5 October 2012

TRIP REPORT – RTCM CONFERENCE, ORLANDO, FL

On 27-28 September I represented NBF at the annual meeting and Conference of the Radio Technical Communications for Maritime Services (RTCM) in Orlando, Florida. In the United States, the FCC and U.S. Coast Guard use RTCM standards to specify radar systems, Emergency Position Indicating Radio Beacons and DSC equipped VHF-FM radios. Also Personal Locator Beacons (PLB) used on land in the U.S. are required to meet RTCM standards.

The conference was a five-day event but I attended only the Global Maritime Distress Systems Solutions (GMDSS) and Beacon Manufacturers Workshop on Thursday and Friday. Both meetings were well attended, with many representatives from industry, USCG, FCC, NOAA FAA, NASA, NTSB, USAF and representatives from the UK, Canada, Denmark, Norway and France. In all, good input was received from the relevant U.S. Government agencies and the Canadian and European countries.

Some of the reports at the conference related to commercial vessels only, their carriage requirements, such as AIS (still limited to commercial vessels), radio frequencies and radar requirements that comply with provisions of the IMO and other authorities by reference.

Beacon Manufacturers Workshop: There were 72 individuals in attendance at this meeting; from those areas I mentioned above. This workshop was more or less an open discussion on technical and engineering issues involving EPIRBS, ELTs and PLBs. Chris Hoffman, Chairman of RTCM Special Committee 110 on Emergency Beacons, reported that a combined EPIRB AIS standard is being developed with completion expected in 2013. He also indicated they are working with NOAA on beacon registration issues and considering a new type of rechargeable EPIRB. Testing is being conducted on a new EPIRB with an internal GPS receiver. Also there were reports of inadvertent EPIRB activation, incorrect mounting, and false alerts, most from ELTs, then EPIRBs and much less from PLBs. Some beacons were found to transmitting at a ten-second rate rather than the required one-half second rate.

BSAC is considering a mandatory beacon requirement (EPIRB or PLB) when greater than 20 miles off shore.

At the conclusion of the workshop I was asked to mention our EPIRB leaflet. USCG Cmdr Turner suggested that we change the statement “If you plan to GO more than 3 miles from shore”, saying that anywhere off shore could be a problem. So Marlene changed it to simply “off shore”.

NOAA Website Report: System for Search and Rescue Satellite Tracking – “Around the world, around the clock, NOAA proudly stands watch.” As an integral part of worldwide search and rescue, NOAA operates the Search and Rescue Satellite Aided Tracking (SARSAT) System to detect and locate mariners, aviators, and recreational enthusiasts in distress almost anywhere in the world at anytime and in almost any condition.
The SARSAT system uses NOAA satellites in low-earth and geostationary orbits to detect and locate aviators, mariners, and land-based users in distress. The satellites relay distress signals from emergency beacons to a network of ground stations and ultimately to the U.S. Mission Control Center (USMCC) in Suitland, Maryland. The USMCC processes the distress signal and alerts the appropriate search and rescue authorities to who is in distress and, more importantly, where they are located. Truly, SARSAT takes the "search" out of search and rescue! 

NOAA-SARSAT is a part of the international COSPAS-SARSAT Program to which 41 nations and two independent SAR organizations belong. To find out more about SARSAT explore their website at http://www.sarsat.noaa.gov/.

National GMDSS Implementation Task Force: This meeting was chaired by Captain Jack Fuechsel, USCG (ret). The meeting started with a report by Joe Hersey of the USCG on a number of issues including Rescue 21. Rescue 21 made the important Digital Selective Calling (DSC) feature on our new VHF marine radios possible. Rescue 21 is built out in Sea Area A1 and will be declared operational by the end of the year. Most all coastlines are covered with the exception of some areas of Alaska and Canada. A2 area is experiencing some problems and budget cuts are exacerbating the problem.

Ghassan Khalek of the FCC reported on a number of issues including the lack of MMSI number registrations for assignment to the boat’s VHF radio. There were suggestions/questions on whether registration of MMSI for DSC radios should be mandatory. 

Some discussion came up on boats that are taken to foreign ports and how the MMSI number is handled. Apparently there are some tax implications from registration for the MMSI although MMSI registration is worldwide. The need to educate the public on MMSI registration and the importance of the VHF/GPS interface was also mentioned.

A new class of PLB is under consideration. It is tentatively called “BWW” or Beacons Worn on a Wrist. It appeared that this was not a category that could be easily supported. This became an action item for the next meeting. 

There was a proposal to limit the lifetime of beacons but there is no requirement for periodic tests of a recreational vessel PLB. If there was a requirement for testing, this could determine the remaining useful life of the PLB.

The information I have provided from the Beacons Workshop and the GMDSS meeting is only a portion of the total subject matter. Full summary records from both meetings are in preparation by Lisa Hessler, Program Mgr. for NOAA/SARSAT system and Capt Jack Fuechsel and will be sent to everyone when I receive them.

The next RTCM Annual Assembly Meeting will be on September 22-27, 2013 in San Diego, CA.

