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Voyage data recorders
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Do seafarers actually like voyage data recorders, or resent their intrusion? Divay Goel chatted to some seafarers in Delhi and their thoughts are quite surprising 
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It is a well known saying in shipping circles, “Doing a task properly on a ship is like going to the loo; it isn’t over till you have finished the paperwork”. 

Maintaining records of navigational data for audit purposes is not a new concept for seafarers.

Course recorders, echo-sounder reading plotters, GPS (Global Positioning Systems) position log, radar log, distance log, VHF communication logs, the mate’s log book and the Official log book have all helped an internal company auditor or an external auditor to check that statutory and standard practices are followed rigorously by keepers of navigational watch at sea.

These records have also been vital evidence when analysing marine incidents and accidents, not only to apportion blame but to also take lessons to prevent further such occurrences.

Yet, the technology for recording and maintaining these data has been far from satisfactory. Data recorded on paper can be easily manipulated as well as tampered with by unscrupulous interests who would not like to share the blame in an “expensive” incident.

Also, it is not an uncommon fact that radar logs or distance logs are filled up (made up to date) by seafarers just prior to the onset of an internal or external ISM audit - while they were not being filled in routinely.

In most cases, the blame cannot be put squarely on the seafarer, who at many times is swamped by the number of documents/logs/records requiring completion and he/she uses their “discretion” even if wrong in deciding which records are necessary or ”unnecessary” to maintain on a real time basis.  

Add to this various other logs such as a garbage log, rat log, MARPOL log and the alcohol breath test log, and onboard documentation sometimes becomes mind boggling, and may definitely lead to a person’s averseness to paperwork.
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What seafarers think 

We interviewed four seafaring personnel to find out how they felt about Voyage Data Recorders (VDRs), whether they welcomed the concept and whether they felt comfortable about navigational data being recorded during their watch by “somebody else - a machine”. 

All the four seafarers were of the opinion that VDRs will not impact on them negatively -in fact all were of the opinion that it would help analyse an accident/incident. 

As one put it, “It isn’t as if you are being spied upon for your actions, I think it is more an aid in an incident post-mortem that can help prevent any further such incidents.”  

“The shipping industry has always believed in fire fighting rather than prevention. Technologies like VDRs will aid the shipping industry to be more proactive in its approach towards accident prevention”.
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Predictability

“VDRs will also bring in that much required sense of predictability into shipping businesses, it is still unknown as to what was the exact cause for the Erika to sink or the Prestige to founder.” 

“I mean, both these particular cases do not relate to recording of navigational data, but it still shows the shipping industry’s incapacity to analyse an incident-and provide a satisfactory answer; not only to its customers, but also to the world at large, in whose eyes their beaches and flora-fauna are in constant danger from shipping if the investigators cannot provide a satisfactory explanation, or pinpoint the cause of the incident”.

Also, all the seafarers interviewed wanted to suggest to the shipping industry at large that in time technologies such as VDRs should also be tailored/utilised so that the need for manual/paper record keeping of navigational data can be reduced. 

As one seafarer put it, “I mean the shipping industry is obsessed with paper; look at the way ECDIS has still not been able to make its mark against paper charts.

“We need new technologies that can also reduce paper documentation, even with the current concept of VDRs there is nowhere that a provision has been made to reduce paperwork to record navigational data for seafarers”.

Most seafarers believe that other than incident post-mortem, record of navigational data should be maintained in a better way for auditors to check.

For example, the present technologies to record courses and echo-sounder depths on most vessels are based on “mechanical movements” of a stylus running across a rotating drum to record the data against time. 

However these “mechanical” technologies, though simple, are often cumbersome to maintain and it is not uncommon that these start malfunctioning or become inaccurate. 
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The regulations 

IMO regulations for certain size ships to carry voyage data recorders entered into force for new vessels, ro-ro vessels and passenger vessels, on 1st July 2002. 

Like the black boxes carried on aircraft, VDRs enable accident investigators to review procedures and instructions in the moments before an incident and help to identify the cause of any accident. 

Performance standards for VDRs were adopted by IMO in 1997 (IMO resolution A.861 (20)) and IMO encourages all ships to carry VDRs. 

The following ships are required to carry VDRs, under regulation 20 of the new SOLAS Chapter V:

· passenger ships constructed on or after 1 July 2002; 

· ro-ro passenger ships constructed before 1 July 2002 not later than the first survey on or after 1 July 2002; 

· passenger ships other than ro-ro passenger ships constructed before 1 July 2002 not later than 1 January 2004; and 

· ships, other than passenger ships, of 3,000 gross tonnage and upwards constructed on or after 1 July 2002. 

In December 2000, IMO’s Maritime Safety Committee (MSC) adopted a resolution on the carriage of VDRs on existing cargo ships, which calls for a feasibility study to be carried out to ascertain the need for mandatory carriage of VDRs on these ships.

The feasibility study, being conducted by the Sub-Committee on Safety of Navigation (and other Sub-Committees as appropriate), takes into account such factors as practicability; technical problems relating to the retrofitting of VDRs; adequacy of existing performance standards, including the possible development of simplified standards; experience in the use of VDRs on ships already fitted with them, including data that could not have been obtained without VDRs; and relevant financial implications, including a cost-benefit analysis.

The IMO aims to finalise the study by 1 January 2004 so that, if the study demonstrates a compelling need for mandatory carriage of VDRs on existing cargo ships, relevant amendments to SOLAS Chapter V and the associated performance standards can be drafted.
In the meantime, the resolution invites Governments to encourage shipowners to install VDRs on existing cargo ships voluntarily, so that wide experience of their use may be gained.
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VDR data

CUSTODY: In all circumstances, during the course of an investigation, the investigator should have custody of the original VDR data, perhaps in the form of the whole or part(s) of the VDR itself, in the same way as if he has custody of other records or evidence under the Code for the Investigation of Marine Casualties and Incidents. 

Read-out of VDR/data: In all circumstances the responsibility to arrange down loading and read-out of the data from the recovered memory in whatever form should, in the first instance, be undertaken by the investigator who should keep the ship owner fully informed. 

Additionally, especially in the case of a catastrophic accident where the memory may have sustained damage, the assistance of specialist expertise may be required to ensure the best chance of success. 

Recovery of the VDR is conditional on the accessibility of the VDR or the data contained therein.

In the case of a non-catastrophic accident, recovery of the memory should be straightforward. For example, in some VDRs it can be accomplished by removal of a hard disc from the VDR unit. This action will have to be taken soon after the accident to best preserve the relevant evidence for use by both the investigator and the ship owner. 

As the investigator is very unlikely to be in a position to instigate this action soon enough after the accident, the owner must be responsible, through its on-board standing orders, for ensuring the timely preservation of this evidence in this circumstance.

In the case of abandonment of a vessel during an emergency, masters should, where time and other responsibilities permit, recover the memory and remove it to a place of safety and preserve it until it can be passed to the investigator. 

Access to the data: Although the investigator will have custody of the original VDR memory in whatever form for the duration of the investigation, a copy of the data must be provided to the ship owner at an early stage in all circumstances. 

