OPINION


Small craft should have AIS

By Ben English, Xanatos in Vancouver

BODY

Just how safe will AIS make our waters?  

In recent tests done in British Columbia, Canada conducted with the assistance of several Cruise Ships utilizing Class “A” transponders, it was well accepted that the information being received was wonderful.  

Data that had never been available to the bridge team before was being presented to them.

The problem was that they could not rely on the AIS to avoid collision with smaller vessels. 

As was pointed out time and time again, Cruise Ships do not collide with Cruise Ships.  The incident rate for Cruise Ships colliding with other SOLAS vessels is extremely low.

With the intricate coast lines of the world having inlets, islands and other natural and man made obstacles it is a wonder that there are not more incidents.  If not for the skill of the pilots and the bridge crew, it would likely be significantly higher.

We all know that IMO has mandated AIS carriage requirement for SOLAS vessels but almost every single state country is lagging far behind in their legislation to put transponders on board smaller vessels. 

Some of the reasons for this are because most nations simply do not understand what the benefits are.  Some do not understand how this valuable tool can be used in National Security, or for improving the VTS operations.  Some, if not most, are waiting for everything to be in place before reacting.

There is no reason why other compatible technology could not be introduced which would make an affordable solution for smaller vessels.   This technology could fit within the AIS Class “A” world without hindering the operation of the network at all.

The biggest stumbling block seems to be a patent being held which is keeping the rest of the world at bay from coming up with the solution that will truly make our waters safe. 

This is very unfortunate because as almost all SOLAS captains will tell you, it is the smaller vessels they are most concerned about.

Recently, there has been some significant research done by a US based company that would allow the class “B” world to very comfortably, and very patiently work within the class “A” world.  

The technology knows that it must sit back and wait for a time where there is sufficient band width to transmit their messages and then does so on the AIS Channel 1 or 2 in a very polite manner.

This technology is interesting because of it’s low power consumption and inherent networking capability which can be used to establish a low cost, and easy to maintain coastal network.  

The class “B” technology that is available represents a significant jump forward if the marine world will allow it. 

This would start by State Governments actually doing something that will promote safety at sea using technology that is here and available.  History shows that most of the state governments are too slow to react, have no time to inquiry about what is happening and normally react years too late. 

 For a change, it would be refreshing to see the world’s governments be pro-active and embrace the opportunity to show that they are truly interested in making the waters safe.

In the next two to three months more class “B” systems will become available.  This will give us an unprecedented opportunity to ensure fewer lives would be lost.  It will give our Navies and Coast Guards the tools in which to carry out Search and Rescue missions with far greater success than is happening now.  

All we need to do is to see that there is a transitional period, well managed, and having it fit comfortably within the Class “A” world.

The price range for the Class “B” is targeted low enough so that it will have a much smaller financial impact on the small operator.  

The price tag is not nearly as much as the Class “A” systems would be.  In fact, in discussions with some tug and tow operators that have participated in our trials, they all see the great potential for safety. 

This is particularly true if a  pc or laptop would come bundled with it that has a basic charting software included that would be designed specifically for AIS.

This in turn allows the big guys to see the small guys, the small guys to see other small guys as well as the big guys.

There are many other opportunities for a class “B” transponder.  This is particularly true if it is outfitted with an extra transmit / receive channel that is completely separate.  This could be used for emails, transferring shopping lists, getting instructions from corporate office and many other useful things.

We have the chance right now to positively impact the safety of our waterways.  The worn out excuse of channel conflict (how many harbors have you seen with over 700 ships running at top speeds?) is one of the problems.  It is an easy argument for people to hide behind so that they do not have to put into practice this affordable and significant tool.

The time is right now to move forward.

