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Simplified voyage data recorders
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As IMO prepares to require all ships above 3,000 gt to fit so-called “simplified voyage data recorders” by 2007/2008, we looked at some of the products likely to be on the market

IMAGE y new rutter vdr.jpg

Caption Rutter’s new range of voyage data recorders

BODY

The current requirements for voyage data recorders apply to all new ships (built after July 1 2002) and all passenger ships; but IMO is making plans to require that all ships above 3,000 gt fit them.

The requirement is expected to be “simplified” from the passenger ship / new ship required system – probably in that it records less data and the data storage capsule does not need to be so strong at withstanding deep water and fire. 

The capsule can be designed to float away from the sinking ship, rather than go down with it and withstand the pressures of the deep.

VDR manufacturer Rutter points out that according to current proposals, the cost of a “simplified” VDR will not be much less than the standard version, so shipping companies may as well go for the full version and get more benefits.

According to Rutter he main functionality and recording system of the VDR and S-VDR are essentially the same, save for the final recording medium "capsule" whose outer housing in the SVDR version in less robust and thus cheaper.  

“Whether or not the float-free capsule [of the S-VDR] will actually turn out to be cheaper than the current stay-with-the-ship capsule remains to be seen,” says Robert Edrington of Rutter.

“By the time that the required 7-day battery and grappling device are finally engineered, the two versions may end up with about the same costings.” 

The inside (flash memory and circuitry) of the two capsules are identical, as are the environmental requirements for shock, temperature, vibration.

Some concerns have been voiced in the industry over the potential for the float free capsule to be lost or destroyed if it is not recovered soon after an incident. 

Without a significant price differential to provide the incentive, the fixed version is likely to be the choice in the vast majority of installations.

“Operationally speaking, our company much prefers the stay-with-the-ship capsule,” comments Mr Edrington. “This one can always be found and recovered , while a float-free capsule would have to be netted right away before the 7-day battery expired.  

“It might get run over and destroyed by a ship.”  

“Finding it might be improbable, rather like finding the corked wine bottle with the castaway's last message of desperation.”

“I believe that we will be offering the proven stay-with-the-ship capsule as standard fare and leave the float-free capsule to specific request by the buyer.”
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Doing more with S-VDR

Mr Edrington sees the S-VDR as an essential piece of equipment that could be limited in its effectiveness if ship operators simply do the minimum necessary to meet the IMO regulations, which do not specify that propulsion and steering data, which is very useful for accident investigation, need be recorded. 

“In our company's opinion IMO erred badly in specifying so few connections for S-VDR.    

“IMO clearly succumbed to cost-reduction efforts put forth by the shipping industry, but in so doing assented to a sweeping impoverishment of the underlying concept of voyage data recorders. 

“Ship operators will themselves realize that they are buying rather expensive recording systems that aren't really recording very much.”

Rutter would like to see more operators choosing to have the supplier connect the SVDR with their ships' propulsion and steering systems as well as with other ship devices that generate "non-mandatory" information needed for proper accident investigation.

The extra costs should not be significant for vessels with standard interfaces and relatively recent equipment, but could be prohibitive if suppliers have to make custom connections, which often need to be built specifically for any older systems onboard, 

Rutter points out that VDRs can be used for much more than investigation after a serious incident. 

For example, if a ship is accused by a port authority of running above the harbour speed limit, VDR can prove that the ship was not speeding at all.  

Or a ship captain complains that his radar works badly and the radar technician replays VDR data showing him that he has kept the sea clutter reduction turned up too high and that his radar works just fine.
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Rutter’s orders 

With the installation deadline for cargo vessels so far away in 2007/8, it will be a difficult challenge to market VDR and maintain a steady flow of orders. 

“Forecasting sales of S-VDRs on a monthly or quarterly basis is a trying endeavor for all of us manufacturers,” says Robert Edrington of Rutter.  

“Actually we predicted almost no S-VDR sales in 2004 but we are proving ourselves flat wrong.”

“Some of the larger operators have already begun their equipment selections and a few have in fact already started with SVDR installations.”

“This is because the 36 months given by the IMO for the installation procedure is tied to dry docking schedules.

 “A vessel dry-docked every five years and going into the docks in late 2004 might have to fit the S-VDR now. “
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Rutter’s new VDRs

Rutter has recently introduced its second generation Voyage Data Recorder, available as a full VDR (the VDR-100G2) in compliance with IMO A.861(20) and as a Simplified VDR (VDR-100G2S) in compliance with MSC.163(78). 

The VDR-100 G2S is the first S-VDR to be launched in accordance with the new IMO carriage requirement and IMO performance standard for this equipment and is suitable for retrofitting all types of cargo vessels, the company says.

The new generation has remote access possibility, automated archiving, and an electronic log. 

Rutter also claims to have the largest global installation and servicing network in the industry to provide prompt customer support. 
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MARIS’s new VDR/S-VDR

www.maris.no
Maritime Information Systems (Maris) has launched a third generation S-VDR/VDR. 

The 2000 Mk3 has been redesigned to minimise size and provide maximum ease of installation.  

The complete system now comprises a main unit of 60cm x 60cm x 30cm weighing 40 kg in S-VDR configuration and an additional interface unit of 40cm x 40cm x 30 cm weighing 18 kg for VDR configurations. 

The S-VDR/VDR 2000 Mk3 is identical to the Wheelmark type approved VDR2000 except for the EPIRB equipped storage unit. 
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