can select the relevant image.

The same contextual filtering is possible also in text mode, using the component tree that lists all the parts on the vessel – selecting a particular component restricts the listing of jobs to those relevant to that component. However the graphical interface has the advantage of making it easy to see where work needs to be done.

Requisitioning is served by an application that tracks the complete procurement cycle with selective visibility of different stages for the various personnel onboard and in the office. It supports functions such as warehousing, so that orders can be sent in a single consignment.
The reports generator is a powerful tool for analysing fleet performance. To give one example, it can be used to implement predictive ordering. A report can be generated to look at spares usage onboard individual vessels or over the entire fleet. Through this, it can easily be seen which parts may be needed in the near future, and extras ordered in advance.

If one vessel in getting through more items than others, this may be due to a problem and this can thus be investigated and resolved. It is also possible to look at the information for individual components, for example it is a simple matter to generate a report to see how main engine expenditure varies between different vessel. This can be drilled down to compare performance of individual components.
Teledata Marine Systems

Teledata Marine Systems was founded in 1990 in India to develop marine, educational and Internet software. As well as its flagship ShipManager product, it is involved with  a wide range of software for crewing, flag state registry management, port security and port management, ship repair and construction yards and web-based training.

The company has about 200 developers based in India, with offices in Singapore (now the worldwide HQ), United States, UK, Greece, Cyprus, Thailand and the Philippines and is listed on the Mumbai and Chennai stock exchanges. It announced an IPO in February of this year in order to raise extra capital for marketing, software development and a global network of offices.

Teledata has been quietly developing one of the most comprehensive ranges of software in the business, and sees its position in the rapidly developing Indian IT market as a strong one. It has also worked closely with the Indian Navy and the Indian Coast Guard and has completed a project for the Indian Navy in the computerisation of its weapon equipment depots. 

This experience, with different vessels being manned by mariners of several nationalities, led to the design of the user interface such that all information is selected out of drop-down lists, reducing the impacts of language barriers. Another major advantage is that Teledata provides a pre-populated database of equipment, spare parts and maintenance procedures, gathered from the manufacturers, that considerably speeds up the implementation procedure.

ShipManager consists of eight interfaced modules that can be used together or purchased as stand-alone versions. These include planned maintenance (including inventory and spares management and condition monitoring), purchasing, fleet personnel, shipboard administration, ISM, ISPS, and accounting.

There are also modules for managing breakdown and repair, dry dock and a fleet management system for the office. These modules can be added individually and integrated with the entire system at any time, allowing for scaling up of the system with changing requirements.

One of Teledata’s most recent new customers is Entrust Maritime, a Greek shipping company that is using the planned maintenance, repair and dry dock modules to manage two vessels. It says it will use the software to save time and money on preparing the dry-dock repair specifications, as well as in planning and executing the repairs more efficiently.

Another addition is WW Overseas Shipmanagement based in Limassol, Cyprus, that is using the complete suite and hopes to enjoy significant benefits in the implementation of its ISM and ISPS compliance efforts. It has installed the software on five vessels, with help from the new Teledata agent in Cyprus, MIE Services, that recently joined the global network of offices and agents.  

Logimatic

Logimatic has been developing its maintenance and purchasing integrated solutions for the last 17 years in Denmark, and is now looking for a wider market. Although it has customers from industry, power plants, the educational sector, the military and service industries, it states that it is primarily dedicated to the maritime industry.
So far, it has mainly received a following in Denmark and Germany, and has worked with companies such as J. Lauritzen and Dannebrog Rederi and BR Marine to develop its recent ePOS purchasing solution. The system was one of the first to integrate with Shipserv’s TradeNet supplier network, and is currently in use on over 60 vessels. 

Its Logihold solution comprises purchasing (ePOS), PMS and office systems and each part can be used independently if desired.

A recent customer, SvitzerWijsmuller, headquartered in Copenhagen, is one of the world’s largest tugboat operators, operating a fleet of 240 sea-going units in 24 countries, and has been using ePOS since 2002 in its 25 independently operating purchasing offices. It was formed by the purchase of Dutch Wijsmuller by A/S Em. Z. Svitzer, part of the A. P. Møller Group, in 2001. 

Jesper A. Larsen, Purchasing Manager at SvitzerWijsmuller, comments on the success of the new software, “We moved from a situation in which orders were sometimes placed by phone to a local supplier direct from one of our ships to a system shared by offices in 24 countries. To save time and money and to create a better historical record, we wished to introduce a shared electronic purchasing system.”

“Another reason for choosing Logimatic’s purchasing system is that it can relatively easily interconnect all the various financial systems we are using. In the long run, the change to an automatic and electronic method of endorsing and settling accounts will save considerable time in the payment of bills,” he continues.

The system is open and transparent, allowing everyone in the company to track the progress of an order, something that was not possible before with SvitzerWijsmuller’s widely dispersed purchasing operation. The consolidation of purchasing also makes it easier to make deals with suppliers; an historic record of purchases and of prices  can be send to A. P. Møller’s common Group Procurement Co-ordination to be used in the negotiations of global contracts.

ePOS is also fully integrated with the Shipserv procurement network, which has recently peaked over 200,000 transactions a month; as Shipserv comments, this is even more than many commentators were predicting in 1999 at the height of the e-procurement boom. ePOS uses the ShipLink purchasing tool onboard the vessels, and users can also gain access to information about purchase orders through the Internet.  

For several years, five of SvitzerWijsmuller’s Danish vessels have been using another of Logimatic’s software products, Logihold PMS, a program for the planned maintenance of a vessel, and this can communicate with the purchasing system. From next year, six new vessels fitted from birth with the maintenance system will be delivered and SvitzerWijsmuller has an option on eight more of the same type.

Some modules in the PMS system are also web-enabled, allowing anyone with Internet access open, start, and close maintenance jobs without the Logihold software being installed. 

Logihold’s third and final module, Logihold OS (Office System) co-ordinates the various databases involved in the office and on the vessels and maintains a record of activity. Logihold has an export function so that data can be exchanged between different units. 

Another customer, TransMar Supply, was formed by the merger of two shipping company’s purchasing departments, German based Jüngerhans & Co., and Harren & Partner. It chose the Logimatic solution because the purchasing system could be implemented without prior installation of a planned maintenance system and because of its compatibility with Shipserv and the MTML language.

It also cited the speed of installation of the system, which was accomplished in two meetings at the office, and its low training requirements as major benefits. Logimatic claims that users usually only require an 8 hour training session to get to grips with the system.
Resurgence’s new Wave version

Resurgence’s Wave equipment analysis and maintenance planning software has achieved further success with the announcement that Vships is to integrate it with its own ShipSure planned maintenance system on a limited number of its technically managed vessels, in order to pilot the software.

Wave uses a range of statistical analysis tools to identify maintenance trends and to increase the safety and reliability of equipment while reducing maintenance costs. Maintenance spending is linked to the criticality of the equipment, and prioritized according to the impact on operations, resulting in less chance of failure and downtime.

Wave has recently been upgraded to Version 2003, Release 2 and  has several new functions, including two more statistical equipment performance indicators, a risk matrix that allows customers to define the risk each piece of equipment poses, and a tool for assessing chronic failures.

A key feature of Wave is its ability to compare equipment against industry benchmarks. The benchmarking indicators have been increased from one to seven allowing more detailed comparison of the same equipment across different fleets and different operation conditions. This makes it easier to predict failure and assist in identifying specific problems.

James Bremner, VP Business Development at Resurgence, comments, “Industry benchmarking is coming along.  Companies are very interested in it and we are currently accumulating data in the Wave master database. It is not commercially available yet.”

Wave has been involved since the outset with the very important effort of trying to convince shipping companies to share their equipment performance data.  “Only a handful of companies we have talked to have indicated a reluctance to share their data with the MDB.  The security and confidentiality of their data is a concern, but they see the benefits,” comments Mr. Bremner.

One of the new features, the risk matrix, is a tool for assessing the impact of failure of a piece of equipment. The various risks, safety, environment, mission criticality and financial are combined together with weightings determined by the user to give an overall risk coefficient.

This value can then be used to determine how the maintenance budget is allocated, with the most mission critical components receiving priority. Combined with other statistical performance indicators, such as the estimated time to failure, this is a powerful tool for optimising maintenance allocation and spending.

The new version also includes a standard Pareto Cost Analysis, giving the user the ability to view preventive maintenance, repairs and total maintenance cost drivers through the 80/20 Pareto distribution (80% of the spending goes on 20% of the equipment).  This further helps with prioritisation of resources through identification of the most problematic issues that need to be dealt with first.

Resurgence is also continuing its work on integrations with major maintenance packages, having already integrated with Maximo (market leader in industrial plant planned maintenance), Ulysses Systems’ Task Assistant and several in house systems.

AMOS installed on QM2

The AMOS application has not received much press in recent years, but a new installation on the biggest passenger vessel ever built, and recently launched AMOS pocket, for interfacing with a PDA, may spark renew interest.

AMOS is the most prolific maintenance and purchasing system, with around 7,000 installations worldwide, and this installation saw development of its largest ever  database to track all the technical and hotel vessel equipment, suppliers, manufacturers and spare parts.

The vessel installation is integrated with an office application that allows the QM2 to be operated as part of the overall Cunard fleet. According to Xantic, “This allows for a lower overall cost of ownership thanks to reduced maintenance costs, inventory order volume efficiency, reduced inventory requirements, ‘just in time’ delivery of goods (minimising warehouse costs) and cost savings in the purchasing and logistics processes.”

Cunard is also using Xantic's Hotel defects reporting system, part of the AVMS (Advance Vessel Management System) module, that allows problems onboard to be tracked. According to Steve Storey, Director Technical Operations of Cunard Line, this, “facilitates efficient management of our maintenance schedules and coordination of resources. The minimum disruption to our guests that results is paramount to our operation.”

AMOS Pocket is a tool designed for officers onboard to be able to access data while on the move, and to make entries straight into the system without relying on notes that have to be typed in later. It has four main modules: Requisition Work, Report Work, In/Out Of Stock and Inventory Control.

Xantic says it is very easy and quick to use, taking just ten seconds to switch on and be up and running. It claims that AMOS Pocket is likely to pay for itself in just four to eight months, through time savings and better accuracy of data. Synchronisation with the main database is achieved via the GSM/GPRS link or by docking the PDA at the office.
Shipnet

ShipNet is launching its full scale fleet management solution this year. It has been developing software solutions for the shipping industry for around 35 years and has over 300 installations.

ShipNet also has a long history of implementing and delivering procurement software fully integrated with all the ShipNet solutions (accounting, invoicing, operations and on board solutions), as well as integration to the major world wide e-commerce portals like ShipServ. 

ShipNet provides several solutions, which can run in a fully integrated environment or as standalone solutions. The fleet management solution covers the full range of functionality including procurement, accounting, occurrences, safety, equipment, manuals, documents and forms. This is divided into onboard and shore systems as appropriate.

The safety and ISM module handles non-conformance, with each vessel recording occurrences happening on board, in accordance with a company’s procedures. Each incident is distributed to shore personnel, who the handle and evaluate the company’s countermeasures.  

Existing manuals are converted into an electronic format, with structures supporting the requirements for handling and distribution. Manuals can be updated and distributed to individual vessels or across the fleet, and users can search entries on subject or keywords. 

ShipNet will host its 8th user conference this year in Geiranger on the west coast of Norway, 26 – 29 April. This will include interactive workshops, presentations and opportunities for discussions. 

According to the company, “All types of ShipNet users will have the possibility to learn more about their current ShipNet related work processes. Parts of the conference will also focus on the next generation of ShipNet software”
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Simplified voyage data recorders
Existing cargo vessels will likely be required to fit a simplified version of the VDR by 2007, but will the S-VDR meet all the needs of investigators?

The new requirements for a simplified VDR (S-VDR) will not be discussed again until May at IMOs MSC78 meeting, and understandably the manufacturers are waiting until the details have been ironed out before launching any final product. However, the S-VDR being a simplified version of the original specifications, there will be no need to design a completely new product.

According to the IMO, “The proposed draft regulation would require a VDR, which may be a simplified voyage data recorder (S-VDR), to be fitted to cargo ships above 3,000 gross tonnage. The proposed draft regulation would phase in the requirement for cargo ships over 20,000 gross tonnage first, possibly by 2007, to be followed by cargo ships above 3,000 gross tonnage, possibly by 2008.” 
The S-VDR is primarily a response to concern over the perceived cost of retrofitting a VDR on a non-passenger vessel. This was seen as a major burden, since much of the equipment on older vessels does not have the required serial port and would need special, expensive, custom built interfaces to connect it to the VDR.

This also proved to be problematic for many suppliers that did not have the expertise in-house to make these interfaces; the costs involved with sourcing them externally could dramatically reduce profits from an installation.

Essentially there is no difference in functionality between the two, the change being mainly the elimination of the requirement to record many of the types of data included in the original specification. This removes much of the need for the mentioned interfaces and thus reduces the time taken for installation.

A further benefit is that it is also now possible to record the output of the AIS as an alternative to interfacing directly with the radar. The AIS, being a fairly recent requirement, will have a suitable interface built-in. 

Another saving is achieved by simplifying the requirements for the final recording medium capsule, removing the penetration test which is the major cost driver of the housing. This makes the cost of the fixed (sink with the ship) and float free type final recording mediums (FRMs) much closer.
Cargo vessels cheaper anyway

However, as Ian Bowles at Rutter Technologies points out, the cost of a retrofit installation has been based on experience gained from the market up until now, which has been predominately for passenger vessels, “Far more interfaces were required for the many additional data sources that are not found on a cargo vessel and so it is easy to see how misleading this could be,” he comments.
One of the major cost drivers of a VDR is the installation, which may be around 25% of the overall expense. This is also likely to be more complicated on a passenger vessel, “The numerous fire doors, watertight doors and hull openings commonly associated with a passenger vessel meant even more interfaces and more importantly, many more labour hours,” explains Mr. Bowles.

The relaxing of requirements for the survivability of the FRM may also not reduce costs substantially. “It has also been misconceived that the Final Recording Medium is 50% of the cost of a VDR installation. Realistically, it is more like 20% and with volume over time, it should be in the region of 10%,” says Mr. Bowles.

So owners of cargo vessels should expect a large reduction in cost from the prices being charged to passenger vessels in any case. This makes the choice between VDR and S-VDR one not based entirely on cost, but also on the characteristics of the vessel and the preferences of the owner.

Many installations are likely to be hybrids, satisfying the S-VDR regulations but including some interfaces to additional sources of data, for example engine and rudder order and response, where this is practical and seen as enhancing the operation of the system.

It is also clear that the needs of investigators, and of the shipping company to protect itself in cases of litigation, are best met by a fully functional system that records all the data of a fully fledged VDR. According to Rutter, the cost of the additional interfaces could be less than 5% of the overall project, and therefore well worth the minor initial  investment.

Many owners are likely to realise that the benefits to the company in respect to obtaining useful evidence to support a legal case far outweigh these costs. In conclusion, the removal of the requirement for recording some additional data sources would only seem to encourage lower standards, for a marginal cost saving.
Recovering the data
The choice of FRM is also not an easy one. While it is generally assumed that most accidents are likely not to result in the sinking of the vessel immediately, it is the fixed capsule that offers the higher chance of final recovery of the data. It is also probably true that if the ship sinks the data will be more valuable, both to determine the causes of the accident and to apportion blame in cases of litigation.

Both types of FRM can easily be removed from the vessel in the event it does not sink quickly, and although the fixed type is rather heavier, it is still easily carried by one person. It is also the fixed capsule that is more likely to survive any adverse conditions onboard, such as fire or explosion, while the float free may more easily be destroyed.

The float free option meanwhile is much easier and cheaper to recover if the ship does sink, and it may in the future be possible to combine it with the EPIRB, since the specifications are very similar, with potential cost savings. However, there is the chance that the data may ultimately be lost, since the priority in any accident will be to save lives, and the positioning beacon need only last for 48 hours, which may be not long enough to find it.

In all cases, the fixed option offers a higher safety margin, and since the only purpose of a VDR is the recovery of the data in disastrous circumstances, it is surprising that the float free version survives at all. With the initial cost difference now not a large consideration, it is only the recoverability cost that need be considered. Compared to the potential cost of litigation, this may also be seen as negligible.

The market today

Although some extensions have been given for vessels unable to meet the January 1 deadline, and the retrofit market is still continuing due to vessels that have been out of service until now, the peak demand for VDRs has obviously now passed.

Manufacturers are stating a high demand at the beginning of last year, rising steadily up until just before the deadline, with prices remaining constant. However, some owners that chose to wait until the last minute have ended up paying a premium to get the equipment installed in time.

With the requirements for cargo vessels some time away, the VDR market is likely to be a slow one for some time ahead. Nevertheless, there is a huge potential demand, and it is as ever in the interest of owners to arrange for an installation sooner rather than later, so as not to find that at the last minute stocks have almost run out and there is no-one with time to fit the equipment.
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