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As the UK, Sweden and IALA have signed a paper being submitted to IMO addressing “concerns” with IMO’s AIS strategy, Steve Harding attacks AIS as the wrong technology 

BODY
Gefechtwendung is a splendid German word to describe the maritime equivalent of the hand-brake turn. 

Perhaps the most famous exponent of the manoeuvre was Admiral Scheer during the Battle of Jutland in 1916.  

Notwithstanding his early success, where the German fleet’s meticulous ship management ensured they sank more British vessels than they lost, Scheer’s ‘T’ was eventually crossed by Britain’s Admiral Jellicoe.  

Accepting his strategy was fundamentally wrong, and displaying a pragmatic management style that officialdom invariably abhors, Germany’s Admiral Scheer executed a perfect gefechtwendung to bamboozle Britain’s Admiral Jellicoe. He eventually brought the bulk of his ships and men safely back to port.

But Scheer’s enlightenment did not stop there.  So legend has it, his first comment after the battle was along the lines of: ‘I cannot fight this war with Dreadnoughts alone, I must have U-Boats!’

This turned all previous naval thinking on its head.  

In the early years of the 20th Century, Admiral Scheer, along with the rest of German High Command, and their compatriots at the Admiralty in London had steadfastly advocated the Dreadnought to be the perfect technology solution for maritime security.

Politicians and senior officials, never backwards in coming forwards to massage their egos in the limelight of publicity commanding the stump at every opportunity to extol the virtues of Dreadnoughts, demanded they must be built and introduced to even tighter timescales.

But the omnipotence of the Dreadnought was blown apart at Jutland.  

The British suffered terribly, the ships intolerant to their haphazard, albeit previously successful approach to management; the underdeveloped design and hurried construction did not accommodate the Royal Navy’s long-established operating practice, what we now call the ‘human factor’.  

The Germans, by contrast, had found out to their cost that a policy of putting all eggs in a single-technology basket enfeebled, not strengthened their fighting capabilities; the new paradigm required flexibility.  

In short, the Dreadnought programme had, ultimately, been pointless. Were these lessons learnt?  

SUBHEAD

Admitting failure

I draw this analogy to make it clear there is no dishonour in admitting failure.  

Despite best-laid plans, what appears to be the perfect policy can prove to be anything but once implemented.  

Moreover, a successful strategic manager recognises at the earliest opportunity when a mortal flaw in policy has been exposed, and has the courage to immediately change course.     

Now if you’re a regular reader of my article in Digital Ship you will appreciate I am, and always have been deeply sceptical of IMO’s AIS policy.  

Specifically, as far as I’m concerned, IMO has never justified a policy of directing that self organized time division multiplexing, or STDMA, is, and can only be the perfect technology solution for maritime security. 

We have seen politicians and senior officials commanding the stump at every opportunity to extol the virtues of STDMA AIS and demand that more terminals must be built and introduced to yet tighter timescales.  

I’m very much of the camp that regulation should be about ensuring optimum flexibility while fulfilling a broad operational requirement, particularly in an era of ever changing technology. 

SUBHEAD

Concerns with AIS 

An IMO paper has been submitted to the 8th meeting of its Communications and Search and Rescue Sub-Committee or COMSAR that might offer some support to this opinion.  

The paper suggests real world experience has revealed ‘concerns’ with the previously omnipotent IMO, single-technology AIS strategy   

My real surprise is who signed the paper.  

Amongst others, this includes the UK, Sweden and IALA, who were, of course, in the vanguard that pressed, indeed demanded IMO put all its AIS policy eggs into a single-technology, particularly IALA, a whole chapter of its VTS handbook devoted to eulogizing on the wonders of STDMA AIS, and how it, and no other can, and will revolutionize port safety.

So what are these ‘concerns’, and how will they impact on users?  More to the point, who is going to end up paying to sort them out?  

SUBHEAD

Problems and solutions

The problem areas identified by IALA et al include: 

The information being received and decoded by shore-based networks indicates that many ships have incorrectly programmed AIS terminals;

The AIS on some ships performs poorly when compared to others. This appears to depend on the installation of the unit, rather than the AIS terminal itself; and,

Safety related broadcast messages and binary broadcast messages have been found to cause difficulties on the ships receiving the messages.
Amongst the solutions offered are:

The need for correct data entry during the fitting and programming of an AIS unit,

The development of a method that allows the actual Bit Error Rate (BER) to be tested using the AIS Class A mobile as it is currently installed; and,

Administrations, manufacturers and system integrators should be made aware of the problems experienced with Safety Related & Broadcast Binary Messages.  Guidelines on the use of Safety Related Broadcast Messages should be reviewed to ensure that unwanted alarms are avoided.

I find little to disagree with this first point: it is clearly a master’s responsibility to ensure an AIS terminal on the ship is installed in accordance with IMO’s guidelines, including the programming of semi-static data such as next port and draft.

SOLAS Chapter I does require all AIS installations be verified, i.e., surveyed by flag states such as the United Kingdom and Sweden before it is approved for use.

Everything else is, frankly, rubbish and little more than a blatant, if rather predictable and always to be expected attempt by officialdom to deflect blame and responsibility for its own ineptitude onto ships and seafarers as encapsulated in the statement:

“This appears to depend on the installation of the unit, rather than the AIS terminal itself.”

A ship’s master can have no control over dynamic data such as position, course and speed transmitted by a ‘fully type approved’ AIS.   The data is generated from within the terminal itself.  

SUBHEAD

Inadequate design standards

If there are errors in the data transmitted, as clearly there are, this can only result from inadequacies in the basic design standards, mostly undertaken by IALA, and/or the type approval process, the responsibility of flag states.  

Which is equally true of this ‘BER’ nonsense. 

If STDMA is intolerant to the pulse interference of +/- 100 µs duration one normally expects to find on a typical ship, while obviously some method needs to be developed to measure the noise floor in these conditions, this is why IMO requires type approval of AIS whose purpose, if it has any purpose at all is to undertake test measurements that are difficult, if not impossible to undertake in situ on the ship.    

 .

And to start bleating at this stage, when most ships are already fitted with AIS terminals that there are actually significant problems with the safety related broadcast messages ships’ masters are receiving frankly beggars belief.  

Who wrote the standards; was any account taken of the human factor in design?   Physician, heal thyself!  

We have problems with AIS: what is the IMO supposed to ‘decide as appropriate’?

If IMO is apparently still keen to claim whenever given the opportunity, its single-technology strategy will deliver bountiful benefits to seafarer safety and security, at the very least the Organization must resolve the generation of errors in safety critical navigation data transmitted by STDMA AIS .

As IALA etc. concede: “The lack of data integrity (with AIS) needs to be corrected as soon as possible to avoid loss of confidence in the AIS environment.”  

I have not the time to go into detail on what must be done.  Suffice to say, it undoubtedly requires significant modifications to most, if not all of the AIS terminals already purchased by ship owners; and quite possibly their complete replacement. 

No prizes for guessing who pays notwithstanding the problems almost certainly derive from inadequacies in design and type approval, and the demands of IMO officialdom. 

SUBHEAD

Admit failure

Alternatively, there is a gefechtwendung.  IMO admits failure, without dishonor, and seeks more flexibility in AIS rather than continue its present fixation with a single-technology solution.  Has the Organization the courage of Germany’s Admiral Scheer?  

After the First World War Britain’s Admiral Jellicoe, now First Sea Lord, received a report slamming the design of his Dreadnoughts and the operational procedures applied.  

He dismissed it as rubbish; acceptance of the conclusions required he admit he was wrong.  

In the 1930s, Germany needed a new symbol of national identity.  What better to parade than the greatest ever battleship?  

This folly was exposed in three days early in 1940, the time between HMS Hood blowing apart just like her sisters at Jutland, and the sinking of the Bismark; you cannot fight a war with one technology, and Admiral Lutjens was not a man who’d ever contemplate a gefechtwendung.  

Nearly 4000 men died.   A small price to pay to protect the honor and egos of the decision-makers involved.  Expect nothing more from today’s incumbents.

SUBHEAD

AIS capacity

Finally, just in case there is a mood for change at IMO, the UK Radiocommunications Agency has recently reported on the capacity requirements of STDMA AIS technology.  

Suffice to say, unless a radical approach is adopted, in the busiest waterways; the Dover Straits was investigated, in all probability STDMA AIS will crash due to congestion; it has not the capacity to handle the data.  

Best leave that issue to the next round of IMO meetings.  We cannot have ship owners spending all their hard-earned profits to resolve AIS deficiencies in one go!    

