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AIS and crisis management 
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Automatic identification systems provide a communications network that could prove very useful when managing a crisis. Transas discusses the possibilities
Adapted from text by David S. Nieri, technical advisor, Simulation and Response Management, Transas

BODY

Transas has developed software to help manage vessels in the event of an accident, intended to make sure the right information gets to the right place. 

The objectives are to establish an incident command centre; notify all appropriate agencies; set up communications between them; deploy resources on hand; ensure safety of citizens and personnel; manage personnel; see the current incident status on a display; provide necessary information; and track the costs.

All of the data necessary already exists, the challenge is to get it to the right place and make it easy to review it, as well as automate routing procedures, allow rapid access to archive information, facilitate communications, and record information about the event. 
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US incident command

The design is based on the US incident Command System structure, used for all kinds of incidents including forest fires, oil spills, chemical releases, plane crashes, train derailments, ship collisions and fires, search and rescuer operations and natural disasters. 

The system works together with a vessel traffic system, taking data from automatic identification systems (AIS) onboard vessels. 

It brings together Transas’ technology in vector charts and vessel traffic systems, with radar monitoring and AIS technology.

A system was delivered to the US Coast Guard in 1998 to help them control large scale oil spills. It consisted of a software tool linked to a vehicle tracking system. 

There was also software to model oil spills in different weather and tidal conditions, showing how the oil was likely to spread and, in turn, how it should be contained. The oil spill is displayed on an electronic chart of the area. 
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Resource planning

One of the most difficult issues in crisis management is resource planning; knowing about the resources available and how they are deployed. This information has a big impact on the development of a response strategy. 

The vessels involved can be tracked in real time, with their locations displayed to the incident command staff and logistics personnel. 

The AIS system was considered ideal for managing the flow of vessels through the port. Vessels can be automatically tracked, with data received about the vessel’s identity, type, position, course, speed and navigational status. 

Experiments were made with putting additional data through the AIS system, including a vessel’s destination, draft, ETA, dimensions, needs and requirements and whether or not there was hazardous cargo onboard. 

Data can also be sent back from the VTS centre to vessels, about berth assignments, pilot information, notices to mariners, weather forecasts, tide and current data, special instructions, requests from agents and so on. 

If the vessel is part of a crisis management system, then a variety of different information can be sent over an AIS system. This includes details of the mission (e.g. booming, containment, recovery, search, firefighting); the operational group (e.g. “Beach Cleaning Task Force”, "Division One", "Protective Booming Workgroup", “Search and Rescue Group”) and status information (e.g. deploying, en route to work area, transferring oil, skimming).
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Separate modules

The Transas system comprises several different software modules and systems. 

This includes decision support tools (e.g. vessel stability software), databases (e.g. chemical characteristics, medical, environmental), geographic information tools (electronic charts), internet messaging (file transfer), and weather and tide data sources. 

It uses a range of different hardware, including mobile computers, radios, cellular phones and vehicle tracking systems. 

SUBHEAD

Tracking

The work builds on efforts by the US Coast Guard Research and Development Centre in oil spill response management. 

The US Coastguard wanted to test how well its own vessels would respond to an oil spill, and to do this it integrated a vessel tracking system on the vessels with the oil spill response system.

The tracking system was designed as self contained carry onboard equipment, like an AIS unit, that could be installed quickly on vehicles that were required to participate in spill response. 

An identical unit was configured as a base station, receiving the radio signals from ships and relaying the data to the control centre by telephone. 







