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Shipboard communications and alarms

DECK HEAD

Are the communications onboard ship, between the officers and engineers, good enough? Could there be opportunities to improve safety through better communications?

BODY

Digital Ship correspondent Sumit Patnaik, an ex-seafarer currently completing an MBA in Delhi, has an idea for improving shipboard communications, which came to him whilst working onboard as an engineer. 

“When an engineer wants to let other Engine Room crew know about what / where he is working in the engine room, he would probably use the whiteboard in the Engine Control Room, or simply the word of mouth,” he writes.

“Most of the times, though, the entire engine room staff is not aware of each others' whereabouts and this could lead to improper coordination in job scheduling and planning, or, in extreme situations, may even lead to difficulties in tracing personnel during emergencies,” he says.

“With today’s technology in communications, one can envisage a device working on a system similar to the SMS, wherein all engine room crew can stay in touch with each other by buzzing preset / custom messages on such devices designed as, say, wrist watches.”

“Other operations such as calling personnel to the engine control room, workshop, may also be carried out using the device.”

So who offers a service to do this?

There are plenty of companies who have built software for shipboard use; the software could be run on mobile computers, such as Palm Pilots and Tablet Pcs, even wristwatches, as held by seafarers, and used as a communications device.

As far as Digital Ship is aware, no software company has built such a communications tool but it would obviously be easily possible.

In order for all seafarers to communicate onboard ship by radio, there would need to be a shipboard radio network.

SUBHEAD

Shipboard wi-fi

One way to allow seafarers to communicate by data radio on the ship would be to install wi-fi Bluetooth data access points all around the ship.

ResidenSea, the cruise ship that superrich people buy apartments on, has been fitted with what has been described as the “world’s largest wireless communications network”, with 250 wi-fi access points, one in each cabin and others around the ship.

The wi-fi access points, costing around $500, each with a communications range of about 100m, but not through solid metal, and connect to each other and to the central server by cable. It uses the Bluetooth protocol and works at 1mpbs. The software to manage the system costs about $5,000. 

SUBHEAD

Benefits of shipboard wi-fi

There are plenty of additional benefits of having a ship wired up, as well as making it easier for seafarers to communicate.

It would be much easier to install monitoring sensors on pieces of machinery, because they would not need any cabling; they could collect data which can then be crunched by computer to determine whether everything is at the optimum setting.

Inspectors and surveyors could send data to the ship network as they walk around the engine room without requiring any cable; they could also receive data from the computer network, or at the same time, such as manuals. 

The system would replace the walkie talkies commonly used onboard ships with crystal clear digital communications, enabling everybody to keep in constant touch with each other all around the ship. 

The system could be used to make a check on the shipping line's data about which containers are onboard, provided all the containers were fitted with low cost radio tags (likely to be implemented over the next few years). 

Tag readers, with a range of a few metres, can be placed around the ship, sending data by wireless communications to the radio data network. If a container has found its way onto the ship which shouldn't be there, or a container isn't there which should be, an alert can be flagged up. 

More computers onboard a ship can be networked without much additional cabling. One wireless communication point in the living quarters should communicate data with all of the cabins, offices and domestic areas. 

On cruise ships, the position of passengers could be monitored. Another application is for monitoring the location of passengers onboard the ship. Each passenger is issued with a radio tag, to carry in their pocket or around their neck, which can be monitored by a tag reader, enabling the computer system to keep continuous track of where all the people are. 
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Caption: location of master unit, repeater and portable handset on a ship
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The SafePage alarm

One alarm system Digital Ship found was SafePage, a two way communication network between the engineers and the bridge. 

The service was principally designed for safety monitoring. In case of an accident, an engineer can alert an officer on the bridge by activating an “emergency call” button.

If the engineer is requested to contact the bridge, he can be paged manually from the Master Unit by a simple key-press. Alternatively, he can be paged automatically e.g. by the vessel's general alarm

system or fire detection system.

A number of pre-defined messages, e.g. "Fire Alarm" or "Contact Chief Engineer", can be transmitted both from the Master Unit to the handsets, and opposite.

G-O Tech, the manufacturers, claim that the radio signal can work through the metal walls of the ship – although it may require a number of “repeaters,” which boost the signal. 

There is a master unit on the bridge or cargo control room, and a portable handset which the seafarer can carry. 

The Dead Man Alarm tool requires that the seafarer presses a button every 30 minutes to prove that he is alive. When 2 minutes are left from the 30 minutes, an alarm sounds. The engineer can let the unit hang around his neck so it is always available but not in the way. If the engineer does not press the button and 30 minutes expire, an alarm sounds on the bridge so the ship officers can check. 

If the engineer needs emergency assistance he can press a “call” button for 5 seconds. 

If the captain wants to talk to the engineer, he can “page” him by pressing a button; the engineer can then phone the bridge.

