practical: electronics

My wite Bachel and | bought our first
vacht aboul 13 years ago and guickiy
gol hooked on cruising, We live on
hoard and have so (ar cruised MNow
Fealand, Tonga and Vanuatu. At that
rate il will probabiy lake 20 vears o get
arcund the planel ol there's no rush.

We sold our last vacht two years ago
in Brisbane and bought a slightly larger
Rabort Perry-designed catler-rigoed
sloop, Freelife, so we would have room
Lo carry a lew more supplies on board.
This yvachl also has a GRE hull and is
lomng-keeled,

Freelile is an ex-norlh American vachl
that hadn't been offshore for aboul six
YEars prior te us purchasing her) o we
have spent the past18 months gradaoally
winrking herup to-an offshore standard,
while doing a hit of work and enjoying
the Queensland coast,

As ] type this we are anchored at
Bongaree on Bribie [sland. There is
acold SWowind outgide, and T am
appreciating the benefits of our new
solid-fucl heater keeping things nice
and warm inside. Bul this articleis
about another new piece ol equipment
Lhat Twas & bit dubious Lo install, bot
after an incident in the earlby hours of
one morning lam a convert.

Risk ol collision

I have Scottish heritage and my wifeis
hall Dutch so for us (o spend $1,400 or
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Danger lies

in the

lucky stars for the lateSt
crew, an Automatic lden

| thank their
ctronic addition o their
igation System, when

they find themselves on a collision course

large ship.

80 0n a piece ol equipment 15 4 big ask.
One of the issues Dwanted o address in
setting Freelife op for offshore use was
Lo reduce the risk of collision.

[ was actualtly thinking of offshore
passages and not really coastal
passaging because offshore we often
heave-to in heavy weather. Fatigue,
reduced visibility and sometimes
reduced ability Lo manceuayre due to the
sed conditions Increase our exposure
toy the rizk of collision with some
150m-long steel juggernaul travelling al
15 knots-plus.

I have never been & great fan of radar
for this purpose, for a couple of reasons:
As [ mentioned betore our heritage and
lifestyle encourage us Lo be frugal, and
while weare not purists and would not
hewithout our engine, we tend (o start
it only every couple of weeks 1o keepit in

good order. Mol Lo say we are cheap, but
wiehave been known Lo sit becalmed mid-
acean for three and o hall days before the
subject of perhaps starting the engine Lo
continue pragress is even broached.

This means that electrical poswer s
Iimited to salar and wind generation, so
power consumption is an issue. Modern
radars.are much better in this regard
these days bul cven in slecp made
power usage per 24 hours is an issuce.
Cither problems with radar is the issue
of degraded perfurmance in heavy rain
and lalse guard alarms Lrigoered by
sopualls.

| had been intending to use a marine
radar detector like CARD, but when
researching whal was available |

came aeross anarticle in £H about Lhe
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WatchMate made lor yachties | had

been put of T an Autlomaltic Identification
System (ALS)
system used on ships for identifving
and loecating vessels by clectronically

a coastal tracking

exchanging data with others nearbny
previously because many interfaced
wngry plotters and

laptops, but this system is designed for

Wiy 51:1. POWeTr-i

minimal power consumption fwe are
talking in milli-amps herel. Because
evervithing more than 300 tonnes has (o
kave a transponder these davs it seemed
[ike it would it our requirements. Even
il vou as a'small boat awner buy justa
receiver and nit a ransponder yoo are
stillgoing o be able to see what large
vessels near you are doing:

1 forced my nol-very-long arms into my
relatively deep pockels and purchased
Lhe WatchMate system.

Mow fast forward. We are heading
soulh and had crossed the Wide Bay
Bar about 1300. There was a very
iight Nve-knot NE sca brecze.and
I had 1o use the motor. Fortunately
after rounding Double Isiand Point
2 westerly wind came up and we had
2 great sail through the night. After
a couple of hours | started to see
the odd ship, and [ excitediy popped
downstairs to try the
new WatchMaote

I turned it on and iis guard alarm
screamed at me | amused myseld by
reading the ships” names, dimensions,
cargo, destination, speed, course etc. |
didn’t bother to hook the GPS up to it at
this stage; | was just playing to see il it
wiorked and because it didn't use much
power L lelt it on

BELOW Rachal on the halm of Frealife at a less stressful time.
LEFT: Ships can travel at up to 18 knots.
OPPOSITE PAGE INSET Screen grab from the AIS

Around midnight our nice 20-knot
westerly wind moved S5W in zn eve
blink and what had been a lovely reach
became a beal 10 windward, and we
were unabie to lay our course. The
overnight iemperature was around nine
degrees and our apparent wingd had
gone from 15 knots over the boat te 25

Arcund 0200, as we gol doser Lo
Caloundra Head. shipping got heavier
I had been expecting this, and | had
plotted a course 1o avoid the main
shipping channel coming into Mareton
Bay becanse there is plenty of water for
a yacht on the land side of the channel
near the entrance. By the 1ime we were
east of Caloundra Head, the entrance 1o
the main NW channel into Moreton Bay
wits slarting to resemble teaffic on the
Sydney Harbour Bridge at peak hour,
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Trying o visually identify who was
doing whal was becoming dilficull 5o
[ plugged the GPES into the WatchMare

and its little screen, like avadar display,

showed everyone al a glance in relation
to-me; It revealed that some of the

big ships were at anchar, two pilots
boats were working, two 20m trawlers
seemed to be floating around not
really going anywhere and numerous
large vessels were coming in or out of
Brishane, some al a sedate seven knos
and others at 18 knols,

[T one of the vessels allered course to
bring their closest point of approach
within one mile of me, | kad set it to
sound an alarm so Dwould know they
wolld pass close even if they were
still & dozen miles away. s amazing
how guickly a dozen naulical miles
disappears when | am travelling
lonwards a ship at five knotsand he is
heading for me at 18 knots,

Hi

Aboul this point Twas Teeling better at
having spent the money an the system
because I had not really thought how
handy it would be at times like this. To
compound the praoblems Morelon Bay
and Caloundra al this point s 4 sea of
ligthts, anchored ships, moving ships,
urban fights along the coasl, numerans
navigalion beacons ele, often making il
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LEFT Freelife racovaring 4t anchor after
arrivalin Brisbare.

ABOVE Steve using WatchiMate,
ABOVE RIGHT The WatchMate display unit.

difficult to-discerna ship’s lights rom
ather lights behind them (or as [ was
ahoutl todiscover, my tricolour lght
from lights behind it).

| was now approaching the beacon
where shipping enters or leaves the
main NW channel into Brisbane. [t was
clearly visible off my port bow, We wers
sailing betweon Bray Book off Caloundra
Head and this beacon. Because shipping
passesthis beacon-south and cast of i,
I felt reasonably sale being:closer 10 the
land and avoiding the shipping channel.

When we had cloged o within aboat
hatfa mile of Lthe beacon | could see
that of the 10 vessels in Hhe vicinily only
ane, the 275m-long cargo vessel Da He,
winld e passing close to me. He waz
currently rounding this beacon jist
Slofit, leaving Brisbane. | assumed
his course would be north becauge his
destination was Shang Hai. He would
have to turn-doe west to e a threat (o
me and since this would be lowards
Bray Rock and Caloundra Head onlyva
mile or so off, | was feeling safe,

MORE ON THE WATCHMATE
The price of the Watchivate when
purchased was:

« WalchMate display 890

= AIS receiver 3380

« WHF splitter (to use your existing VHF
antenna) $180

Total was 51,480, but at the time they had
a package deal and all up it cost §1,225
including 530 fraight.

Agquatronics Marine in Brookvale N3W,
wiwiwaguaticsicom.au, was the suppliar

As | ad splil the distance betwesn Bray
Bock and the beacon, Twas al this point
omly halla mile NW ol the beacon, Rachel
arcd [watchod as the Do He execuled a
tight turn to port around the beacon al a
snappy 178 knots [@ocording 1o the AL5),
ard wie wiere just starling to refax with no
other shipping closewhen to our harror
the Da He kept taraing Lo port!

I have no idea why hedid this hecause
at his speed he could only hold that
course for g few minutes hetore he
would ave piled onto Bray Bock. There
wias no pilol boal in that area Lo take
0ff the pilol — perhaps heswas bored
and felt like throwing in a tight Lurn or
rnaybe he just Forgot to straighten the
wheel after rounding the beacon? After
this incident ke continued on his course
northalong the coast: bul whatlever the
redson we suddenly found him coming
straight at us: a 270m-long, 32m-wide
and seemingly impossibly tall ballering
rarm, travelling at 178 knots Lewards
Hithe us, only five cables away.

L told Rach to immediately turn Lo
starboard and start the motors; iU ywas clear
that with cur combined specds he was
coing to he on top ol us inaboul a minute,
I cleared the companionway stepsinone
bound and dove across the nav station for
the VHE. As Ldid this 1 saw onthe &[S
sereen thal his specd was sUll 178 knots
and our closest point of approach (as ifl
nesded any remindingh was (.00,

| ripped the VHE mic from its clipand for
the first time ever 1 found the emergency
button toswiteh Lo channel 16 did indeed
have a reason (o justily ils existence.

I punched thiz and transmitted the
following, having no problem crealing an
edge of urgency tomy vionee that would
hopetully make it stand out from the
general chatter: “1a He, Da He Lhisis
the 35-foot-vachl Freelife, Freelifie: You
frave turned directly towards me,
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fam turning to starboard.” Fortunately
the edge in my voice and being able (o
use the ship’s name brought the instant
response. “Freelife. Freelife. This is Da
He. Continge vour turn o starboard, |
am turning to port.™

As | scrambied back up into the
cockpit Rach had the motor going and
had sensibly already continued her turn
to starboard, trying to place us awoy
fronm his line of advance: To their credit.
the crew of Lhe Da He: probably as Lhe
ship had olready been turning to port.
pulled her into:a very tight and rapid
turn to porl that L didn’t think a ship
thil slae could di,

Our combined efforts averted
disaster for usanyway, Al the closest,
wo came 1o within 100m of each other,
AL 178 knots the Da He would cover
100m in about 100 15 seconds. Full
crédil to the ship’s crew because [ don’t
think we could have moved fast or far
enovgh 1o avoid being hit had the Da
He continued towards os. Their rapid
action smved our bacon.

When | spoke to the ship latlér the
ofTicer | had initially spoken (o stated

that our masthead light had been initiaily
hard to pick oul. | hadn't realised that
mitially hewouold have hod the two big
shipsat anchor boath lit up like Christmas
trees behind ws, and later as he rounded
the bezconand terned towards us the
numeraus lights of the ity of Caloundra
wiould have been right behind us.

| think the real hero in [his piece
though is the WatchMate, The vital
key to averting the collision wag the
ship’s name. Given thal there were so
many ships in the immediate vicinity
1 think the outcome would have been
different if my radio transmission had
started along the lines ol “Large vessel
heading north off Caloundra Head . .
-~ Thedelay in figuring ocut who 1 was
talking too would only have to have
been about 15 seconds for things to
have gone very differently.

is the only effective AlS

«Simpie to operate
+Claarly displays vessel details
sPriortmad AIS tamet iist or adar view

kpeping you informed.

sLow powsr consumpiion idesl for yachis.
*\¥inner Pittman innovation Award 2002
30 DAY MONEY BACK GUARANTEE

Call 02 9905 5655 or

it’s Not SEXY looking
but the aisWatchMate

[Butomaltic ldentification Systam)
computational display on the market.

*Unique CPA feature - graphically displays position
for each vessel ot CPA {no caleuialions requined).
«Urnque Alarm profiing system maunmsses false stamms
=ACd on o your excsling recesver of ranspondor systom
»Clears the AIS clutier from your chart piotter whie

visit www.aquatronics.com.au

MARINE AUTOMATIC IDENTIFICATION SYSTEM

Hind=ight is & wonderful thing.
but the next time | am approaching a
choke point with lots of shipping. even
if l am not in the ship channel it might
be good if | were running my lower
lights ruther than the tricolour. My
tricolour is rated for minimum of two
nauticel miles of visibility, but the two
lower sidelights might be maore visible,
Mexl Ume 1 am going to pass relatively
close to i Tast moving ship | will get
the name of the ship Ffrom the ATS, call
them up, and just let them know | am
in the vicinity.

cnisinghelmsman Steve Hopkinson

crusers who pack up a variety of
work a5 they mowe

The asWatchMaie from Vesper Marine will outperform
any other unit on the market. We are so impressed with
this product that Aquatronics Marine offers a 30 day

Maoney back Guarantee if you are not entirely satisfied
with the performance.
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