Dear Sir,

Steve Harding’s diatribe against AIS in the March edition of Digital Ship was entertaining and the lesson in naval history enlightening. It’s a shame to spoil a good story with some boring facts, but here goes:

The SOTDMA technology was chosen for AIS by the members of IMO, i.e. the national maritime administrations. Nobody claimed it to be the perfect solution, or indeed the only one. The reason for selecting a single technology can be summed up in one word – compatibility. A choice of technologies is entirely appropriate in many applications, but to establish a usable maritime communication system, everybody needs to adopt the same language, or protocol in this case.

Most new systems have teething troubles (look at GMDSS). It is best to face up to the problems, make users aware of them and find solutions. The alternative of pretending they don’t exist would be irresponsible, but nobody is suggesting that all the equipment needs replacing. The solutions are improvements in training, information and procedures.

The problems referred to with safety related messages arose from the first trials carried out on this application and were shared with the international community so that all could benefit from the experience and avoid the pitfalls. AIS is a system with many potential uses, but it is a new system and it would be foolish not to learn from experience and modify it to make it better.

The study carried out by consultants for the former UK Radio-communications Agency used simulation to look at the ability of the system to cope with high traffic loading. The results of simulations depend heavily on the assumptions made and other studies have produced different results. The way in which AIS copes with increased loading is quite complex, but the system was designed to operate in traffic densities such as those experienced in the Dover Straits.   

A great deal of work went into the design and development of AIS to make sure that it would serve the mariner well. Now every effort is being made to ensure that its implementation is as effective and trouble-free as possible. 

Nick Ward, Chairman, IALA AIS Committee

