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INVOLVEMENT IN AIS DEVELOPMENT 

Marine Data Systems (Pty.) (Ltd.), (MDS) has been involved in Automatic Data Exchange Systems since 1993. The company became involved in the creation, specification and standardisation of the Automatic Identification System (AIS) during 1995. During the creation of this new AIS technology, it has contributed its own-patented technology to the standard as specified by IMO (International Maritime Organisation) by waiving its rights to the patent. In addition it has continuously contributed to all the facets of the process through attendance at all relative bodies and forums associated with the process, the ITU (International Telecommunication Union), the IEC (International Electro Technical Commission). MDS has further contributed to the Guidelines as published by IMO and to the Operational and Technical Guidelines soon to be published by IALA (International Association of Marine and Lighthouse Authorities) 

MDS is a member of IALA and CIRM (Comité International Radio-Maritime) and has advised the South African delegations to the ITU, IMO and IEC continuously during this process. This experience and contribution is recognised by the International Maritime Community as contributing to the final Standard, with MDS being recognised as one of the two main contributors. 

In addition during this period MDS as a company has experienced major challenges that have indeed been a learning experience for the company and its partners. These challenges have broadened their knowledge and perspectives of the AIS technology and its future. In addition they have allowed MDS to give excellent feedback to the relevant international bodies, as mentioned above, involved in the process of specification and standardisation. This knowledge and experience has mainly been gained through trial projects, undertaken around the world, that have produced extremely positive results. 

TRIALS AND PROJECTS 

MDS has completed successful AIS trials in The Netherlands (INDRIS), the UK (SOLENT), Canada (PACMAR), South Africa (FATAD), Germany (Kiel Canal), with their second generation AIMS 7100 product integrated into various VTS products and applications. They are now busy testing the third generation AIMS MIII product in these trials, starting with FATAD and PACMAR and continuing this implementation in the SOLENT trial. 

On home ground MDS has been involved in projects amounting to R70 million over the past three years. These include the successful installation of VTS (Vessel Traffic Systems) centres in the major South African ports, namely Cape Town, Saldahna Bay, Port Elizabeth and Richards Bay, with the fifth installation in Durban due to be completed early in 2002. In addition MDS has installed four DGPS Reference Stations along the South African Coastline, along with a Monitoring Centre at Cape Point for Portnet Lighthouse Services. The DGPS system makes use of the former Radio Beacon system for transmission of the DGPS correction. 

TOTAL SOLUTION 

The experience gained through these projects, which posed major challenges in terms of their requirements and complexity, put MDS in the unique position of being able to offer its clients a total AIS integrated solution, encompassing networks, applications and product working together with VTS and ship-borne applications and systems. This has allowed MDS to gain very special experience in the integration of AIS into VTS and other systems, a requirement that is in great demand in the market. 

In its commitment to contribute to the standardisation and specification process for AIS, MDS, during these trials and demonstrations, has followed a process of close consultation with clients/end users around the world with regard to their requirements, in order to produce a product that meets both the specification and customer requirements. MDS is able to offer AIS solutions to end users worldwide, through its distributors, Tideland Signal Corporation and Transas Marine Limited. 

PRODUCT READINESS 

MDS has now completed the final design and qualification phase of its third generation AIMS (Automatic Identification and Data Management System) products, AIMS MIII and AIMS MIV, the first production units of which are currently being launched into the market. 

The AIMS MIV has been engineered by a separate design and development team in collaboration with EuroCom Industries (ECI) who are our partner on the MIV product. MIII and MIV make use of different architecture and technologies making them two very distinct products. 

Marine Data Systems is proud to announce that the two products are interoperable and has submitted both products to the German Federal Waterways Trials, proving the AIS concept beyond doubt. 

During demonstrations in July 2001, MDS has successfully demonstrated a level of interoperability in their own trials. During these demonstrations the MDS AIS transponder was able to receive and display operational information on targets (vessels) that carried another manufacturer’s AIS transponders. MDS believes that this was a giant leap forward for the development, implementation and standardisation of AIS. 

PRODUCT FEATURES 

MDS AIS units have the full - IEC 61993-2 CDV functionality, including SODTMA with DSC (Digital Selective Calling) inside the unit. The DSC transponder is integrated into the unit and the final testing of the DSC transmit and receive functionality is being undertaken at present. 

An important feature of the MDS AIMS System is that all the AIS technology is built into one single unit, which simplifies installation considerably. An added advantage is that the DBR (Differential Beacon Receiver) receiver is also situated inside the MDS units. However, this is an optional feature and the unit can be customised according to client’s requirements. 

As required by the Test Standard, the AIMS also includes an external Minimum Keyboard Display (MKDU). The MKDU will allow the ship’s navigator to program the unit with the required ship static and voyage related data, in addition to identifying the closest vessels around him without scrolling, and sending and receiving short safety related messages. This product is co-developed by MDS and its technology partner ECI (EuroCom Industries) a major maritime communications company based in Denmark. 

MDS, through its partner Transas, is busy interfacing and integrating the AIMS AIS messages and functionalities into their range of ECS and ECDIS products under the brand names of NaviSailor and NaviHarbour. These products will be available in the near future as the first range of ECS and ECDIS products for shipborne and VTS purposes which will fully satisfy MKDU specifications. The intention is to have these products test house approved together with the MDS AIS units. 

ENGINEERING TEAM 

MDS is proud to have one of the most competent and experienced AIS design and engineering teams in the world, as recognised by their partners around the world. This team has for the past six years, focussed solely on building an AIS unit that is specifically designed to meet the specifications and, at the same time, is robust and able to withstand marine conditions. 

Contrary to remarks by some sceptics, this was not a rushed process purely for MDS to get a compliant product to the market. MDS is an ISO 9001: 2000 certified company with strict quality processes and controls. The design of the latest AIS transponder is based on nine years of experience in AIS related technology. It was therefore a matter of building on their existing technology and expertise and designing and producing a quality third generation AIS transponder. 

MDS is committed to continuous research and improvement of its AIS technology; thereby ensuring that they provide their clients with an optimum AIS product, which is a quality, Aid to Navigation, and with innovative AIS related applications and systems. The design team is already in the planning stages for future generation products and applications with more feature sets, in order to provide the total AIS solution. Thus the MDS slogan ”Innovation for life”, which reflects this commitment to the SAFETY OF LIFE AT SEA, AND PRODUCING INNOVATIVE PRODUCTS to satisfy their customer needs. 
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