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What seafarers think of AIS

DECK HEAD

Digital Ship commissioned a survey into 55 serving seafarers at a Delhi maritime training college, to find out about their experiences so far with automatic identification systems onboard ships. The results were surprising 

By Sumit Patnaik

BODY

In September 2003, a total of 55 currently serving seafarers were asked to respond on the awareness and operability of the AIS. The seafarers were all working with major international shipping companies and shipmanagers, including cadets, radio officers, 1st, 2nd and 3rd officer, and captain. 

Of the 55 seafarers, 35 respondents had no awareness of the system, and only 15 had actually operated an AIS on board. 

The remaining 5 seafarers had only secondary knowledge of the system, having had no hands-on experience of AIS.

Considering only those 15 respondents who had used AIS on board, 13 said their ship’s AIS had a Minimum Keyboard Display (MKD). Of the remaining two, one each had a 3-line screen with plug-in equipment, and an ECDIS.

Only 5 out of the 15 AIS users admitted to be fully conversant with the system, while the rest only had basic functional knowledge and were not fully aware of the system capabilities and operations.

All the 15 users of AIS had had no formal training for operating the system, but learnt the task from the system installation / service team, or from workmates on board. 

Most of the respondents felt that a formal training was not required and that a comprehensive explanation and demonstration by the Captain or Chief Officer on board the ship would be sufficient to get acquainted with the system. 

A Second Officer suggested that the information given by the personnel from the team, which comes on board to install the system, greatly enhanced the operational knowledge of the users. A senior captain suggested referring to installation and operation manuals of the AIS in order to overcome doubts and to improve work efficiency.
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Purpose of AIS

According to the seafarers, the purpose of the AIS onboard was as follows:

Collision avoidance; better navigation in restricted waters, or in poor visibility conditions; identification of a ship, its course, speed, call-sign; learning about information on the ship’s manoeuvring, closest point of approach (CPA), time to closest point of approach (TCPA) and related navigation information; 

Availability of more accurate and timely information than from conventional radar systems; one of the respondents felt that at times if a target is not detected by radar, it can be traced by AIS, making it quite trustworthy;

Sending of short, safety-related email messages to other ships equipped with AIS; communication with shore, if equipped with AIS.
While these were the most common responses, a few senior officers were of the opinion that the incorporation of AIS into the ship’s navigation system is just due to regulatory requirements and does not provide substantial benefit for a ship which is old and when all the inputs to the AIS are not calibrated accordingly.
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Shortcomings 

Respondents who were familiar with AIS, and those who had operated the system, mentioned some of the shortcomings in the existing system.

According to them, the information generated by AIS largely depends upon the data fed into it. Any incorrect input to the system would thereby be reflected in the output as a severe distortion of information.
Some of the users found the keyboard of the system quite confusing, making it difficult for them to send messages quickly.

According to one respondent, the instruction manuals were not exhaustive, and that there was no significant trouble-shooting guide as well.

The absence of a standardised system has led to difficulties in installation of systems designed by different manufacturers.

One of the respondents pointed out that for effective communication, both the parties (in ship – ship, or ship – shore communication) should be equipped with AIS. This may add to higher costs and may not be readily accepted by ships working under certain flags of convenience, ship-owners or ship management companies.

One of the respondents felt that AIS interface with the radar was not fast enough. According to him, it took quite some time for the AIS to interpret data and to subsequently respond to it, which could be dangerous in congested waters and dependent on weather conditions as well.

One Chief Officer experienced unexplained irregular transmission in Libyan waters while using AIS. 

While all the above reflect shortcomings of the AIS, a senior Captain mentioned that his experience, with AIS installed on a 21 year old ship, was ‘more than satisfactory’.

Of the 15 users familiar with AIS,  when asked to rate its accuracy on a scale of 1 –5  (1=not accurate, 5 = extremely accurate), 3 scored it 3, 9 scored it 4 and 3 scored it 5. 
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Other remarks

All AIS users believe that the system is useful, helps in navigation and VTIS, enables effective communication and reporting, and helps in collision avoidance.

They perceived that if made more user-friendly, the system has great potential and that effective training and demonstration regarding all system operations be made to all future users.

According to some of the respondents, this system will greatly help in promoting anti-terrorist measures and checks.

Two respondents felt that AIS, combined with the functioning of ARPA, would further enhance the capabilities of the system.

A senior Captain expressed concern over the potential misuse of AIS. He said that if pirates or terrorists could manage to acquire AIS, they can use it to identify ships with their cargo, speed, port of call, ETA, etc.

In reference to the above, another respondent pointed out that set-up and installation of AIS requires a company representative’s presence and installation passwords, though difficult, are not impossible to break into.







