Clear vision at Litton

With a number of strategic alliances and strategic business units recently established, Litton Marine Systems, of the USA, sees itself as a system integrator. Two of president Dr Clark Graham's most important priorities for the company this year are to continue measurable improvements in quality and on-time performance, and an accelerated move into e-commerce. His vision is to shape Litton Marine Systems into a global enterprise providing seamless customer service throughout the world.

According to David Wilson, Litton Marine System's marketing manager, the company will undertake to put together a range of different systems to build a complete ship's bridge. Although the company manufactures some of the components, it uses equipment from other manufacturers, which enable sit o make sure the components in the system are the best available on the market.

The company is able to save shipping companies from compatibility problems, because it makes sure all the different components work reliably together before fitting them on a vessel. It has some 380 service depots around the world to call on if there is a problem, and the company has built up extensive knowledge about what will and will not work.

Litton Marine Systems was established in the late 1990s through a series of acquisitions by Litton Industries Inc. In May 1996, Litton purchased Sperry Marine Inc, of the USA, a well-known supplier of marine electronic systems. The following year, the Racal-Decca marine business unit, of the UK, a leading manufacturer of marine radars, was acquired from Racal Electronics plc. These two companies were combined with another Litton outfit, C. Plath, of Hamburg, Germany, to form one organisation focused on the worldwide marine electronics industry under the Litton Marine Systems banner.

Recognising the inherent strength in the three brands, Litton decided to retain the well-known names of Sperry, Decca and C. Plath, while building a unified engineering, manufacturing, sales and service organisation internationally. Sperry was founded in 1910, and Decca Marine in 1946. C. Plath's history dates back to 1837, and although there is considerable equity in these highly respected and historic brand names, Litton expects to build on their excellent reputations. Although there is some overlap, each of the three groups offers individual products and technologies that are complementary and synergistic.

Among the major areas of concentration for the company are integrated bridge systems, including ECDIS, marine radars, machine automation and control, marine information technology, including voyage data recorders (VDR) and night vision technology, including image intensification and infrared. Indeed the company is moving aggressively into this last market and is planning to launch its product at the SMM 2000 exhibition in Hamburg, Germany, next month.

Voyage Data Recorders

The company's approach is to promote the use of VDRs as a day-to-day tool and not just for keeping a recording for use after an incident. "It captures huge amounts of data, says Wilson. "Once captured, this data can be put to many different uses.

"The data can be used by people ashore, so they can make operating decisions for the ship. They can have a far better idea about how the ship is operating and the state of the machinery. They can plan far more sensibly."

Wilson believes that in particular, the data can be used to improve maintenance planning. "Ship operators can plan maintenance far more effectively and can avoid doing unnecessary maintenance," he says.

Litton has put a great deal of research into how the VDR should interface with the bridge system. Wilson says; "We have adapted a new technique for gathering data. We have a special sensor interface, which is unique in the industry. It can take data from a range of different inputs." The company also is looking at ways bridge systems on older vessels, which may not necessarily have connection sockets for VDRs, can be wired into them. This will avoid the need for the company to purchase an entirely new system.

The VDR is one of the first products to emerge from the company's expansion of its marine IT strategic business unit. The company says that the connection between VDR and IT is not accidental, but reflects Litton's belief that the VDR should be tied into a ship operator's overall IT network. The data being generated by the ship's sensors and stored in the VDR can be accessed from shore through satcoms to enhance criteria such as condition monitoring, planned maintenance and optimum routing.

The IT unit also will be assessing many different fields, including writing engineering and maintenance software and trend analysis. An initial project is to improve the Litton website. Until now, the website has mainly been developed in a compartmentalised way. But Litton says, with different divisions building their own sections, this fragmentation has limited its efficiency. The website will be revamped to make it easier to use, with e-commerce capabilities to link buyers with Litton's suppliers.

New initiative

A major new initiative for Litton is in night vision, resulting from a strategic alliance with Vistar, which is reckoned to be the technology leader in the field. Litton will be offering a full array of image intensification and infrared night vision devices, in anticipation of IMO carriage requirements for high-speed craft. Under the terms of the agreement, Litton and Vistar will establish a centre of excellence for marine night vision technology, where the two companies will jointly develop future technologies and market each other's respective products.

Among the broad range of products available are infrared cameras, which display objects in line of site emitting heat, and image intensification systems, cameras working together with powerful lights, which make it easier for the vessel's officers and crew to see in the dark. The night vision systems have many different applications. They can be used to find somebody who has fallen overboard during the night, something, which can be extremely difficult to do with conventional lighting. They can be used to spot pirate ships, which may be set up to avoid detection by radar, and they can be used by law enforcement vessels or paramilitary craft.

Dr Graham said; "The alliance with Vistar will enhance our ability to offer total solutions to our customers in the military and commercial marine markets. This agreement is in line with our goal of being a 'one source' provider of integrated navigation, communication, information, ship control and machinery automation systems."

Vistar has over 100 systems in service throughout the world on a variety of platforms, including fast ferries and military patrol boats. Systems are being developed for specialised applications such as vessel traffic systems (VTS), marine surveillance, luxury yachts and professional workboats.

Major growth engine

Another recent significant development for Litton was the creation earlier this year of a new strategic business unit for machine control and automation, which is expected to be a major growth engine for the company. "We believe that the market for highly integrated shipboard systems that allow ship owners and operators to manage their fleets more efficiently will grow substantially in the next few years," explained Dr Graham. "We expect this new area to become one of the key growth sectors for our business.

"The increased focus on shipboard automation and condition-based maintenance systems will again broaden our ability to provide total integrated solutions for both shipbuilders and ship owners."

Director of the new business unit is Patrick Enright Jr, who is no stranger to the field of automation. Prior to joining Litton, he had been head of the automation department at Newport News Shipbuilding, where he oversaw a major effort to integrate shipboard interior and exterior communications, machinery control and navigation ship control over an ATM switched network for US Navy nuclear-powered aircraft carriers. 

Currently, Litton is expanding and building on its well-known current-generation ISIS-2500 family of alarm monitoring and conditioning assessment systems. There have been a number of notable successes for this product, which recently was selected by the UK for retrofit on an Royal Fleet Auxiliary (RFA) auxiliary supply ship.

Flat-panel enthusiasm

One area Litton is extremely enthusiastic about is that of flat-screen technology, which can be used for radar displays. While the legislative process is in place for the screens to be type approved for use displaying electronic charts, the company recently announced the introduction of a new series of type approved BridgeMaster E marine radars featuring plat-screen displays. "The new BridgeMaster E259 radars are the first flat-screen models to be approved under the IMO requirements for conventional and high-speed craft, according to Dr Graham.

The flat-panel display modules are 4.5 inches (11.5cm) thick and are designed to provide wide viewing angles and a bright clear picture in both direct sunlight and at night as a result of the ability to dim the display almost to extinction. The active matrix 20.1-inch LCD provides 1,280 by 1,024 resolution and an EMI protective shield prevents interference with other nearby electronics. The units meet the environmental specifications of IEC 60945.

The thin-screen BridgeMaster E radars will be offered in a "kit" form for easy retrofit and the electronic components can be remotely mounted beneath the console or in an electronics compartment, with only the display console and operator controls visible. The user can choose joystick, trackball or keyboard controls and a serial-data link is used to connect the display and transceiver, reducing cable requirements and installation costs. "The new flat-panel radars will be of particular value for high-speed craft and smaller vessels such as fast patrol boats, where size and weight are significant factors," said Dr Graham.

Litton's core integrated bridge system (IBS) business remains strong, with a number of notable recent major contracts, including the retrofit of RCI's entire fleet of cruise ships and a deal to fit IBS on all RCI newbuildings. The system designed for Voyager of the Seas is a good example, with built-in redundancies for all key systems. Litton also has recently introduced a new ECDIS software package, which can be installed on a user's PC providing ECDIS functionality for non-compliant ships.

The gyrofin stabiliser business recently has undergone resurgence. Manufactured for Litton in Japan, these products have secured several major contracts, while the Fibre Optic Gyro (FOG) technology developed by C. Plath has had several notable success stories this year. These include a major order for 12 systems for the Portuguese customs vessels. Litton also offers a full array of autopilots and a new systems is to be unveiled at the forthcoming SMM 000 exhibition in Germany.

A recent prestigious installation for C. Plath was P&O's latest cruise ship, Aurora, which was fitted with a Navigat 2100 fibre optic gyrocompass, Navigat X Mk I gyrocompass, magnetic compass, Navitwin III compass monitor and control, Navipilot AD II adaptive autopilot and the ship's main steering system. The complex dual-rudder steering system, which included both non-follow-up and electric shaft steering, involved installation, commissioning, service and training work.

Litton's group in the Netherlands is responsible for vessel traffic systems (VTS) and river radars. The Company recently received orders for VTS installations at the Vlissingen seaport and on the Utrecht locks. A comprehensive package of type-approved river bridge systems was introduced last year under the MasterLine brand name.

Clearly, one of Litton's major goals is to be considered a "one source" provider of complete, comprehensive ship packages of navigation, control and communications systems. A good example of the company's overall capabilities are the two new P&O Ship Management Irish ferries, which are being built at the Mitsubishi Heavy Industries yard in Shimonoseki, Japan for delivery in the middle of this year and early 2001. The contract includes options for two additional ships. Equipment to be supplied by Litton includes a complete IBS; a comprehensive machinery monitoring, alarm and control system; and Gyrofin stabilisers.

The IBS will include a voyage management system with dual ECDIS/conning displays, fibre optic gyrocompass, dual GPS receivers, adaptive autopilot with steering control, interswitched BridgeMaster E 340 ARPA radars and 250 docking radar, echosounder and speed log, as well as a complete weather station. The ISIS 2500 alarm, monitoring and control system wil include a serial data interface with the Wartsila local control system for the ships' main engines, as well as some 700 channels for monitoring generators, auxiliaries, fire systems, bilges, tanks and other shipboard equipment. The Gyrofin stabiliser systems will be the first to use new-generation digital control technology developed by Litton's Sperry Marine division.

The consolidation of Sperry, Decca and C. Plath under the Litton banner has created a world wide single-source provider of marine navigation, communications and information products, systems and services. The challenge for the 21st century is to fuse these elements into a global enterprise, harnessing the power of modern e-commerce and information technology to form a responsive, customer-oriented organisation.

