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In the first of a three part series Anders Bergstrom of AIS consultancy True Heading reports on how the usage and requirements of AIS have strayed away from the original intentions

BODY

The Automatic Identification System (AIS) technology has received its fair chair of critics up to present, mainly due to poor made installations and lack of training. 

Much of the criticism could have been avoided by small and not very costly precaution steps from the involved parties. 

The problems are currently taking the focus from the positive side where is has proven to be a most useful tool in enhancing safety and security. 

SUBHEAD

Purpose of AIS

The initial purpose with AIS as it was thought of when implemented by IMO in 1998 was to improve safety of navigation by assisting in ship navigation, environmental protection and operation of vessel traffic services. 

It would do this by helping collision avoidance (in ship to ship mode); as a means for countries to obtain information about a ship and its cargo; and as a vessel traffic management tool. 

These statements are to me pretty clear and straightforward and should not be able to be misinterpreted. 

SUBHEAD

Ship personnel

To be able to accomplish the basic goals of the performance standard the onboard user and operator need to involved in the process. 

The IMO performance standard since it states that the AIS should be able to provide information “automatically and continuously without involvement of ship's personnel.”

It is impossible to comply with the requirement to input the required voyage related data and checking the integrity of the AIS system without involvement of ship personnel.

There is a need for training that IMO not yet has regulated. 

SUBHEAD

Using AIS

IMO has issued guidelines on the use of AIS (December 5th 2003) that are quite clear and well written but unfortunately they seem to be forgotten and not well known among mariners. 

It would be a good idea for manufacturers to include the operational guidelines in their own operational manuals as an appendix and I hope they could afford it even with the price drop on AIS that has occurred. 

They state that AIS information transmitted by ships is of 3 different types: fixed (entered when the AIS is installed and only needs to be changed if ship changes name or is converted into a different ship type); dynamic information (automatically updated from ship sensors) and voyage related information (which “might” need to be manually entered and updated on each voyage).

As far as I know no manufacturer of AIS can input the voyage related data automatically. 

The guidelines state that the all the different voyage related data should be manually entered at the start of the voyage and updated when required. 

Also the answer to the discussion how the AIS should be activated or not can be found in the IMO operational guidelines.

They state that AIS should be in operation when ships are “underway or at anchor.” It can be switched off if the master “believes that the continual operation of AIS might compromise the safety or security of his/her ship or where security incidents are imminent.”

“This might be the case in sea areas where pirates and armed robbers are known to operate.” 

“Actions of this nature should always be recorded in the ship’s logbook together with the reason for doing so.” 

“The master should however restart the AIS as soon as the source of danger has disappeared. 

“In ports AIS operation should be in accordance with port requirements.”
If you talk to safety and security authorities most of them believe that the AIS should remain activated in most areas of the world to enhance the surveillance capacity and the capability to distinction abnormal behaviours thereby making protection and control easier.

SUBHEAD

Cruise ship experience

Recently I had the pleasure of being onboard a large cruise ship in the Caribbean. 

The captain had the kindness to invite me to the bridge where I had a very interesting discussion about AIS with the first officers.

The vessel is one of the most modern cruise ships on the market and has only been in operation since April this year. 

She carries a most modern integrated bridge system that includes AIS integrated in all of the five independent radar and ECDIS work positions. 

On this ship you cannot even find the Minimum Keyboard and Display (MKD) on the bridge. 

The officer did not even know where the actual AIS unit could be found since the information from the AIS was fully part of the normal navigation system they used. 

The deck officers had according to my experience very good knowledge about AIS and did e.g. perform verification test and checking on their system regularly according to predefined procedures. 

Even so I felt that some things where missing according to the IMO guidelines that state that the officer of the watch should check the data once per voyage or once per month at a minimum, looking at positions over ground, speed over ground and sensor information.

No routines existed to verify the geodetic data used by the position provided to the AIS but this is a minor problem since I believe a change to any other data than WGS 84 would quick give an indication on the general bridge system. 

The gyro used was a fully digital one so little risk existed, compared to older ships when transferring heading data from analogue to digital like on older ships, this was not checked but it would be obvious on other systems if errors would be occurring. 

The reference point of position for the AIS could not be easily accessed and verified; this was not the fault of the crew but rather the complexity of the Human Machine Interface (HMI) from the system provider. 

Again not on the checklist where I believe it should be. 

A first officer verified what is well known that voyage related data like ETA, Destination, Draught and Cargo are often not available on ships that they meet. 

The situation is however improving. 

Related to the input of voyage related data he saw a great risk in the wrong use of the input of the correct navigational status that in many cases seems to be wrongly inputted.  

Further he saw also that the identity of the ships in many cases is wrong or not defined. 

I believe the officers were a good example of how to check and verify this data regularly. 

The bridge crew was however very positive in general about AIS and saw mostly advantages with the implementation e.g. improved situation awareness, better identification of ships making VHF contact when required less possible of mistakes.  

Also a discussion we had regarding future use of AIS (Class B, AtoN and AIS shore stations) was thought as encouraging and positive for the system. 
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