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DECKHEAD

Captain Stephen Bligh, fleet marine manager with P&O Nedlloyd, presents his views on electronic navigational aids

BOX TEXT

Captain Bligh presented his views at the Institute of Marine Engineers conference in London, April 2-3. His paper was entitled “Electronic Navaids in Bluewater Shipping”. For more information, see http://www.imare.org.uk
BODY

Captain Stephen Bligh is fleet marine manager with P&O Nedlloyd, the second largest container shipping line in the world, operating 140 deep-sea vessels. 

Captain Bligh takes overall responsibility for running the vessels, including being the “designated person” for the entire fleet under the terms of the ISM code. 

All of the vessels have integrated bridges and hi-tech navigational aids; of the 140 vessels, 18 of them have been built since 1998 and 30 are using electronic charts. Altogether there are around 27 computers onboard every vessel.

Captain Bligh welcomes the latest raft of regulations, covering requirements for carriage of voyage data recorders, automatic identification systems and electronic chart display systems. 

“The regulators take too long in putting something together,” he said. “Us people at the sharp end want it and want it now. We just wanted the regulators to make up their minds.”

SUBHEAD

Electronic charts

Captain Bligh thinks electronic charts are a very good idea; 30 P&ONL vessels carry electronic chart display systems, all using raster charts, which have a wider coverage area than vector charts (ENCs). 

“We think ECDIS is a wonderful thing,” he said. “My early scepticism about it hasn’t been proven.”

The amount of time it has taken to obtain type approval for electronic chart display systems has proved annoying however. “We’re going at the manufacturers. They all say, yes, we’ve got a piece of kit. We ask them if it is type approved; they say, it will be, we’re not sure when,” he said. 

“We’ve fitted equipment from manufacturers who assured us that the equipment would be type approved,” he said. “2 years later, it still isn’t.”

Captain Bligh is very pleased about how easy many of the ECDIS are to operate onboard. “With some ECDIS, you don’t even need a training program,” he said. “For seafarers who grew up in the Star Wars generation, its 2nd nature, while the captain is still looking for the on/off switch.”

It is very dangerous if seafarers do treat an ECDIS as a computer game, he warned; they can become too absorbed in the electronic chart display and rely on it rather than looking out of the window. This can lead to seafarers drastically underestimating stopping distances or the amount of clearance required to pass another vessel. 

It is crucial that people keep ECDIS in its place and not rely on it too much, he said. “We mustn’t forget this is just an aid to navigation. It is naïve to believe that this kit is going to prevent human error. We mustn’t forget the traditional skills. Would you go on an unmanned aeroplane? I very much doubt it.”

Captain Bligh firmly believes in the importance of a back-up of paper charts being kept onboard, whether the electronic chart display is using vector or raster charts, as a backup in case the electronic chart display system fails. 

“Our folio of appropriate paper charts is probably more than the regulation ‘appropriate paper charts’ we need to carry,” he said. “We carry paper charts for ports that the vessel will never go into.”

Captain Bligh criticised the way he is forced to purchase a separate license for every chart used onboard every vessel. If a vessel is moved from Atlantic Trade to Pacific Trade, for example, he is forced to buy a new set of licenses for the new charts; he is not allowed to simply move the charts from one vessel to another. 

He also complained about the slow speed at which hydrographic offices are producing electronic charts. “The hydrographic offices have got to do something about charts,” he said. “ENCS [approved vector electronic charts] are not going to be there for eons. It’s a desperate problem.”

One of the best things about electronic chart displays is that they can be updated automatically from a CD-ROM, rather than manually on paper. 

“The ability to handle chart updates by CD-ROM has been a big saving,” he said. “Its one of the most soul destroying tasks of a navigators job to update a paper chart which idiots like me say you’ve got to carry.” 

SUBHEAD

Enclosed bridges

P&O Nedlloyd has moved exclusively to fitting its ships with enclosed bridges. “I hate the concept,” he says. “My new building manager said, ‘if there were people like you in aeroplanes, they would still have open cockpits.’”

“We’ve moved very rapidly towards the cockpit design, with comfy seats,” he said. “Some of the controls are in the armrest. The concept of the officer sitting down seems strange to me. I remember the fear of being caught with any part of your anatomy on the ground when the master walked in.”

The vessels are fitted with integrated bridges, with 5 computer screens. There is a further screen on each bridge wing and two multifunction workstations for tasks such as passage planning. Each of these nine screens can display anything (radar, electronic charts, operational information and so on). 

Having so many screens gives the company a built-in redundancy; it doesn’t matter much if one breaks down. “If we lose any of these screens, we can put the information anywhere we like,” he said. 

Subhead

Voyage data recorders

P&O Nedlloyd has been fitting voyage data recorders, or as Captain Bligh puts it, “voyage disaster recorders,” onboard its vessels since 1993. 

P&O was very much involved in the development of voyage data recorders right from the beginning. Broadgate Ltd, considered by many to be the leading experts in voyage data recorders, is actually a subsidiary of P&O.

“To say that the early VDRs were not ideal would be a little understatement,” he said. “But we overcame the problems. I am a total convert to VDR.”

One of the most important aspects of P&ONL’s voyage data recorder set-up, it believes, is the microphones, which record voice conversation; it has 9 microphones on the bridge and another in the engine control room.

The microphones have proved invaluable in the few times it has been necessary to use a VDR in an investigation. In one case, when a seafarer suffered serious injury doing maintenance work, it was possible to piece together what happened from a conversation involving the seafarer which took place earlier on the bridge 

In another incident, a coaster hit a P&ONL vessel on the side, and there was a dispute between the two companies about who was to blame. P&ONL suggested that the coaster owner had a look at the VDR recording; after they saw the recording, the coaster owner paid for the damage and no legal action was involved. “That single incident covered the costs of fitting VDRs,” he said. 

Using a VDR avoids the need to rely on people’s memory of events. “People’s memory often changes just after an event,” said Captain Bligh. “If you ask them straight away, they’ll tell you exactly what happened; if you ask them ten minutes later, they’ll give you a different version designed to protect their career; if you ask them an hour afterwards, their memory will have completely changed.”

P&ONL recently suspended installation of VDRs on newbuild vessels, whilst the legislators made up their minds about the precise requirements. The 12 most recent newbuild vessels have all been wired for voyage data recorders, but they will be installed retrospectively now the requirements have been confirmed. 

SUBHEAD

Computer virus

One of the biggest potential IT nightmares P&O Nedlloyd faces is the computer virus. The main means of communication with the shore is by e-mail, and crewmembers are allowed free access to e-mail, which means that the vessel e-mail address is in the public domain. 

All of the vessels in the P&ONL fleet were sent a virus by e-mail one day in March 2001. The virus was not caught by the virus checker, because it was a new virus not yet covered by the definition updates. Luckily the company was able to track it down and ensure it did not cause any problems. 

The seafarers are under orders to immediately delete any files they receive with the extensions .exe or .dat; they can e-mail the sender and ask why it was sent. In the unlikely event that the file was sent for genuine operational reasons, they can ask for it to be sent again. 

SUBHEAD

Automatic Identification Systems

Automatic Identification Systems, a radio system all vessels are gradually being forced to fit to emit radio data describing operational information about the vessel, is something Captain Bligh is not particularly keen about. 

“This is where I get really negative,” he said. “It’s being sold as a ship to ship system in a collision avoidance role. I think that’s waffle.”

“There are some ships, such as warships, that will never be fitted with it; there are some ships that can turn it off,” he said. “You’re going to see targets on your radar, some with AIS and some without it.”

“The chances are the ones who’ve got it are the sensible operators. The ones who haven’t got it are the ones you need to watch out for.”

“We don’t even know how it’s going to be displayed,” he said. “Is it going to be integrated with radar? Maybe, maybe not. I am a huge sceptic.”

“In my opinion its been rushed through to ensure information for coastal states. This is what its all about. This is big brother.

They worry the hell out of me,” he said. 

The AIS systems developed so far are still far from ready to fit onboard vessels, he says. “What on earth are we going to be fitting on the first of July 2002 and what good is it going to do?” he said. 

SUBHEAD

Seduced by manufacturers 

Captain Bligh is cynical about whether the electronics manufacturers are really on the side of the shipping company; they rarely produce products expected to work for the lifetime of the vessel, a minimum of 15 years. 

“We have equipment on our ship fitted 2.5 years ago; the manufacturers are already talking about upgrading it. The equipment is obsolete.”

“I’ve gone aboard many ships where you see plywood in holes where equipment has been taken out,” he said. “What do we do if our screens are not available in 2 years? Do we buy 100 and keep them in stock?”

P&O Nedlloyd continually questions its commitment to technology. “We’ve got new ships building today,” he said. “One of the questions we’re asking ourselves is do we need such technically advanced ships?”

“People talk about technology systems allowing reduced manning; it hasn’t at all,” he said. “It has not allowed us to reduce manning one iota. You’ve got to have 2 people there. If you’ve got 2 people, do we need the benefits of IT? It is a question you need to ask yourselves,” he said. 

“There is the IMO standard, what is required onboard vessels; if you strip out most of that, there is a vast array of things which have been added in to try to make product differentiation,” he said. “We’re beginning to wonder if this is the right way forward.”

Another concern is whether manufacturers test their equipment properly, when they are under pressure to get the latest product to market as quickly as possible. “We’re all in business to make money, but with some of this equipment we are not confident that the testing procedure is ready for it,” he said.  

