STEVE HARDING – VOYAGE DATA RECORDERS 

Voyage data recorders – using DVD?

DECK 

DVD disks, which cost about USD 5 and can old 4.7 gigabytes of data, would be a good solution for shipboard voyage data recorders. By Steve Harding 

BODY 

I’ve treated myself to a new toy to replace my trusty, old video recorder. A Digital Versatile Disk Recorder or DVDR.  What an amazing piece of kit. 

At least amazing if you’re old enough to remember the days of data recording technology that, for the home market at least, made everything look as if a drunk on speed had filmed it.  You could never trust those old machines to provide a true record of events.  For little more than $700 or so, a DVDR means perfection each time.   

But what truly impresses, and I’m not usually easily impressed, is the recording media.  According to the blurb, this thing that looks and feels much like any other CD has the capacity to store 4.7 Gigabytes of data.  

To put this into context, by my estimation the typical ship’s Radio Officer would have had to transmit continuously for over 400 years to send the equivalent volume of information ship-to-shore using Morse Code.  

And all for $5 from my local supermarket!  How do they do it?

Frankly, I couldn’t care less; something to do with lasers and phase change media.  How best to utilise this technology at sea I do care about, particularly if there’s an opportunity to make money.  

One obvious application of DVDR that comes to mind, and from my experience of life at sea is probably already in common use on ships, would be the bulk storage of the ‘more interesting’ broadcasts made on certain satellites when in range.  

If not, there’s a business opportunity out there, particularly if DVDRs can be coupled with technology that automatically searches for those programmes that best fulfil the seafarers’ desires; all good for the human factor!  

SUBHEAD

Collecting shipboard information

Digital Ship, of course, only deals with more serious issues.  So, with that in mind, what else could the shipping industry be doing in terms of data recording as it enters the era of truly low-cost, virtually unlimited storage capability?  

The short answer would appear to be ‘as much as possible’.  At face value you can never collect enough information about a ship, and with the carriage requirement in place, the precedent and the legality of using the voyage data recorder or VDR is now well established.  

However, before rushing headlong into suggesting the regulators, or whoever, should require everything from the deformation on no. 1 cylinder head to the temperature inside the Captain’s fridge be recorded for future posterity using DVDR - the VDVDR perhaps? - consideration needs to be given to the purpose of such a recommendation. 

Because, if any new VDR technology proposed for future implementation does not bring real benefit, and that means truly addressing the principles it is there to uphold, it may actually be making things worse; introducing confusion where there was none.  

In short, it is the principles of VDR that are important, not the technology used in fulfilment; was it ever thus for all navigation and communications technology on ships.  

SUBHEAD

Principles of VDR

And the principles of VDR are what exactly? 

When the Editor suggested I prepare an article on VDRs I though it would be a simple matter to search the IMO or other maritime Organizations’ websites to locate a document that laid down in words of one syllable what, exactly is the purpose of VDRs.  

From that, there would be little difficulty examining whether the VDVDR concept has any value.  

If you like, a checklist to determine whether this technology can address the relevant principles and would, therefore, be fit for purpose; isn’t that what type approval certification authorities do?  

Alas, I’m still looking so if anyone can point me in the right direction, please drop me an email. 

In the absence of anything that explains the purpose of VDR, I decided to have a go at developing my own set of principles. 

The obvious place to start my research was the VDR rules or standards adopted by the IMO and/or other regulatory bodies.  Problem.  I can’t find those either.  At least not without having to pay an extortionate fee that far outweighs the pittance I receive from this publication.  

Fortunately these (silly) copyright restrictions do not apply to historic maritime legislation.

Ah, but the VDR is a wholly new concept in shipping I hear you say.  Or, at least, a concept borrowed from aviation, the so-called ‘black box’. 

And, with 2003 marking the centenary of manned, powered flight, the VDR could not have existed before the 20th Century!

SUBHEAD

History of VDR

Rubbish.  VDRs were required to be carried on ships over 700 years ago, probably longer as the Romans always did this sort of thing first. The principles of the concept well understood by James I of Aragon in the drafting of the Barcelona Maritime Code of 1258:

“Also: we order that every ship and vessel shall have a sworn clerk on every voyage, which clerk shall not write anything in the contract book of that ship or vessel unless both parties are present, namely the captain and the merchants, or the captain and his mariners; and the said clerk shall be a good and lawful man…, 

“And if the captains of the said ships or vessels do not wish to have the said clerk they shall not leave Barcelona or any other place in which they may be, until they have another clerk, if they can find one.”  (Source: www.admiraltylawguide.com) 

For VDR carriage requirement, read clerk; for storage technology performance standard, read contract book; and for advice to PSC, no leaving of port unless the clerk is on board!   

Incidentally there is no record of the sanction applied for any breach of the ‘VDR regulation’ although normal practice at the time appears to have been to execute justice on offenders, to punish them as well corporally as pecuniarily, to plunge them in the sea till they be half dead, and then to have them drawn forth out of the sea, and stoned to death (Rules of Oleron, circa. 1266, Source: www.admiraltylawguide.com).   

All of the above are sound principles of regulation, of course, but why the clerk?  

After all, even in the 13th century ships’ captains would have been literate, certainly more than able to complete their own records, i.e., a log.  

And you can be sure owners were no more altruistic then than they are today thus would never employ anyone on a ship unless, in their opinion, he added some value.

SUBHEAD

Enforcing trust

It all comes down to trust.  Specifically, the reduction of the risk of lengthy and costly disputes between principal stakeholders over the relevant facts of the matter, should problems arise during a ship’s voyage.  

No ship’s master could ever, not now or at any time in the future, be trusted to maintain an honest and truthful contemporaneous record of events, i.e., in a log.  

He (or she) is the owner’s agent.  He is intrinsically biased.   Besides, isn’t the master’s principal task to safely manage the ship, not act as bookkeeper?

Employ a good and lawful clerk however and no such problems with integrity can arise.  Moreover, he has the time and the wherewithal to maintain the records required.  In short, the good burghers of Barcelona appreciated the cost of using VDR were far outweighed by the benefits it brought through, amongst other things, not needing to employ the equivalent of 13th Century $3000+ a day, specialist maritime advocates.  

SUBHEAD

VDR is an electronic clerk

And that is the key, perhaps the only principle to be fulfilled by VDR.  Its purpose is to ensure integrity reducing, if not removing, the scope for dispute between stakeholders; and accident investigation is only one form of dispute between experts offering differing theories for a ship’s loss.   It is just a clerk. 

Unfortunately, the common sense approach established by James I of Aragon somehow got lost through time.  Perhaps the clerks got too expensive.  More likely they were doing too good a job; with no disputes arising, the owners conveniently ‘forgot’ the purpose of having them on the ship.  

Whatever, until the recent adoption of effective voyage data recording on ships; predating the IMO’s initiative of course, ships’ masters were the only VDR, thereby ensuring the Admiralty Courts could never be short of disputes to resolve as and when his (or her) version of events were challenged, if they were available at all.

SUBHEAD

Who needs lawyers?

What applications do I foresee for using DVDR on ships if not for keeping up to date with Ricki Lake? 

Spend a few minutes trawling through the records of Admiralty Courts and anywhere where a dispute has arisen in relation to a judgement of fact during a voyage is a potential application for VDR.  

DVDR and similar technologies are simply enablers that can cost-effectively extend the scope of our clerk in accordance with, of course, the principles for VDR established by James 1 of Aragon.  

Put another way, was shipping to fully commit to (voyage) data recording as an essential element of its business plan, rather than churlishly undertake the bare minimum demanded by the regulators, they may find that disputes simply do not arise.  

And without dispute who needs the over-inflated egos and invoices of advocates?  

If INMARSAT killed the Radio Officer, VDVDR has the potential to kill the maritime legal establishment. 

One final thought.  In this era of third generation marine communications, why bother storing voyage data on ships at all?   

