
B
y Spring 2006, the
UK is due to have an
Automatic Identifica-
tion System (AIS) net-

work covering most of its
waters out to 30 nautical miles.
The Maritime and Coastguard
Agency (MCA) awarded a
turnkey contract early this year
to Norcontrol IT to implement
the system, and work is pro-
ceeding according to schedule. 

At the programme’s com-
pletion, operators at some 53
workstations located at coast-
guard facilities round the coast,
MCA headquarters and certain
government facilities, will be
able to ‘see’ all AIS-equipped
vessels and other maritime
assets operating within UK
waters.

Several years ago, the
MCA realised that, as a result
of an intended European Ves-
sel Traffic Monitoring Direc-
tive and an emerging ‘e-navi-

gation’ policy within the UK’s
Department of Transport,
there would be a need for a
nationwide maritime domain
awareness solution. This
would permit, without voice
radio intervention, the rapid
and unambiguous identifica-
tion of vessels — the purpose
for which the Automatic Iden-
tification System was original-
ly devised — but would also
provide additional informa-
tion about vessel tracks,
speeds, cargoes, voyage status
and intentions.  

Multiple benefits
Coverage, though extend-

ing around the entire 10 500
mile coastline of the United
Kingdom, would be concen-
trated in areas critical to ship-
ping such as the Dover Strait,
the Scilly Isles and south-west-
ern approaches, the Smalls, the
North Channel, Pentland Firth,

the Fair Isle Gap, the Firth of
Forth, the Minches and the
north-east coast. 

The scheme would improve
situational awareness in these
mandatory and voluntary
reporting areas. Additionally,
enhanced awareness of traffic
in the North Sea was consid-
ered of interest.

The MCA believed that AIS
would significantly enhance
the operational effectiveness of
itself and other maritime agen-
cies. It would facilitate search
and rescue operations by pro-
viding positions and other data
on casualty vessels promptly,
improve pollution control by
helping to identify ‘rogue’ ves-
sels, contribute to traffic sur-
veys and civil hydrography, and
strengthen the agency’s
enforcement capability. 

Data would also be of
interest to other agencies such
as the Marine Accidents Inves-
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tigation Branch (MAIB) and
navigational interests like the
General Lighthouse Authori-
ties (GLA). AIS is, for example,
included within the GLA’s
‘20:20 Vision’ for future mar-
itime provision. These various
bodies are keen to achieve a
common surveillance and aid-
to-navigation strategy for the
UK without duplication of
effort. Overall, it was thought
that an AIS network would
represent the best solution,
with great advantage to mar-
itime safety and security. 

Dover testbed
Since there were few pre-

cursors on which to model
such a system — those few
being mainly in Scandinavia —
the MCA felt it necessary to test
both the potential benefits and
the technologies available. It

therefore decided to conduct
an engineering trial and to use
the upgraded Channel Naviga-
tion Information Service (CNIS)
at Dover as the trial hub. 

The Langdon Battery Vessel
Traffic Services (VTS) station at
Dover monitors, jointly with
French counterparts, one of the
world’s busiest stretches of
water. Typically, some 500-600
vessels per day are seen in the
20-mile wide Strait between
France and England, and these
include numerous crossing
movements of ferries and
leisure craft.  

Dover was one of the first
UK VTS stations able to display
fused radar and AIS, and the
fact that it is also equipped as a
Maritime Rescue Coordination
Centre (MRCC) enhanced its
suitability for the trial. 

The contract for implement-

ing the trial network was award-
ed to Norcontrol IT, which had
been able to cite its on-going
experience in integrating AIS
networks elsewhere, notably in
the Gulf of Mexico, Singapore
and Norway. 

Fifteen AIS base stations
from different manufacturers
were installed at strategic loca-
tions around the UK to cover
the various traffic ‘pinch
points’. An existing MCA wide
area network was utilised, in
conjunction with an Ethernet
backbone, to support commu-
nications both within the
Dover centre and with other
MCA locations. 

At the start of the trial early
in 2003, only a few ships using
the Dover Strait and other UK
waters were equipped with AIS,
but this rapidly increased when
the international deadline for
mandatory ship installation
was brought forward to
December 2004. 

Norcontrol IT provided
Dover and nine other MRCCs
throughout the UK with net-
work control facilities and
access to a central AIS data-
base. This gave the ten net-
worked centres access to posi-
tional, dynamic and static data
relating to shipping in their
regions. So popular did this
information prove among the
various duty operators that
most looked forward to when
the system would become a
permanent fixture in the opera-
tions room.

Armed with a better idea
of what shoreside equipment
it would need to support a
national network, the MCA
solicited European procure-
ment bids for the full system.
Prime requirements included
scaleability to allow for future
expansions and upgrades,
compliance with relevant
engineering standards, nation-
wide coverage, ability to be
interfaced with other MCA
system elements, high avail-
ability, intuitive operation,
intelligent software providing
advanced functionality, and
affordability. 

Norcontrol IT won the
prime integration contract, with

a bid of some £1.54M to cover
the entire system. It was able to
promise this low cost through
the use of an open hardware-
independent network architec-
ture permitting the extensive
use of commercial off-the-shelf
equipment, and software that
was largely proven, requiring
relatively little further develop-
ment to meet the MCA’s needs.
It was also helped by the thor-
ough and detailed technical
specification that MCA was
able to prepare as a result of the
AIS network trial. 

Modular architecture
The new network is based

on Norcontrol IT’s AIS 5060, a
system whose open architec-
ture facilitates later addition of
base stations, workstations,
sensors and new functions.

At the core of the system
will be half a dozen or so
node managers, essentially
central PC-based servers that
will receive and condition AIS
returns from maritime assets.
These returns will be distrib-
uted to 53 of the MCA’s 154
remote radar/radio sites that
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T
his national scheme is
not the only AIS net-
work destined for UK

service. Recently, the Port of
London Authority (PLA)
acquired a network-based
solution, also from Norcontrol
IT, so that vessel track and
other data could be
exchanged readily between its
own IALA-compliant base sta-
tions, a local Sofrelog VTS sys-
tem and an STN Atlas VTS sys-
tem serving the nearby port of
Harwich.

Emphasising the benefits
of the networking approach,
Steve Guest, General Manager
for Norcontrol IT, UK,
explains: ‘Many ports in the
UK need to exchange informa-
tion with geographically adja-
cent VTS systems but this has
been difficult, if not impossi-
ble, when those systems are
from different manufacturers.
Our networked AIS solution
overcomes this limitation in a
cost-effective manner.’

The PLA will use the new
installation to track its own
port service vessels as well as
other AIS-equipped traffic in

LLooccaall  nneettwwoorrkk

its waters. The system will be
able to provide single tracks
integrated from various differ-
ent tracking systems, ensuring
maximum clarity in presenting
the traffic situation.

It relies on the same third-
generation software that is
embodied within the UK
national system and has been
selected by the Norwegian
Coastal Directorate. Norcon-
trol IT was able to install the
PLA’s network software into
existing hardware remotely.  

Integration of port man-
agement information systems
(PMIS) with VTS systems is a
growing requirement in the
overall management of mar-
itime assets. Korea, for exam-
ple, has selected Norcontrol
IT’s solution to meet such a
need at its port of Busan,
where the port authority
wanted to integrate its PMIS
with both a new VTS system
and an older one that was
already in place. AIS integra-
tion was also a feature of this
contract.  Networking is the
logical solution to such
diverse integration needs. 
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degradation to safety and
security. The highly distrib-
uted nature of the system,
combined with adequate sys-
tem redundancy, ensures that
this need is met. 

Software-based filters with-
in the network serve to sideline
data known to be inaccurate or
corrupted. (Unfortunately,
instances of ships’ officers
entering data incorrectly or
failing to update it from voyage
to voyage are not rare.) Other
software safeguards ensure that
data reaches only the intended
recipients and is not available
to competing interests. 

As Steve Guest, General
Manager of Norcontrol IT in
the UK, comments: ‘We proved
the resilience of our AIS infra-
structure during the network
trial with the MCA. With the
release of the third generation,
our network software is
stronger still in terms of robust-
ness, flexibility and functional-
ity. It is hardware independent
and provides relatively low
cost of ownership.’

Recently, the MCA’s Head
of Information and Communi-

cation Technology, James Find-
lay, demonstrated to MIT&E at
MCA’s regional headquarters in
Southampton, a Beta version of
the operator workstation soft-
ware. The choice of data and
presentation options was
impressive.

Typically, the situation for a
given area is presented in plan
view, AIS tracks being present-
ed over an S-57 vector or Admi-
ralty raster chart.  Operators
can retrieve details for any par-
ticular vessel at the click of a
mouse, after placing a cursor
over the relevant target. Further
detail can be culled from an
AIS database by means of menu
selections. 

All standard AIS messages
are supported, including Class
A and Class B position reports,
static data, safety and text mes-
sages, channel management,
interrogations, mode assign-
ments, navigation routes and
VTS targets (where connected
to a VTS system). 

Varied data
According to Findlay, oper-

ators will also be able to call up
other images, ranging from

are being equipped with AIS
base stations. 

VTMIS Ltd from Leicester
has supplied Saab Transpon-
dertech base stations, these
having been chosen because
they performed well in the tri-
als and because a recent
upgrade was available.

The remote sites will pass
radar (at Dover) and AIS data to
major user centres, in particu-
lar 19 MRCCs. Here, local
servers will combine the
incoming data and process the
result to provide clear, unclut-
tered synthetic displays for
operators. 

Two graphical user inter-
faces (GUI) are being provided
— a Web-based interface simi-
lar to AISLive, and a GUI based
on an existing NATO-compli-
ant windows system developed
by Teleplan AS of Norway.

The communication system
enables data to be exchanged
freely between the MCA,
Department of Transport, the
GLA and other relevant author-
ities. (Data exchange trials
between MCA and GLA facili-
ties are due soon, while discus-
sions are in progress with the
Port of London Authority over
similar exchange.)

Future system expansions
or changes are facilitated by
Ethernet interconnectivity and
the British Telecom wide area
network (WAN). Norcontrol IT
software distributed around the
system controls the use, filter-
ing, routing and storage of the
AIS data.

In-built protection
Earlier this year Norcontrol

IT released the third genera-
tion of its AIS 5060 network
infrastructure software, which
is to form the basis of the UK
AIS network. The system meets
high standards set by the
MCA, the International Associ-
ation of Marine Aids to Navi-
gation and Lighthouse Author-
ities (IALA) and other bodies,
for system resilience. 

Such resilience, against
both failure and unauthorised
system entry, is essential for
guarding against potential loss
of data, with consequent

TThhiiss  mmooddeelllleedd  aaccccuummuullaattiioonn

ooff  AAIISS  rreettuurrnnss  aanndd  ttrraacckkss  iinnddii--

ccaatteess  tthhee  ssccooppee  ooff  tthhee  ccoovveerraaggee

tthhaatt  wwiillll  bbee  pprroovviiddeedd..
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stored photographs and 3D
views to processed satellite
imagery. These can be of great
assistance in a variety of tasks,
from detecting Colreg contra-
ventions to pollution control. A
range of ancillary data, from
radio and radar coverage pre-
dictions to tidal rates and direc-
tions, will also be available.

Operators will be able to
display particular types of
asset, navaids or SAR helicop-
ters for instance, selectively as

required. Any instances of
information overload and con-
sequent screen clutter can be
addressed by reducing the
reporting rate, while it will be
possible to filter out Class B
returns if necessary.

Guest adds that the opera-
tor workstation also permits
seamless transition from sea
to land and vice-versa, using
sea charts and land maps that

include Ordnance Survey
detail and Digital Terrain Ele-
vation Data (DTED). The MCA
will be using these to comple-
ment its command and con-
trol system.

The MCA will receive a
centralised AIS Service Man-
agement (ASM) solution at
Spring Place in Southampton,
facilitating the management of
users and system resources
plus the addition of new func-
tions, without the need to visit
physical installations.

Given the remote nature of
some of the sites, this will be a
particular benefit. The Agency’s
routing and filtering require-
ments were demanding and
these can be set at port level

using a Node Configuration
Manager. 

The MCA has deemed the
AIS network mission critical,
and an essential element of the
solution is the fully integrated
Health Monitoring System
(HMS), which continuously
monitors system performance
and provides managers and
network administrators with
advanced health monitoring
features. 

The ability of the MCA’s
new system to store and
retrieve AIS data and conduct
statistical analyses is seen as
increasingly important, particu-
larly given the growth of port,
coastal and offshore wind ener-
gy infrastructure and the future
development of wave and tidal
resources around the UK. To
meet this requirement, a com-
prehensive suite of logging,
replay and query facilities will
be available. 

By October this year, Nor-
control IT expects to have the
full hardware infrastructure in
place, and Spring ’06 should
find the system fully commis-
sioned and accepted. Only
then will the benefits of
improved maritime domain
awareness within United King-
dom waters become fully
apparent. �

AA  hheeaavvyy  ccoonncceennttrraattiioonn  ooff
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EEnnhhaanncceedd  mmaarriittiimmee  ddoommaaiinn

aawwaarreenneessss  ddeelliivveerreedd  bbyy  AAIISS  wwiillll

hheellpp  bbootthh  tthhee  MMCCAA  aanndd  VVTTSS  ffuullffiill
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wwaatteerrss  lliikkee  tthhee  SSoolleenntt  aanndd

aapppprrooaacchheess  ttoo  tthhee  ppoorrttss  ooff
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