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Introduction 

Marine communications have been revolutionised by the introduction of the Global Maritime Distress and Safety System (GMDSS). Designed by the International Maritime Organisation and supported by the International Telecommunication Union, it ensures that ships anywhere in the world can communicate with an onshore rescue co-ordination centre by two independent means without the need for a specialist radio operator.

Pleasure vessels and Small Craft are not bound to carry radio transmitters and receivers, and are under no obligation to participate in the GMDSS. However, any sailor who wants to communicate with other ships, harbour authorities, and rescue co-ordination centres needs to keep up to date with the equipment and techniques of the commercial shipping world.

Some elements of pre-GMDSS communication will continue to be available but it will become increasingly important for sailors to participate in the GMDSS if they want to be certain of the ability to send a quick, effective Distress message.

Although in inshore waters mobile phones have proven to be effective, they are not a substitute for a marine VHF radio. They do not have the ability to participate in an open network, or receive and transmit broadcast messages such as Urgency and Safety messages. They can prove useful in emergencies when there is no marine VHF radio on board.

The continuing strength of maritime VHF is the facility to provide discrete ship-to-ship or ship-to-shore conversations and to broadcast messages.

With hundreds of thousands of users sharing fewer than 100 international channels there have to be rules and procedures which are understood and followed by everyone. They don’t have to be followed slavishly but, if they were totally ignored, communication would be impossible.

The purpose of this book is to explain how boaters can join the international community of VHF marine radiotelephony, providing for their own safety without interfering with other users.




GMDSS 

During the 1970s, very large ships were built to transport cargo and, thanks to computer technology, marine VHF radios became smaller and easier for bridge watchkeepers to operate. 

The International Maritime Organisation (IMO) became concerned that radio Distress messages were not always heard by other ships and, as a result, introduced the Global Maritime Distress and Safety System. This system requires that ships over 300 gross register tons, known as ‘compulsory fit’ vessels, are fitted with certain items of safety equipment and, most importantly, can send a digital and very audible alarm to others when they are in distress.

These vessels must carry:

	VHF Digital Selective Calling (DSC) marine radio (and MF/HF if in areas other than A1)


	406MHz Emergency Position Indicating Radio Beacon (EPIRB) Radar


	Search and Rescue Radar Transponder (SART)


	Navtex


	Automatic Identification System (AIS)


Smaller vessels not covered by the GMDSS rules are referred to as ‘voluntary fit vessels’ but are strongly advised to fit DSC sets so that they can also summon help quickly and efficiently.

While large merchant ships are fitted with Class A or B DSC sets, leisure craft are usually fitted with the less-sophisticated and less-expensive Class D set.

DSC is simply a method of alerting another ship and subsequent voice communication is just as important as it was before the introduction of DSC.

GMDSS Areas

The world has been divided into four GMDSS areas and the radio equipment that vessels must carry depends on the sea areas in which they sail. The areas in NW Europe are shown below.

	Sea area A1


Within range of shorebased VHF coast stations fitted with DSC (30 to 50 miles, depending upon height of aerial and the power of the set).

	Sea area A2


Within range of shorebased MF/HF coast stations fitted with DSC (100 to 300 miles).

	Sea area A3


Within the coverage area of INMARSAT satellites (between roughly 70°N and 70°S).

	Sea area A4


The remaining sea areas using HF DSC.

[image: Map showing GMDSS sea areas. ]

Navtex

Navtex is a component part of the GMDSS. Search & Rescue information together with navigational warnings, gale warnings and weather forecasts are sent at regular intervals from a series of transmitters positioned round the globe. All Navtex receivers use 518KHz, medium frequency, to receive information in English. More-advanced equipment is also fitted with 490KHz to receive additional information in the local language. In the UK, 490KHz is used for the Inshore Waters Forecast and the extended outlook. Depending on conditions, signals can be received at distances of up to 300 miles and the data can either be printed or shown on a digital display similar to the one shown below. The special antenna should be mounted clear of metal structures and well away from sources of electrical interference.

[image: Navtex receiver showing additional information detailed in the next image. ]

[image: Navtex screen showing additional information. Text reads, “ZCZC. WZ1061. England South Coast Isle of Wight. St Catherine’s Point Light 50-35N 001-18W. Fixed Red Sector Light Unreliable. NNNN.”]

ZCZC

The four characters ZCZC are used to begin every Navtex message.

SA55

This four-character code is usually the second item in any Navtex message. Each of the four characters has a meaning:

	The first character (S in this example) is the transmitter identity. It lets you know who the message is from. You can select which transmitters your Navtex receives messages from.


	The second letter (A in this example) is the subject indicator identifying the class of message and informing the user of what the message is about.


	The third and fourth characters (55 in this example) are the serial numbers of the message. They are allocated by the station the message comes from and will always be between 01 and 99.


WZ1061

WZ denotes this as a Maritime Safety Information (MSI) message. It is MSI message number 1061. This message would also be broadcast on VHF radio and include Whiskey Zulu 1061 before the message is broadcast.

NNNN

The four characters NNNN are used to signify that all of the message has been sent and that it is the end of the message.

Navtex Message Categories

A* Navigational warnings
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