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Caption: Simplified voyage data recorders – or should you just get the full version
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Simplified voyage data recorders
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At the time of writing, the IMO is preparing discussions that demand that all ships fit a simplified voyage data recorder, or “black box”, by 2007.

The simplified voyage data recorder will be a scaled down version of the standard unit – it is likely to require less data be recorded, and the data storage capsule will not need to be so strong. 

A further benefit is that it is also now possible to record the output of the AIS as an alternative to interfacing directly with the radar. The AIS, being a fairly recent requirement, will have a suitable interface built-in. 

Another saving is achieved by simplifying the requirements for the final recording medium capsule, removing the penetration test which is the major cost driver of the housing. 

This makes the cost of the fixed (sink with the ship) and float free type final recording mediums (FRMs) much closer.

The requirements were discussed in detail at IMO’s MSC78 (Maritime Safety Committee) meeting in May.

According to the IMO, "The proposed draft regulation would require a VDR, which may be a simplified voyage data recorder (S-VDR), to be fitted to cargo ships above 3,000 gross tonnage. 

“The proposed draft regulation would phase in the requirement for cargo ships over 20,000 gross tonnage first, possibly by 2007, to be followed by cargo ships above 3,000 gross tonnage, possibly by 2008." 

Understandably the manufacturers are waiting until the details have been ironed out before launching any final product. 

However, the S-VDR being a simplified version of the original specifications, there will be no need to design a completely new product.

This removes much of the need for the mentioned interfaces and thus reduces the time taken for installation.
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Tough retrofits?

The VDR standards have been “simplified” primarily a response to concern over the perceived cost of retrofitting a VDR on a non-passenger vessel. 

This was seen as a major burden, since much of the equipment on older vessels does not have the required serial port and would need special, expensive, custom built interfaces to connect it to the VDR.

This also proved to be problematic for many suppliers that did not have the expertise in-house to make these interfaces; the costs involved with sourcing them externally could dramatically reduce profits from an installation.

However, as Ian Bowles at Rutter Technologies points out, the cost of a retrofit installation has been based on experience gained from the market up until now, which has been predominately for passenger vessels. 

"Far more interfaces were required for the many additional data sources that are not found on a cargo vessel and so it is easy to see how misleading this could be," he comments.

One of the major cost drivers of a VDR is the installation, which may be around 25% of the overall expense. This is also likely to be more complicated on a passenger vessel.

"The numerous fire doors, watertight doors and hull openings commonly associated with a passenger vessel meant even more interfaces and more importantly, many more labour hours," explains Mr. Bowles.

The relaxing of requirements for the survivability of the fixed recording medium (FRM) may also not reduce costs substantially. 

"It has also been misconceived that the Final Recording Medium is 50% of the cost of a VDR installation. Realistically, it is more like 20% and with volume over time, it should be in the region of 10%," says Mr. Bowles.

So owners of cargo vessels should expect a large reduction in cost from the prices being charged to passenger vessels in any case. 

This makes the choice between VDR and S-VDR one not based entirely on cost, but also on the characteristics of the vessel and the preferences of the owner.
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Simple or full VDR? 

Many installations are likely to be hybrids, satisfying the S-VDR regulations but including some interfaces to additional sources of data, for example engine and rudder order and response, where this is practical and seen as enhancing the operation of the system.

It is also clear that the needs of investigators, and of the shipping company to protect itself in cases of litigation, are best met by a fully functional system that records all the data of a fully fledged VDR. 

According to Rutter, the cost of the additional interfaces could be less than 5% of the overall project, and therefore well worth the minor initial investment.

Many owners are likely to realise that the benefits to the company in respect to obtaining useful evidence to support a legal case far outweigh these costs. 

In conclusion, the removal of the requirement for recording some additional data sources would only seem to encourage lower standards, for a marginal cost saving.
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Recovering data

The choice of fixed recording medium is not an easy one. 

While it is generally assumed that most accidents are likely not to result in the sinking of the vessel immediately, it is the fixed capsule that offers the higher chance of final recovery of the data. 

It is also probably true that if the ship sinks the data will be more valuable, both to determine the causes of the accident and to apportion blame in cases of litigation.

Both types of fixed recording medium can easily be removed from the vessel in the event it does not sink quickly, and although the fixed type is rather heavier, it is still easily carried by one person. 

It is also the fixed capsule that is more likely to survive any adverse conditions onboard, such as fire or explosion, while the float free may more easily be destroyed.

The float free option meanwhile is much easier and cheaper to recover if the ship does sink, and it may in the future be possible to combine it with the EPIRB, since the specifications are very similar, with potential cost savings. 

However, there is the chance that the data may ultimately be lost, since the priority in any accident will be to save lives, and the positioning beacon need only last for 48 hours, which may be not long enough to find it.

In all cases, the fixed option offers a higher safety margin, and since the only purpose of a VDR is the recovery of the data in disastrous circumstances, it is surprising that the float free version survives at all. 

With the initial cost difference now not a large consideration, it is only the recoverability cost that need be considered. Compared to the potential cost of litigation, this may also be seen as negligible.
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The market today

Although some extensions have been given for vessels unable to meet the January 1 deadline, and the retrofit market is still continuing due to vessels that have been out of service until now, the peak demand for VDRs has obviously now passed.

Manufacturers are stating a high demand at the beginning of last year, rising steadily up until just before the deadline, with prices remaining constant. 

However, some owners that chose to wait until the last minute have ended up paying a premium to get the equipment installed in time.

With the requirements for cargo vessels some time away, the VDR market is likely to be a slow one for some time ahead. 

Nevertheless, there is a huge potential demand, and it is as ever in the interest of owners to arrange for an installation sooner rather than later, so as not to find that at the last minute stocks have almost run out and there is no-one with time to fit the equipment.

