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AIS: Which product is right for you?
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You know you have to fit AIS systems, so which manufacturer should you go for? Here is Digital Ship’s guide 

BODY

With the Automatic Identification System (AIS) implementation deadline looming, Ship owners are faced with having to make a choice between AIS products. 

The Digital Ship asked AIS manufacturers and suppliers to supply us with some details about their products, such as physical dimensions and cost, and the key factors that differentiated their product form another. 

Not all products are currently on the market, with some still awaiting type approval. 

Some factors, such as installation time, vary greatly, most likely due to the ambiguity of exactly what an installation includes, i.e. cabling, installation of additional equipment needed etc. 

MX-Marine comments that, “An AIS system cannot be differentiated on installation time since you always need to install GPS and VHF antenna, transponder and MKD (Minimum keyboard and display) plus interfacing to Gyrocompass as minimum.” 

It was generally agreed that the type of vessel would also affect installation time. We haven’t made any direct comparisons between the products and leave that up to you.
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Nauticast X-Pack DS Transponder

www.nauticast.com 

Nauticast’s X-Pack DS Transponder weighs 2.5 kg, with dimensions of (W x H x D) 200mm x 60mm x 281mm and a screen 110mm wide and 63mm high. 

The keyboard is alphanumeric and touch sensitive with a water resistant PVC coating. The X-Pack DS costs € 6 000 and 600 units are currently on order.

Nauticast claims any retrofit engineer with standard tools can undertake the installation of the X-Pack unit, which takes approximately five minutes, with additional time needed for cabling. 

The X-pack is DGPS supported. 

Nauticast notes that its X-Pack DS transponder includes an “automatically sorted vessel list for improved navigation, an address book function for simple messaging and pre-defined categories for voyage related data input to speed up initial transponder configuration.”

Nauticast offers software specifically designed for training purposes “with an aim to allow the future user to gain experience in transponder operation from the comfort of a PC.” 

The X-Pack software simulates all transponder functions, and is especially useful for generating situations offline, that rarely occur in real-life situations (e.g. alarms, long range interface requests, SRM or MOB messages), Nauticast suggests.
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MX-Marine 

www.mx-marine.com 

MX-Marine sells two different models of AIS transponders, the MX531 and the MX423, used in conjunction with the MX420 control and display unit. 

The MX531 is (W x H x D) 152mm x 288mm x 210mm and weighs 2.8 kilograms. 

The MX420 is water resistant and has a screen size of 120mm x 62mm; 240 x 128 pixels. The display is black and white and includes graphical presentation and messaging menus. 

MX-Marine notes that the prices for its AIS products are determined according to factors such as quantity, installation, complexity, service and warranty. 

It suggests that the list price, from € 8 500 “will often be higher than the actual price excluding installation.” 

When asked how many AIS systems it had sold, MX-Marine said that, “For competitive reason we do not disclose such information, but we started installing AIS on test basis long before the first type approval was in house, and we have sold and installed type approved systems since May 2002.”

MX-Marine suggests that installation time can vary, although it notes that a pre-fitted junction box can be provided, which can cut installation time by approximately a few hours. 

Although no special tools are required, MX-Marine comments that “technicians should of course understand AIS and be able to follow the manual’s instructions on setting up the system with ship’s name, MMSI .”

MX-Marine does not offer AIS training software but do offer its distributors a training seminar.
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Transas and McMurdo’s MT-1 

www.transas.com
www.mcmurdo.com 

(have pic)

Both Transas and McMurdo manufacture the MT-1 UAIS. The MT-1 costs around € 8 000 although it is not type approved until April 2003.

The transponder and display together weigh approximately 7.5kg. 

The transponder measures (W x H x D) 308mm x 416mm x 93mm and the display, 219mm x 151mm x 76mm. 

The screen measures 320 x 240 pixels. The keyboard/display is a touch-screen LCD The unit has the minimum keyboard and display required under the regulations (MKD). 

By touching the screen, users are guided directly to the information required. 

McMurdo comments that “The MT-1 screen shows a graphical display of the received targets, which makes it easy to identify the targets of interest. Additional information is only a finger touch away.”

According to Transas, additional important features include, GNSS differential corrections via multiply routes; four-mode operation: Autonomous, Continuous, Assigned, Polled; long-range application; telemetry applications for Aids to Navigation, such as lighthouses or buoys; Short Message Service; reduction of global VHF traffic and Interpretation of distress signals in DSC mode. 

Transas notes that the MT-1 can be used as a stand-alone shipboard UAIS unit or integrated with an ECDIS system and/or be part of a Vessel Traffic System (VTS).

McMurdo comments that installation time varies greatly depending on factors such as the ship, the support system (i.e. cabling) etc, but suggest installation time is approximately 1-3 days. 

Transas is in the planning stages for training software, while McMurdo suggests this service will be available in the near future. 

In addition, McMurdo are establishing a regional training programme for AIS installation, commissioning, servicing and annual inspections. This will cover the UK, USA, Europe and the Far East.
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L-3 AIS

www.l-3com.com
L-3 ‘s SOLAS AIS system is based on its ITU 825 AIS system which has been used by vessel and port operators, as well as ship pilots worldwide, for over 4 years.”

The L-3 AIS weighs 2.54 kilograms, with dimensions (W x H x D) 184mm x 82.6mm x 162.1mm and a screen measuring 30mm high and 70 mm wide. 

It includes a water resistant alphanumeric display and multifunction keypad. 

L3 did not provide a recommended sale price and is “currently involved in the type-approval process and are awaiting approval prior to entering market.”

The L-3 AIS offers an optional electronic charting system available as extended AIS display. The L-3 AIS allows for text messaging between vessels and or the shore station. 

Like most AIS systems on the market, the internal GPS system can be linked to a DGPS system plugged in the back for improved reliability and accuracy.

L-3 suggests that approximate installation time is eight hours, with no special installation tools or skills required for installation. L-3 offers an installation CD, on-site training during installation, and in-house training at its production facility.
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SAAB TransponderTech

www.transpondertech.se
Saab’s current generation AIS the R3 has been on the market since 1997.

 The Saab R4 system is currently at the final stage of BSH approval and will be available from June 2003. 

Recommended sales price is € 6 800 for the R3 AIS and € 4 650 for the R4. Thus far Saab has sold over 1500 units including Base Station. 

The R3 is (W x H x L) 152 x 88 x 210mm, weighing 2.8 kg and the R3 MKD is (W x H x L) 64 x 145x 271mm, weighting 1.3 kg. The R4 is slightly smaller than the R3, weighing 2.3kg. The R4 MKD weighs 1.0 kg. 

Saab has adopted a stand alone design for its keyboard/display. “For the R4 MKD we will [additionally] have a high resolution display with both a graphic and a radar like day and night display, presenting up to 500 targets,” said Saab

The new R4 will have an integrated pilot port in the aim of providing easy installation. 

The display units also contain engineering and configuration built in modes, meaning there is no need for special tools for maintenance, service and configuration. 

As has been iterated, Saab note that installation time depends on the type of ship and the level of preparation. 

“Our average time for installation including cabling is two days,” said Saab. “If cabling is already done half day to one day is required.”

Generally no special tools are required for installation, although Saab notes that interfaces to older type of gyros are sometimes required. 

Saab notes that “related to your [the Digital Ship’s] recent news on patent issues related to AIS technology we can also fully provide indemnity to our customers since we have full patent rights for the STDMA technology.”
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Tideland Maritime

www.marinedata.co.za - Marine Data, AIS manufacturer

www.tidelandmaritime.com- Tideland Signal, global distributor of Marine Data AIS 

Tideland Maritime is the global distributor of Marine Data System’s type approved AIMS M4 AIS transponder. 

Marine Data Systems have been heavily involved with AIS since its inception. 

Tideland Maritime notes it is “also heavily involved in shore side AIS networks also. We are an AIS total solutions provider.”

The sales price is dependent on quantity bought, with incentives in place for quantity purchases. 

According to the company, it has sold many systems, commenting “with implementation dates brought forward we have seen a marked rise in the number of sales.”

The AIMS M4 measures 444mm x 360mm x 80mm and weighs 8.5 kilograms. 

Tideland Maritime notes that the screen size is in excess of IMO minimum requirements, and the alphanumeric backlit LCD display as standard but can be output to a larger LCD flat screen monitor via AIMS Utility software (included with each AIS transponder). 

In addition, AIS can be output to any PC monitor or handheld personal digital assistant (PDA).

Utility software contains an Electronic Chart Function to further enhance AIS display functionality. AIMS M4 has aids to navigation report functionality. A unit can be specified with DGPS receiver at point of order or retrofitted as required.

Installation manuals are supplied in either electronic or printed forms, with installation times varying depending on factors such as type of vessel, location of bridge/equipment room etc. Regular installation workshops/training are available. 
