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CAPTION:

AIS tells you much more about nearby ships than radar

BODY

Carriage requirements for Automatic Identification Systems (AIS) for ships start to hit in July 2002. Ships fitted with the equipment will automatically emit information describing the ship’s position, direction, speed, rate of turn, along with information about who owns the ship, where it is going and how to talk to the captain on a radio.

There are several objectives to the introduction of the systems. Firstly, the ambition is that it will make it much easier for ships to be aware of other ships around them. It will support radar, which only shows that there is a solid object in a certain place, not where it is going.

Once all ships have the systems, seafarers will be able to see at a glance all of the other ships in the area, and make sure the ship does not collide with them.

The second benefit of AIS - some say it is the primary benefit - is that it enables coastal authorities to monitor vessel traffic. Operators of vessel traffic systems (VTS) can use the information to manage traffic flow, whilst security authorities are always aware of who is going where.

The downsides are well documented, of course. Ships operated by reputable shipping companies will be the first to fit systems, whilst ships operated by more shady companies (which are the ones you have to watch after all) might delay installation as long as they can. Addtionally, the captain can always turn the system off. Navy ships and smaller ships will be excluded from the legislation altogether. 

There are concerns about the display, too. Under the legislatation, ships are only required to install a small, two-line display, similar to the phone on a mobile phone, but the information on such a display is unlikely to be of much use. 

“AIS means there are up to 4,500 different messages available,” comments Torsten Galaske, product manager with STN Atlas. “A 3 line display is crazy with so many messages.”

A better option would be to overlay the data generated by AIS systems onto an electronic chart system, maybe even the same display as the radar or electronic chart navigation system. 

Under the rules (see http://www.uais.org, an information site for more information), AIS must be fitted on new ships above 300 gt from July 2002; for older ships, there is a sliding date scale from 2003 to 2008. With the Baltic region there is an interstate agreement to put in an AIS before 2005.

There are possibilities that certain countries, particularly the United States, might require that ships going near their coastal waters fit them sooner than required under the legislation, as a means of keeping track of ships as a possible terrorism risk. 
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So will people fit them?

“This standard and technology is solid both in the US and Europe,” comments Anders Bergstrom, managing director. “We don't really see any problem that the legislation will not be followed.”

There are some feeling that the US might require shipping companies to fit them much sooner than it is required, with the present sense towards technology. 

Some strong views about automatic identification systems were expressed by Captain Stephen Bligh, fleet manager of P&O Nedlloyd, at an Institute of Marine Engineers conference in April 2001. 

“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. 

 “This is where I get really negative. 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. 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. Is it going to be integrated with radar? Maybe, maybe not. I am a huge sceptic,” he concluded

Another weak point is that none of the equipment has yet been type approved, because the standard for AIS systems was only released in August 2001, to be published in February 2002. However, the first units are expected to receive type approval by March 2002. 

Type approvals are likely to be issued by German body BSH. Eight manufacturers have applied to take part in the tests and six managed to deliver equipment on time, according to Anders Bergstrom, CEO of Saab Transpondertech, one of the six companies.  
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Saab Transpondertech

http://www.transpondertech.se/

Saab Transpondertech of Sweden is one of the leading developers of AIS. Saab has been working on AIS for 10 years, with contributions to the development of the system. 

It does not sell its systems to the market directly itself, but has agreements with Litton Marine, Leica, Kelvin Hughes, Raytheon, Saab Rosemount Marine, ICAN, Pinpoint and Tokimec. 

Saab is also building the base stations to receive AIS signals, connecting in with vessel traffic systems.A recent deal was installing 6 base stations in Hong Kong. 

“We have today 100 per cent of the market for base stations,” comments Mr Bostrom. “We are the only one up until now.” 

Saab was closely involved in the implementing of a test AIS system, led by the Swedish Maritime Administration, running on about 200 ships, operated by Telia Mobile. 

It recently built a system for Orkney Island Council, which is in charge of the tiny Orkney Islands off the North East coast of Scotland. The system has special functionality to send signals indicating that the pilot has embarked or disembarked, also for changing regions.
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MARINE DATA 

www.marinedata.co.za
Marine Data of South Africa has been involved in developing AIS technology since 1993, including work to specify the system in 1995; it contributed its technology to the standard developed by IMO, waiving its rights to the patent. 

It has also contributed to development of the process through the relevant bodies and forums, including International Telecommunication Union (ITU), the International ElectroTechnical Commission (IEC). It also contributed to the Operational and Technical Guidelines published by IALA (International Association of Marine and Lighthouse Authorities). It has advised the South African delegations to ITU, IMO and IEC. 

MDS is currently testing the third generation of its product in a number of government-led trials including in the Netherlands (INDRIS), the UK (SOLENT), Canada (PACMAR), South Africa (FATAD) and Germany (Kiel Canal). 

MDS has been involved in installing VTS in many South African ports, including Cape Town, Saldahna Bay, Port Elizabeth and Richards Bay with a 5th installation in Durban scheduled for early 2002. 

The third generation products are AIMS MIII and MIV, built together with EuroCom Industries (ECI). 
