TITLE The human element

DECKHEAD The seafarer and his relationship with new technology took centre stage at this year’s Communications and IT in Shipping conference

If this year’s Communications and IT in Shipping (CITIS) conference could be said to have had a theme, it would be ‘the impact of technology on the seafarer’. The issue of seafarers’ welfare has been very much to the fore in recent months, with a particular focus on the availability of social calling and the manner in which technology has changed the seafarer’s job, and during this particular conference, technology providers, shipmanagers and IT managers alike all placed the focus squarely on the seafarer.

CROSSHEAD 2011: A Sea Odyssey

Over the last decade, ships have grown in size as the crews that man them have shrunk, but this cannot go on indefinitely. There are some who dream of the unmanned vessel, but the fact is that the human element will always be an indispensable part of ship operations. 


Dwight Howse of the Canadian Centre for Marine Communications (CCMC) invited the audience to imagine a cruise ship voyage as it might take place in the year 2011, equipped with all the gadgets and doodads that advocates of the unmanned ship like to talk about, yet carrying a crew of 1100 seafarers! 


Howse played the part of the vessel’s captain while a soothing female voice issued from the speakers above his head describing weather conditions, universal automatic identification system (UAIS) read-outs and location and heading.

Howse’s captain of the future also sat in on a shore-based classroom full of maritime students via a video-conferencing link, ‘met’ with his chief engineer over an intercom link to plan the vessel’s next tele-maintenance session and ‘saw’ the relative positions of other ships and objects and even a map of the ocean floor underneath his ship thanks to a pair of virtual reality glasses. 

While all of this sounds rather far-fetched at the moment, Howse was quick to point out that much of the required technology is already available. It’s just not viable yet, because a lot of it requires ready access to low cost, high bandwidth communications. 

The other interesting aspect of Howse’s scenario was that it placed control of the vessel firmly in the hands of her master and crew, rather than subjugating it to shore-based control. 

CROSSHEAD PONL gets it right

Stephen Barraclough, IT Account Manager of P&O Nedlloyd’s (PONL) fleet management division, brought us back to the year 2001 with some sound advice on IT implementation. Don’t upgrade software or hardware just for the sake of it; try to avoid customising software; don’t expect people to take on IT projects in their spare time; and find a way to eradicate data re-entry on board vessels, he said. Remember that “it’s the business that drives the company, not IT”, and above all, do not lose the seafarers’ confidence. 


A key part of implementing any new system, said Barraclough, is ‘selling’ it to the seafarers and getting them involved in the process. PONL’s ongoing implementation of Danaos’ fleet management system (FMS) provides a prime example of how to do just that. According to Barraclough, a number of sea staff were brought ashore, some for as long as two years, in order to help with the project. 

In general, he says, PONL tries to ensure that all of its chief engineers and captains visit the office at least once a year, so that the shore-based management can hear their concerns and receive their feedback. “We second people from the coal face,” says Barraclough, “and their knowledge is used to design new applications. They report back to the vessels to gain support on the ships. It’s about rotating people in and out.”

The Danaos FMS system has been tested on four vessels so far. The first trial began in mid-February on board the Stuyvesant, a 6700-TEU vessel, followed by the America, the Providence Bay and a new vessel, the Shackleton. According to Barraclough, a dedicated FMS trainer spends four weeks on board each vessel, sitting down with the ships’ crew, training them to use the system and getting their feedback. The trainer sends evaluations back to the shore office on a daily basis, and when the trial period is over, the trainer, plus a representative from Danaos, the project manager and various other parties will meet to process the crew’s feedback. 

Then the job of rolling out the application to the rest of PONL’s 65 vessels will begin in earnest. Barraclough expects this process to begin by May at the latest, and then the company will shoot for an ambitious target of two vessels per week, until all of them are done. The process should be completed mid-Q4.

While it is evident that PONL is forward-thinking and proactive when it comes to IT, it is equally clear that the success of its IT programme stems in large part from its inclusion of the company’s sea-going staff. Its entire IT implementation strategy is built around the shipboard users, around their involvement and the care taken to ensure that their confidence is maintained. 

This is IT implementation at its best.

CROSSHEAD What do mariners think of AIS?

Who better to present the perspective of seafarers than someone who moulds the seafarers of the future in the classroom? 

Chris Haughton of the Blackpool and the Fylde College (B&FC) talked about AIS training. Following a disaster in the UK, said Haughton, the first question asked is, where did you get your training? It is therefore imperative that seafarers are trained in the use of AIS, now that IMO has dictated carriage requirements for the equipment. 

Much of B&FC’s efforts are going towards training in AIS, covering the use of radios, transponders and information displays. But training, in general, said Haughton, is difficult, because it can usually only be achieved during shore leave, which many seafarers are understandably loathe to give up. 

Aside from the issue of training is the uphill battle of convincing seafarers that AIS is actually a good idea, said Haughton.

Bill Sandford of the Royal Institute of Navigation (RIN) picked up where Haughton left off. According to Sandford, RIN attempted to allay resistance to AIS by organising a series of discussions with over 300 mariners, all of which had more than five years of bridge experience, and conducted a survey of their views. The results showed that the mariners displayed a preference for graphic displays over the alphanumeric ones previously used; radar displays over ECDIS; automatic inputs of status; the requirement that all vessels be fitted with AIS, including leisure craft; and the addition of inputs from aids to navigation and meteorological and sea information. 


Sandford suggested that the maritime industry should look to the aviation industry as an example of how to design a user-friendly AIS system. Aviation’s AIS equivalent uses data fusion – the overlaying of weather information in relation to position - clear displays and clear, harmonised symbology. 


AIS, said Sandford, is primarily being driven by the equipment manufacturers and harbour masters. Ferry drivers need it the most, he said, but the mariners themselves remain opposed. 


However, he said, “larger vessels will need to see the benefits in order to make the sea a safer place”.

CROSSHEAD A call for crew communications

Social calling for seafarers is a hot topic at the moment. Either advocates for the welfare of seafarers have become louder in recent years, or satellite communications technology has advanced to the point where it is imminently feasible to give crew cheap(er), easy-to-use communications. Or both. 


David Patraiko of the Nautical Institute hit the nail on the head when he said, “This is not an IT issue; this is a communications issue.”


“It takes a certain kind of person to go to sea, to be incommunicado, and this has shaped the business practices and the nature of the industry,” he observed. “This is all changing now. Satellite and crew communications may be even bigger than the sail-to-steam transition. The new, young seafarers demand and expect communications.


“All of this, we are told, will come when communications costs come down.”


Ken Peters, chaplain of the Mission to Seamen, put it more bluntly: “Crew must be well trained and happy in order to do their jobs well. The ability of seafarers to communicate means a safer vessel. We must boost morale, and the master must be disengaged from the management of crew calling.”


Peters followed this statement by challenging the two shipmanagers sitting on the panel, Dave Martin of V Ships and Adonis Violaris of Hanseatic Shipping, to initiate a pilot programme to provide social calling to seafarers. Both backed away from the proposition, with Martin pointing out that shipmanagers are largely strapped because they are contracted to provide a service at a fixed price. Ultimately, the decision to provide a crew with easy access to cheap satellite communications lies with the shipowner, who must decide whether or not he wants the burden of administrating the calls or alternatively, paying for a stand-alone system dedicated to crew calls. 


Violaris claimed that Hanseatic had actually fitted mini-Ms onboard some of its vessels specifically for the crew, who opted to wait until the vessel reached coastal waters so that they could use their GSM telephones instead because the mini-M rates were so high in comparison. He also expressed concern about the administrative burden on the ship’s master. “We cannot force the master to be the captain of the vessel as well as the secretary of the vessel,” he said.


In addition, said Martin, “there is still a great concern about using GMDSS equipment for personal communications”. 


Patraiko pointed out that shipowners would not invest in communications systems unless they could see some tangible saving. In response, Martin suggested that a link could possibly be made between crew loyalty and safety in order to give shipowners an incentive to provide their crews with access to personal communications. V Ships, said Martin, polls its crew pools in order to assess continuity and return rates. A poor return rate might, said Martin, incentivise a shipowner to spend a little money to keep good crewmembers. 


What with all of this debate, it should be remembered that a number of stand-alone systems designed specifically with seafarers in mind do actually exist. It’s just that they still cost a lot. GN Comtext, for example, provides a separate PC and ‘mini-C’ terminal which allows seafarers to conduct their communications in a more private area, away from the bridge and the watchful eye of the master. Globe Wireless, meanwhile, provides a stand-alone ‘kiosk’ consisting of a PC with special communications software, which keeps the cost of crew calls down by sending the majority of e-mails via HF rather than satellite. Both operate on the basis of prepaid cards. 


At approximately $3500 per installation, the cost of GN Comtext’s system is proving to be prohibitive. As a result, says Trevor Whitworth of GN Comtext, the company has come up with a leasing arrangement that would see a shipowner paying $150 per terminal per ship over three years. 


Surely this isn’t much to ask if it means happier crew and a safer vessel.

CROSSHEAD Is GMDSS a mess?

Since the deadline for GMDSS implementation passed in date, reports of false distress calls have been rife and the death of the radio officer (RO) has been widely mourned. Is GMDSS a mess?


Frank Coles, managing director of Globe Wireless, declared in his usual straight-forward manner that “GMDSS is a complete and utter disaster”. Furthermore, he said, GMDSS is “a prime example of a badly designed, under-speced system dictated by the electronics companies” and that the maritime industry is heading for the same exact scenario with voyage data recorders (VDRs). 


Ruud Engelberts of Xantic (formerly Station 12 and SpecTec), pointed out that GMDSS was devised in the late 70s, before satellite communications had become what they are now. It is now time, he suggested, for a revision.


Peter Goldsmith, formerly of GN Comtext, highlighted the human element. “Two weeks of training to learn how to send a distress message?” he asked incredulously. “This is crazy.”


John Gorman-Charlton of the Nautical Institute concurred and also posited that, should GMDSS be revised, safety and daily communications should be combined so that seafarers actually have a chance to become familiar with the equipment they are using. In addition, he said, the propensity for false distress calls has diminished the efficacy of rescue operations. “Before GMDSS, the coast guard would automatically launch a helicopter when it received a radio distress call; now when the coast guard gets a message, they look at it to see what’s wrong with it, to find out whether or not it is a false call, instead of automatically launching the helicopter. I’m sure that life has been lost as a result of this.”

CROSSHEAD An alternative to Inmarsat?

Should IMO undertake a revision of GMDSS, would it preserve Inmarsat’s exclusive remit to provide safety communications, or would it throw open the doors to let another satellite operator in? ICO is hoping that it will. 


After a rather rocky history – birth at Inmarsat itself, a seeming death when it filed for Chapter 11 and finally rebirth as ICO-Teledesic – ICO is scheduled for commercial launch in 2004. 


The company is proposing a 56 kbit/s service to rival Inmarsat’s B service, which can offer data rates of up to 64 kbits/s. According to Qiaogen Shan of ICO, the company intends to offer a competitive service for one-tenth the cost in terms of hardware – approximately $2500 per terminal, as opposed to the $25,000 an Inm-B terminal costs – and competitive tariffs, perhaps in the region of $1.00 per minute. 


According to Shan, ICO is actively seeking GMDSS certification. While GMDSS has its merits, he says, the next generation of equipment needs to reflect the original concept of using one terminal for both daily and safety communications, and seafarers should be able to use it after minimal training.  

CROSSHEAD The biggest management company in the world

V Ships is, by necessity, an IT-savvy company. Its recent takeover of Acomarit means that it now has offices in 58 different locations around the world and manages over 600 vessels. Its sheer size dictates the need for a cohesive, integrated network of IT systems. However, said Dave Martin, IT should only be applied where it enables the business, which at the end of the day means providing high quality services to principals.


There are several good reasons for integration, said Martin. A wide variety of tonnages, locations and clients, for a start, as well as V Ships’ own intricate corporate structure. Integrated systems, said Martin, allow V Ships to “follow the sun”, with information flowing from office to office. They also help to reduce data entry and errors, as well as aid cohesive reporting. 


And coming back to seafarers again, he pointed out that good IT systems aid crew, leading to satisfaction and crew retention. Involving the crew, he said, is essential, echoing Stephen Barraclough from PONL. 


Integrated systems also enable effective risk management in all of its many forms: safety/life, environmental, commercial and financial, said Martin. They also aid the company in consolidating data, particularly for class survey updates, which is essential as V Ships uses eight different class societies across its managed fleet. 


Speedy financial reporting and creating customised reports for clients become much easier. Martin said that V Ships is now providing monthly and quarterly reports to clients over the internet. The link to clients is the key – not only do they want the information, but now they want it reported directly into their own integrated systems.
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