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The idea of taking a systems approach to regulating shipboard electrics is a good one, but it needs to be handled in the right way, says Steve Harding
BODY

The maritime regulatory establishment is trying to face up to the reality of convergence, looking for ways to regulate the increasingly complex shipboard electrical systems.
It isn’t doing it very well if the feature on the cover of September’s Digital Ship is any measure “Reliable shipboard systems”. 
There again, Andy Norris’s article, “classification societies and navigation,” does offer some hope.
Reading these articles rang a bell in that void called my brain. 
A paper was presented to the 40th session of the IMO’s Safety of Navigation Sub-Committee just a decade ago drawing attention to the risks presented by the increasing integration and inter-reliance of shipborne navigational equipment.  
The paper proposed, as a risk control measure, the consolidation of all IMO performance standards into a single resolution, the Organization thereafter developing a new recommendation (standard) to enable certifying bodies undertake ‘full type approval’ of each ship’s installation.

This wound me up; the proposal stunk.  

The sentiments were fine, still are.  
In many ways the paper was way ahead of its time, and radical in even daring to suggest to IMO that its sacrosanct regulatory regime based on demarcation, treating each item of navigation equipment as if it was somehow independent from all others was, frankly, risible.   
Alas the devil was in the detail.  Literally. 

In the sponsors’ opinion, weakness in IMO regulation could only be addressed through the adoption of yet more prescriptive IMO regulation.   
To cut a very long story short, ‘full type approval’ was a metaphor for IMO developing and publishing, in minutia, rules and standards to address every potential integration scenario for navigation systems one could ever imagine. 
It would have been like painting the Forth Bridge, a never-ending task for the IMO sub-committees.  Perhaps that was the real motivation for the paper? 
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Requirement for systems analysis?

At the time I was of the opinion, taking into account the IMO’s general requirements, and the legal obligations on, not to say financial risk carried by those issuing SOLAS Safety Equipment Certificates (SECs), there was already sufficient control to ensure potential problems in converged systems would be identified.  
In other words, there was already a de facto IMO requirement for ‘full type approval’ implied through the issue of the SEC.

I got that wrong!  
SEC issuers are presumably taking the view, if IMO does not require ‘full systems’ analysis’, they cannot be held liable if the ship thereafter ploughs onto the rocks as a consequence of system failure; it would be entertaining to see this policy defended in front of an Admiralty Court judge.

So does this mean it is time to turn back the clock ten years and look again at the concept of ‘full type approval’? 

I daresay there are those at IMO who would love nothing more.  It would certainly chime with the thinking of an Organization increasingly dedicating itself to going backwards to the future.  
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Changing regulation

As I hope you now appreciate, because I’ve banged on enough about it now, and as the telecommunications regulators are appreciating, in a convergent world, ‘old’ regulatory structures, and the ‘old’ ways of management are simply no longer viable.  Indeed, they are the problem, never a solution.  
Particularly where rapidly evolving technology is involved, shipping has to find ways and means to remove redundant regulatory barriers, to give more responsibility to the market for deciding how ships should be designed and operated.  

Which is why Andy Norris’s article gives me hope, “classification societies and navigation.”
I’ve been somewhat scathing, because class societies are the bodies largely responsible for the issue of ships’ SECs, class societies are probably also the most important stakeholder in the establishment of standards in the shipping market.

They are at least moving to address the new paradigm.    
Whether this is through altruism, or simply a realization their previous ostrich mentality towards navigational systems’ analysis has left them holding a financial time-bomb matters nought: it is the final result that counts.
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Radio regulations
Convergence is not just an issue of technology – it is also an issue of regulation. 

It is now undermining those most sacrosanct of barriers, those erected by radio regulatory officialdom.  

The grandiose temples honouring Marconi are starting to crumble under its force.

As readers may be aware, ITU (International Telecoms Union) regulations require all wireless radio technology be subject to control though licensing.  

The issue of an ITU license by a member Government affords authority to the user to exploit radio spectrum. This works in much the same way as the issue of IMO Certification accords rights to ships to exploit the oceans.  

Traditionally licences have specified, in prescriptive detail, the use to which spectrum can be put and the means by which that spectrum can be exploited, i.e., the service that can be offered and the technology that can be deployed.   

Hence ITU demarks (assigns) spectrum between individual services, each with its own, unique set of rules and standards.   

Invariably national telecommunications regulators are similarly structured, the spectrum managed by independent service divisions, with equally independent policy-forming committees and sub-committees (for example there are 11 such divisions in the UK). 

Assigning different spectrum to different services was viewed to be the only practical means of preventing destructive interference between services with the technology available, for example to stop ships disrupting wireless communications on land, and vice versa.

This no longer applies.  Most of the wireless technology driving convergence operates with sufficiently low power and/or high intelligence to avoid conflict; there is no interference between users because there can be no interference.  

Moreover, these devices are widely purchased and applied in any number of services without modification, including maritime.  

In short, the market has spoken: it no longer needs nor recognises the regulators’ barricades.  The whole raison d’être of wireless regulation, or at least its classic framework, is at an end.    
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UK’s OFCOM

The implications of convergence have not gone unnoticed by the UK’s recently restructured telecommunications regulator, OFCOM. 

Fortunately for us in the UK, the Government has had the nous to appoint a young, freethinking leadership with the holistic skills necessary to manage markets in a way that addresses the 21st Century paradigm shift from the static to the dynamic.  

Which is just another way of saying convergence throws everything up in the air and you need some very agile jugglers to keep those balls from hitting the ground.  

Also the recognition that the radio spectrum, as a system, can no longer be managed through the prism of demarcation  

And speaking of balls, OFCOM has them in facing up to powerful vested interest, not least within the regulatory system itself.  

This has been recently demonstrated by its proposal to reduce the UK’s licensing divisions to three.

It is hardly diplomatic putting to the sword eight divisions, at a stroke ridding the UK of their requisite committees.  

But when the market is making decisive moves, the regulator must itself be decisive and adopt a framework with the necessary flexibility to meet the new paradigm.  Diplomacy and compromise gets nowhere.    

As OFCOM makes clear, “[These] proposals are part of [our] wider policy to reduce the role of the regulator and give more responsibility to the market for deciding how spectrum should be used.”

Adding its belief that such policy can only benefit consumers and businesses alike by encouraging innovation and enabling greater competition between providers, thereby helping to drive down prices and increase the scope for new services to come to market.  Amen to that!   
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The question will become: will the industry be allowed to shape its own destiny?  Or will IMO, sensing the risk to its omnipotence, rise to quell this threat?  

Like true immortals, the competing fraternities cannot avoid conflict forever.  They must meet to resolve their destiny; there can be only one.

And should that involve the regulatory equivalent of a naff film, staring a bad French actor, with a woeful English accent, pretending to be a Scotsman who then goes around lopping the heads off IMO committees and sub-committee Chairmen with an ancient sword, I will be first in the queue when it comes to the local cinema.  
Because, only then will the benefits of convergence be truly realised by shipping, and effectively managed from a safety perspective.  

