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AIS – are ships fitting them? 

DECK

As the first carriage requirement for AIS (passenger vessels and tankers) passes, Digital Ship spoke to the manufacturers about the current pricing level for AIS equipment, and also the Panama Canal, which has required AIS since April last year
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Caption: Monitoring vessels through the Panama Canal. All vessels through the Canal must have an AIS onboard
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Caption: The Panama Canal 

BODY 
According to Anders Bergstrom, sales director of AIS manufacturer SAAB TransponderTech, the prices of AIS are now stablising at Euro 4650. 

The company recently took an order from 126 units from a shipping company in Asia, and altogether has sold over 4,000 units, which equates, the company believes, to a 30-40 per cent market share.

The company notes that the proportion of ships emitting AIS data in Sweden, the only country in the world with full coastal AIS coverage, is in line with the amount of ships which should have been fitted with AIS systems (ie about 1/3rd of the total fleet). 

There are currently over 350 vessels fitted with AIS daily on the Swedish network. 

Saab believes that it is the only manufacturer which produces equipment which runs on 1 Watt. This is crucial, because there is a legal requirement for certain tankers that they are only allowed to use equipment which runs of the 1 Watt power output on radio equipment, during loading and unloading. 

SUBHEAD

Kongsberg Norcontrol

Kongsberg Norcontrol reports that as of July 1st this year, 1400 Seatex AIS mobile stations had been ordered, 500 of which had already been delivered by Kongsberg Seatex. One Kongsberg Seatex costs NOK 49,500 (Eur 5,934) with discounts for quantity. 

Tony Haugen, sales manager for systems at Kongsberg, notes that there have been problems with some of the installations, which are normally organised by the shipowners, rather than the manufacturer. 

“We will see bad installations -  until the competent authorities responds to them,” he says. This is currently a subject of discussions in IALA.
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JRC America

JRC has delivered 3,000 units worldwide as of June 2003, with back orders for around the same number of units. The list price is $7995 (Euro 7,130), which includes AIS display, transponder with 1m whip VHF antenna, junction box, connection box, power cables and control cable. 

JRC notes that there are still uncompliant vessels on the oceans. “As with GMDSS installations, there will be people who believe the rules do not apply to them and there are those who will wait until the ship is held at the dock or the threat of fines forces them to purchase the system,” says Patricia Barker of JRC America. 

“ There is also much miss-information and confusion about "who" needs to be compliant.”

SUBHEAD

STN Atlas
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CAPTION The Debeg display control unit

STN Atlas has fitted around 800 systems to far, including for NSB’s worldwide fleet of 77 container vessels, most of which also of STN Atlas bridges. 

It is fitting Debeg 3400 systems to major cruise ships including those of Carnival Cruise Lines, Celebrity Cruise Lines, Norwegian Cruise Line (NCL), Holland America Line, and P&O Princess Cruises

The AIS system built by STN atlas has been type approved for GPS operation by the German Maritime and Hydrographic Agency (BSH) so it can be connected to all standard navigation equipment for provision of 12-channel Differential GPS data at no additional cost.


If can automatically accept DGPS correction data by VHF, and so fulfils the requirements for a redundant GPS facility. 

The company comments that it regards AIS as an information providing system to support navigation and surveillance operations, not a navigation aid. 
 
”As far as we can judge at the moment - and discounting impending fitment/commissioning of systems - there is still a significant number of vessels which will require units,” the company says. 

SUBHEAD

Panama Canal 
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Caption: Henry Stec, manager of the electronics and telecommunications divisions at the Panama Canal
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The Panama Canal has been tracking its own vessels using AIS since 1998 and found it very useful, so it became a requirement for all ships going through the canal since middle of last year.

Henry Stec, manager of the electronics and telecommunications divisions at the Panama Canal, says that experiences with the system so far have been good. 

Over the past 12 months, the canal’s safety record has improved, he says. “We've had fewer accidents than ever before, we think this is one of the factors that contributed to this,” he says. 

Shore personnel have an accurate map at any time of where all the vessels are, so they can plan their activities and make sure staff and boats are in the right places as required, without extensive radio voice communication. This is particularly helpful at times of reduced visibility. 

Pilots and other mobile staff can continually access the data because it is broadcast on a radio data network (wi-fi) and they can see it on their laptop computers. 
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Problems

The main problem has been ships fitted with older AIS systems, which don’t recognise the DGPS (differential GPS) data which the Panama Canal transmits. 

The DGPS data is transmitted both within the AIS system itself, and also separately through a beacon system. 

“In the canal its important they do have differential accuracy the spaces are tight,” Mr Stec comments. “Some of these ships only have 2m clearance on either side of the ship.”

All equipment which is type approved, such as by BSH, must be able to understand DGPS data. “We think this is just a temporary situation that can be corrected,” says Mr Stec. 

Other problems are with the systems installation. “We’re also finding a lot of these systems have not been programmed properly. They have incorrect ships direction, they're missing the ship's name,” he says. 

“We've seen a few where the gyro is not connected to the AIS, or it’s not connected properly, so the system is not reporting heading.” 
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The data communications setup

The shipboard AIS systems are used to transmit data only. The signals from all the AIS stations are received at a single AIS base station half way along the canal (its total length is 80km). 

There are 5 reserve AIS base stations, which also enable the range to be extended to communicate with vessels in the open ocean. 

The data is then rebroadcast on a wireless radio data network. All ships in the canal have pilots with laptop computers, who can receive the radio data and see a display showing the location of all vessels on the canal.

The data is useful to many different activities in the canal, because all organisations involved in the transfer of vessels know exactly what is coming and can prepare for it. 

Personnel in boats and locks can also pick up the data on the wi-fi network, and the data is also made available to canal personnel, on a intranet-type system. It is not currently made available publicly on the internet.

They can also access weather information on the wi-fi system at the same time. 
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Portable or fixed?

The Canal has been renting portable AIS systems to ships which did not have them fitted at $150 a transit. 

The mobile AIS units have proven rather troublesome, with a large amount of maintenance required. By fitting them directly on the ships it is more reliable. 

Also, having an AIS unit integrated into the bridge means it can transmit data directly out of the bridge, such as the ship’s report heading, rather than just the course over ground calculated by its internal GPS.

It is also more reliable and removes the burden on the pilot to install the equipment every time. 

Mr Stec notes that the majority of ships still don’t have AIS installed and are renting units, although the number of ships with AIS installed is increasing. 

Although only DGPS data is currently broadcast to ships on the AIS system, there are plans to also send meterological data, such as wind and visibility information out to ships over the AIS. 

