Transas gets enthusiastic about Fleet 
http://www.transas.com/telematics

Maritime software company Transas, which specialises in electronic charts, training simulators, tracking, fleet management software and vessel traffic systems, is already planning applications using Inmarsat Fleet.

"We feel our strategic vision is to be the number-one provider of software applications that work hand in glove with Fleet," says Transas. "Fleet provides a perfect fit with our products and mission to become a keystone in ship to shore communications.”

Getting Fleet terminals fitted onboard vessels could prove to be something of an uphill struggle, admits John Hardcastle, managing director of Transas Telematics. “I think it’s quite a courageous step for Inmarsat to come out with something like this, not knowing how it will be used,” he says.

“It will probably take sometime before the ship owners and operators can fully appreciate Fleet’s strong points as it is a totally different way to communicate with a ship,” he says. “It will take time for people like us to make applications which will make this come into its own. However it is a flexible and functional system. Without doubt, the idea of packet data is a step in the right direction.” 

“We at Transas intend to have all the applications   needed, compatible with Fleet: Maintenance systems, ISM, fleet tracking and all the training systems, ensuring we become a one-stop shop providing total solutions,” he says.

Transas Telematics has developed the TRIM (Transas Information Management) software tools, including quality management and planned maintenance, with associated modules for stores, supply, crew and budget. The system can be used to help compliance with the ISM code.

Fleet is ideal for communications under TRIM, because it can support short burst data transfer patterns, such as updating databases and sending tracking data, which requires a few tiny bits of data sent regularly.

Both office and ship can work on different aspects of management data; the system can work out which data needs to be exchanged to keep both databases up to date, compress it to minimise the cost and exchange it between ship and shore systems.

Fleet MPDS is unlikely to prove useful in getting electronic charts and updates onboard, he says, because these are normally very large files which are sent more appropriately using ISDN.

However it could be used for checking the databases onboard the vessel, making sure that the ship has all of the updates it needs. This is normally done manually. “It's a huge logistics task and it’s very slow,” says Mr Hardcastle.

Having better management control over the updating process could also mean that seafarers are less likely to waste their time, which Mr Hardcastle remembers well from his merchant navy days. “I’ve been on ships two weeks from drydock, spending hours updating charts knowing full well they were not going to be used,” he says. 

Ultimately Inmarsat Fleet could be used to drive a type of online ECDIS (electronic chart display and information system). Vessels can download the necessary charts as they need them, all ready updated.

“If you have a ship coming up the channel, it recovers the data it needs for the next 30 minutes,” he says. “It knows that the data is totally correct. 30 minutes later it takes some more information.

“If every ship is doing that, the hydrographic office only has to keep one database up to date; also the hydrographic office can make sure it gets paid. That's an application which would suit fleet immensely.”

The system could also work in reverse, with ships distributing data gathered from their Automatic Identification Systems (AIS) back to shore to some central database, he suggests.

Automatic Identification Systems (to be installed on all ships from next July) emit radio data describing the ship’s position, direction, speed, owner, destination and other data. The data, sent by radio, only has a range of about 40 miles.

However, an Inmarsat -Fleet system can be developed whereby ships gather AIS data from other vessels in the vicinity, and send it to shore along with their own AIS data.

Then it would be possible to create a worldwide continually updated database of vessel movements, which could be made publicly available over the internet or at least made available to coastguards and government agencies. “Its like a free worldwide vessel traffic system,” he says, although this then raises the very real question of data protection and security and what the implications will be” he continues.

Transas has produced vector electronic charts covering the whole world. Because Transas is not an official government hydrographic office, seafarers are not allowed to use Transas electronic charts without official paper charts as back-up. However they can use Transas charts as “aids to navigation.”

Transas can supply worldwide coverage of vector electronic charts on a single CD-ROM; shipping companies purchase licenses to use individual charts. This purchase process can easily be managed over Inmarsat Fleet, ensuring seafarers are never without the necessary chart while the chart company gets paid. 

To “activate” a chart, the seafarer can send a request to Transas, which then sends an electronic data key back to the ship which enables the shipping company to use the chart. The total amount of ship-shore data communication is very low.

