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Long range vessel tracking 

DECK

What are the requirements for long range vessel tracking going to be and who is going to pay? Tim Power investigates 

BODY

It is hard to overestimate the effect of the World Trade Center attacks on US attitudes to security. 

The sweeping away of old attitudes led to a realisation that key industries, like shipping, on which the prosperity of Western economies depended, were acutely vulnerable to attack or to use by terrorists for their own purposes.

While initiatives like Operation Safe Commerce and Smart and Secure Tradelanes were looking at how individual containers could be used to support a terrorist attack, other organisations were contemplating the possibility that a whole vessel could become a weapon. 

Could a parcel tanker be used as a giant bomb? Could a vessel be used to ram a coastal nuclear power station? 

If so, what measures could be used to give early warning of threats of this sort and give security agencies time to block them?
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Long range ID and tracking

An obvious solution to the problem is to monitor the progress of vessels at sea and identify those that might pose a threat. 

This can be done by Long Range Identification and Tracking (LRIT), which is now being studied by the IMO. 

The idea is straightforward: each vessel would regularly transmit, via satellite, its unique ID (e.g. an Inmarsat C ID or IMO number), its position (Lat/Long), its course and speed and the date and time. 

The frequency of transmission would be regulated from outside depending on the level of interest in the vessel’s activity, as Brian Mullan, head of maritime and aeronautical safety services at Inmarsat explains. 

“At security Level 1, vessels will probably transmit the required data once or twice per day. At security Level 2 (meaning that the authorities suspect that an incident is in the offing) the frequency increases. 

“At security level 3, where there is specific intelligence about an imminent incident, vessel transmissions and monitoring could be almost continuous.” 

The technology to make this work already exists.

“This data can be provided now using Inmarsat C, mini-C or D+”, says Mr Mullan. 

“The satellite terminal on the vessel has a built in GPS which provides the vessel’s position and calculates and transmits the vessel’s course and speed. The terminal also has a built in unique ID and provides the time of transmission”. 

As Mr Mullan points out, it is essential that the frequency of transmission can be controlled remotely, allowing security authorities to increase transmission frequency as security levels rise in order to observe a particular vessel more closely. Remote control is possible with Inmarsat C, mini C and D+.
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Detail proposals

The IMO is now developing the proposals for LRIT in detail. 

At its 76th session, the Maritime Safety Committee (MSC 76) produced draft recommendations on the functional requirements for long-range identification and tracking of ships. 

It then requested the Sub-Committee on Safety of Navigation (NAV) to review them and submit comments to the Sub-Committee on Radio Communications, Search and Rescue (COMSAR 8). 

COMSAR was then to report to MSC 78. In addition, MSC 77 established a correspondence group to look into the issues and report to COMSAR 8 in February 2004. 
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Organisation

The current discussion at the IMO is less about technology and more about organisation. 

It has been provisionally agreed that this vessel monitoring function needs to be managed out by a single global body. 

A key factor in this decision has been the need to simplify the billing and accounting process associated with the activity. 

The administrations requesting the LRIT data, not shipowners will pay for these transmissions, making central settlement of costs essential.

It has also been agreed that the administering body will share the information with other authorities according to specific rules. 

Thus, a flag state will be allowed access to the data relating to all vessels operating under its flag at all times. 

A port state will be able to monitor data relating to all vessels that have declared an intention to call at one of its ports from 96 hours prior to the vessel’s planned arrival. Finally, a coastal state will be allowed to track all vessels in passage along its coast. 

There remains to be decided the precise distance from the coast at which a vessel would be monitored; 200 miles has been proposed as the general rule but special provisions will be needed for more restricted areas like the English Channel where a 200 mile limit cannot apply.
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Satellite service

A decision has not been made about which tracking and communication platform should be used. At present this remains open to all IMO-recognised providers that have notified their interest. Inmarsat is a leading contender for this role but it is likely that Iridium and Argos will also put their hats in the ring.

The plan is for these proposals to be discussed again at MSC 78, scheduled to meet in May 2004 meaning, that, given a fair wind these measures could be endorsed by MSC 79 in December 2004.
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Costs 

The crucial feature of the plan is that the costs of satellite communications will be paid by the maritime administrations which need to use the data, not the shipowners. 

But there is still an issue of fitting equipment onboard vessels which provides the data.

Most ships are likely to fit ship alert systems as part of their obligations of the ISPS code, which automatically transmit positions at regular intervals; it is likely that this equipment could provide the data necessary for long range tracking, so long as they were configured to transmit a position report in response to a request from a maritime agency. 

Otherwise, shipping companies will have a bill for a piece of equipment, expected to be at around USD 2,500 capital costs.

