CBT@Sea : the far future or reality today?

Computer-based training (CBT) is starting to take off for the maritime industry. There is a multitude of choice, from electronic questionnaires to 3D simulation. But will merchant ships become floating classrooms?

The opinions at this year’s CBT@Sea conference, organised by the Nautical Institute, were certainly divided. To call the attitude of the shipping industry towards the current offerings in CBT overly positive and keen would be a blatant lie. Yet, the presentations and debates during the two days of the conference, on November 7-8, 2001 in London, were carrying one clear message: there is hope yet.

Inmarsat Professor Peter Muirhead of the World Maritime University in Sweden, says, “Computers and computing are the catalyst behind many changes affecting maritime industry operations. At sea, the modern ship today is a floating computer centre.”

Setting the scene for later discussions amongs delegates and speakers of the conference, he also raises a couple of essential questions: “What computing skills are required by those onboard (and ashore) to meet this challenge of change? Do existing seafarers have the necessary skills today? If not, can training be carried out onboard the ships?”

In terms of his last question he acknowledges that “communication links to and from ships at sea are dependent upon satellite systems for coverage of the ship to shore leg. Can ships expect to have access to internet, e-mail and streaming video links anywhere, anytime in the future?”

At the moment, this would be incredibly expensive luxury, but it can be hoped for that future offerings by the communications providers enable the use of interactive, web-based training material onboard. After all, there have been developments that aim to bring the world wide web onboard (see Inmarsat fleet with its mobile packet data service or VSAT on demand as introduced) by Stratos. 

Yet, two major concerns remain. Do seafarers have enough time and motivation to do their training onboard? Who will provide the right technology and educational content for training applications?

To get a solution that fits the industry, collaborations are needed. Examples of this are the initiatives of Simulation Training Assessment and Research (STAR) Center and Lockheed Martin or the collaboration between the Standard P&I Club and Videotel to develop a simulation solution to train and assess the Rules of the Road.

Stolt Nielsen 

To name another coupling, Stolt-Nielsen and Seagull have developed CBT, which, according to training manager Captain David Sutherland “takes off where STCW ends.” 

According to him Stolt-Nielsen has, in contradiction to other ship owners/managers, no trouble with officers' reluctance to train and assess themselves. In fact, it is often the case that officers enquire about courses to take up in their spare time. 

The particular CBT solutions are applied for onboard training and office use, with plans to web-enable the material to ease access from home. Mr Sutherland made it clear that CBT, in Stolt-Nielsen’s case, is an additional offering, not supposed to replace the traditional classroom training. 

The in-house training course Wall-Wash was one of the first developed between Stolt-Nielsen and Seagull. This exercise is an essential one for the shipping company as it operates a large fleet of chemical tankers. After discharging the cargo, the walls of the tanks have to be cleaned thoroughly. Beside a basic knowledge in chemistry, this physical exercise is a skill that junior officers onboard are required to have. 

The wall-wash application is a supplement to chemical courses and uses still images (photographs and graphics), animations, voice-overs and interactive links to demonstrate, explain and assess the process. 

Language barriers

Beside interactive technical assessment and navigation simulators, there is one very basic skill that needs to be trained; with crews from around the world and vessels charging and discharging in all areas of the globe, the need for effective communication between all involved parties is urgent. But educational standards differ.

German CBT provider MarineSoft has developed a course in Maritime English. Managing director Harro Kucharzewski said: “Seafarers need to be able to communicate in a wide range of situations. The basics therefore are laid at maritime education facilities.

“The need to communicate successfully defines the main aim approach of teaching Maritime English. It should be taught in this way that enhances the communicative competence of each student.” 

The MarineSoft standard maritime communications protocol (SMCP) language trainer features all required phrases for work and social communications. As it is essential onboard to understand and speak English, a voice-trainer is incorporated in the programme. The course consists of different levels.

Relevance to seafarers

Unfortunately, there weren’t really any active seafarers amongst the audience at a conference that concerned mainly their needs. A lot of the speakers have had experience at sea, and certainly the training officers that were present know what CBT can and cannot do for seafarers. 

Beside the high development and, therefore, purchasing cost of CBT, the lack of technical depth was criticised by maritime academics and potential end-users. Apparently, technology companies, which may have expertise in developing the software, do not do enough to ensure the quality and sensible structure of the training material. 

Some also felt that legislation lacks clarity about what should be taught and how much of it can be assisted by CBT applications. Whereas there was no doubt about the usefulness of CBT as a complimentary tool, there is much reluctance to regard it as a replacement for conventional classroom training.

At the end of the day, even with the broadest range of different digital tools, the decision about what is required to provide the best possible training is down to a simple cost equation and the attitude of the shipping company and the individual seafarer.



-Ends-

These are the news bits directly relating to the CBT article:

maritime-ecampus.com
http://www.maritime-ecampus.com
Kongsberg Maritime Ship Systems (KMSS) has launched Maritime-eCampus, an internet portal service for maritime training.

Training colleges can use the portal software (with their own branding if they like) as a means of hosting training materials and providing results to students; they can provide courses, including ship simulations, to students anywhere in the world and provide remote tuition and advice. The software has a system to help instructors keep track of student's progress and interact with them. 

"More and more maritime training is taking place outside the traditional classroom, and we are convinced that e-learning is the future for the maritime industry," says Kongsberg.

Transas modelling library 
http://www.transas.com 

Ship software company Transas has added several new models to its ship model library for the Navi-Trainer Professional simulator. It can now include in the simulation single screw and twin screw conventional tugs, a tractor tug, reverse tractor tug, and oil and ro-ro barges loaded and with ballast. 

Transas has built a number of “ownship” models (i.e. vessels that the seafarer can pretend to navigate using the simulator). This includes a coastguard patrol boat, an OOCL container ship and a 19,500-dwt car carrier. 

New exercise areas have been designed for the ports of Auckland, Gothenburg, Houston and Texas, Los Angeles, New York, Norfolk and Hampton Roads, Philadelphia, St. Petersburg, Seattle and Tacoma, Uraga Suido, and Vladivostock. All these area models have been designed with over 300,000 polygons and more than 500 navigational objects. 

---------- 

STAR’s diesel electric simulator 
http://www.star-center.com 

Florida-based maritime training centre STAR Center has installed what it claims is the world's first full mission diesel electric engine simulator. 

The simulator is based on a previous design by Kongsberg Maritime Ship Systems, with enhanced mechanical and electrical systems. It is based on a large cruise ship requiring 40 MW of power at 6,600 volts, with 4 diesel generator sets. The simulator is in a three-room suite, with control room, engine room and high voltage room simulators. 

---------- 

Online legislation
http://www.seamanship.com 

Seamanship International has made available a complete compilation of Merchant Shipping legislation on its website, http://www.seamanship.com. The information can be accessed free of charge and derives from the company’s international marine database, CORIFS. 

---------- 

Kognita launches Site4Learning 
http://www.site4learning.com 

Norway-based “knowledge broker” Kognita has launched its online service into the general maritime market. Originally developed to cater for the specific needs of the energy market, the web-based system is aggregating computer-based-learning (CBT) services on a number of subjects including IT, management, technical and safety. 

Site4Learning is a business-to-business service and encourages companies to use the platform as a means to distribute learning material across their employees. In addition to this, publishers of CBT can collaborate with Kognita to make available their services to the registered users. 

---------- 

Polar Marine sends ABs to MarineSafety International 
http://www.marinesafety.com 

Shipping company Polar Marine is sending its able seamen to courses by MarineSafety International (MSI) of San Diego, to learn radar and ARPA observation and operation skills. This will help them participate as watch standers on the Polar Endeavour Millennium tankers. 

---------- 

Philippines developing internet registry 
http://www.tesda.org/deck_rating.html 

The Philippine department of labour is developing an online registry of seafarers, enabling potential employers to check their training and professional credentials. 

The Technical education and skills development authority (TESDA), an agency of the Philippine department of labour, has qualified and certified the competencies of 71,377 Philippine able-seamen under the 1995 Standards of Training, Certification and Watchkeeping Convention (STCW), representing about 70 per cent of the total number of Philippine ratings onboard vessels. 

Altogether there are around 200,000 Philippine seafarers including officers, ratings and cruise vessel workers, onboard overseas registered vessels. 

---------- 

Seafarers should be task not role orientated 
http://www.isma-london.org 

Changing seafaring work cultures from being role orientated to task orientated could be beneficial, says a study by the Warsash Maritime Centre, UK, supported by the International Ship Managers Association 

ISMA will provide ongoing support to Warsash on a study aimed at improving manning of ships, to see if there is a viable business case for changing the shipping industry's approach to organisational structures onboard as a means of improving recruitment. 

ISMA hopes that this study will aid in an evaluation of the current organisation of operational tasks on board, with a view to producing a reworked optimisation model, which offers a more rewarding and efficient crewing structure to the owner, ship manager and seafarers, ISMA says. 

In Western (OECD) countries, schemes aimed at attracting high calibre seafarers have already identified a basic mismatch between types of candidates being recruited and the organisation structures in which they were being asked to work, ISMA says.
