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Shipping innovation in Hamburg
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Maritime technology research institute ISSUS has some interesting projects. Yana Lenzner found out more 
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Hamburg based ISSUS (The Institute of Ship Operation, Sea Transport and Simulation), is a major participant in TELEMAS, a project which aims to develop an umbrella tool to integrate the knowledge and information flow onboard vessels. Teekay Shipping and Columbia Shipmanagment are also involved. 

Captain Andreas Hartmann from ISSUS says, “At the beginning of Telemas, we needed to sort out how to manage the knowledge onboard. The data flow is fragmented, and concepts were needed to create a unique platform.”

An idea is to enable the download of forms from the internet to reduce the administrational efforts. The push of pdf forms on request is also being looked at.

The challenge of Telemas is to keep it simple, says Mr Hartmann. “Complex systems aren’t needed. Shipowners don’t want to finance complex developments. Another question is how much technology can be handled by seafarers.” 

The Telemas project in particular has got some very important issues to deal with: intelligent people onboard may, despite their skill and knowledge, not be able to access the relevant data at the time they need it. Availability is an issue here.

At the moment, the Telemas project is at a specification task, clarifying each participant’s role in the development of the toolset. The group is looking at the integration of computer-based-learning (CBT). One major focus is the monitoring of navigational equipment from ashore. In operational terms, the ISM Code is an important point of consideration. 
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Ship shore communication 

A big question is, how do you get the data ashore without causing a steep increase of airtime use. Telemas aims to draw on existing technologies to enable this. 

To get data from ashore, in the case that information is not sufficiently available onboard, Telemas is aiming to develop a centralised, shore-based server which can be accessed remotely.

The innovation lies in the development of a unique platform, combining what is already there. Or as Jens Fröse, the head of ISSUS, puts it, “you don’t need to develop a new language to create a new book.”

Mr Hartmann explains, “we need an application which can transfer data from ship to shore, bridging the gaps between the different media used onboard. A number of autonomous systems need to be integrated.”

This means that there is both a technical and strategic aspect to the project. Telemas needs to match operational requirements and current technical developments. “It is not just about the technology, but about a concept that facilitates it in a sensible way,” says Mr Hartmann.

During such a project, it is particularly important for the industry partners to establish real solutions, which then builds the basis for a real product, commercially available to the whole of the maritime community.

Telemas will comprise a PC-based umbrella tool, with interfaces open to adapt by others. “You could compare it to a web browser which is able to read data from any sort of source and transfer it to shore,” says Mr Hartmann. 

Hereby, an open architecture is key. Mr Fröse predicts, “Telemas could become a standard which other people can base their developments on.” It is no use to develop yet another proprietary system which would create new barriers to integration.
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Remote monitoring

In terms of remote monitoring, Telemas would enable manufacturers to access perfomance data of equipment onboard. Yet, the debate about accessibility of onboard operations from ashore is a lively one, with many considerations to pay attention to.

While manufacturers can access data, “it is absolutely impossible to change settings onboard. The responsible person must have absolute control,” ensures Mr Hartmann. The focus of Telemas is to gather and display information.

In areas of ship-automation, only one-way communication is possible, i.e. information is drawn from the systems and displayed for monitoring reasons. That’s as far as it goes. But in operational areas, it must be essential to communicate back and forth.

However, it needs to be clear what is essential to operations. “You can save much more money on communications if you have a good idea of what you want to communicate,” comments Mr Hartmann. 

SUBHEAD

Herberg Engineering

Herberg Engineering, another participant in the Telemas project, is a company founded by a former member of staff at ISSUS. Founder Jan Herberg mainly worked with bridge and navigational equipment during his time at ISSUS, and his qualification in electrotechnics made him a perfect partner when it comes to remote monitoring and control.

Mr Herberg says, “remote maintenance is essential, but three years ago there didn’t seem to be much need. It is a new field.” His company provides solutions for remote monitoring onboard, and its role in the Telemas project is to provide the facilities to both collect and display data onboard, send it ashore for further analysis and generate alerts.

In the commercial market, Herberg Engineering works closely with the manufacturers of navigational equipment, also providing fleet tracking software. 
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Mobile assistance to pilots
Another ISSUS project close to completion is IPPA, which stands for “Innovative Portable Pilot Assistance.” The device has been developed together with DNV, C-MAP and the European Maritime Pilot’s Association, to name but a few partners in this project.

IPPA is a mobile device which aims to provide additional guidance to pilots, skippers and masters, drawing on data of the vessel traffic service (VTS), satellite positioning systems such as GPS, electronic nautical charts (ENC) and automatic identification system (AIS).

It is facilitating the internet and modern mobile communications standards such as general packet radio service (GPRS).  The equipment has been developed in modular architecture to cater for a number of purposes, which could be pilotage, commercial and inland shipping, fishing boats and the leisure industry.

The data is drawn and displayed on the mobile device on login via a callsign. At the moment the update happens every 10 minutes, but the ultimate aim is to have real-time data available. As AIS is not on many vessels yet, which is to change over the next years, the data relies on VTS data mainly. 

The display makes visible numeric and graphical information on electronic charts, incorporating weather and tidal data as well as the relevant traffic in the area.

IPPA is supposed to reduce voice radio communication during pilotage, share information more effectively (as it is available anyway), enable emergency response and co-ordination during SAR applications and enable better traffic flow and traffic prediction.

The hardware is being manufactured at the moment, with demonstrations of the service scheduled for September, October and November in selected areas around Europe.

SUBHEAD

Industry partners

In terms of R&D, ISSUS is somewhat caught in the middle between commerce and academia. Research projects do not take place for the sake of it, there is always a certain business agenda attached to it, yet Mr Fröse emphasises, “as a research institute you mustn’t try to compete with the commercial market.” The conditions just aren’t the same.

But there are other ways to use the knowledge and experience gathered over the years. In outsourced consultancies, for instance. Some of the former ISSUS staff have now commercial with their own companies, still providing skill and expertise to current projects, but making their own way into the market as well. 

ISSUS is involved with Intermari.net, a maritime technology consultancy network, originally founded by Captain Andreas Hartmann, former managing director of Xantic’s German office.

The consultancy sees itself as a strategic consultancy in the first place. IT is the main focus, but operational processes aren’t always improved simply by implementing new technologies. Or as Mr Hartmann says, “bad management isn’t resolved by technology.”
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ISSUS’ background

ISSUS claims to have developed the prototype of an electronic chart display and information system 

(ECDIS), which has now become and internationally approved standard for navigation. 

Another past project saw the development of NACOS, a fully integrated bridge, developed with industry partners STN Atlas 

In research and development, it is more than innovative ideas that count. A realistic approach is needed. The people at ISSUS know that academia and industry have to work together when it comes to developing new solutions for the maritime industry.

Jens Fröse, the head of ISSUS, is proud of what his institute has achieved so far: “We have seen a number of products come onto the market which have got our research findings incorporated.”

Generally, ISSUS is involved in both projects funded by the EU and the German government. EU projects, of course, require the partnering with European partners, but the strongest relationships have been established on the German market.

At the moment, ISSUS is handling a budget of Euro 2.8 million, which is next to nothing in industry terms, but if you compare the institute to other R&D agencies, you will find that this is substantial amount.
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Getting funding

Getting funding, Mr Fröse says, comes down to sales and marketing. The single most important aspect when trying to secure project funding is to convince the investor that you can handle it. 

There is no doubt, that contacts help, and Mr Fröse’s position as governmental representative of the whole of Germany’s transport industry in Brussels, has helped in establishing good contacts across the European community.

If there is more to ISSUS than funky R&D projects, one of the paths is being closed again. As the maritime industry fails to recruit new students for navigational and operational courses, teaching at ISSUS will disappear. No students are enrolled from now on, and in two years time, the last mariners will graduate.

The simulation for port development and water analysis site will remain, however. The navigational simulation equipment may also be used from third parties. Its location just across the port of Hamburg is central to the community which is based there, after all.
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For further information about ISSUS see www.issus.fh-hamburg.de/
