
SVITZER is about as old as 
towage companies come, 
dating back to 1833 the 
company is by no means 
stuck in the past; it is work-
ing to bring new technolo-
gies into the tug life.

To help nudge the com-
pany down the road to the 
future, Svitzer Australia in 
January brought on board 
David Bartnik as its new 
head of innovation.

Mr Bartnik came to 
Svitzer from the start-up 
sector.

“In many ways I’d like to 
bring a startup approach 
into Svitzer because I think 
every organisation needs 
to learn some of that,” he 
said.

“I think it’s what’s go-
ing to power the future and 
Svitzer needs to be a part 
of that.”

Data-enabled tugs
The data-enabled tug 

project is one way the fu-
ture is coming to the tow-
age sector. The project, 
which is ongoing, aims to 
collect data from tugs and 
use the data for various ap-
plications.

Mr Bartnik said the proj-
ect uses voyage data re-
corders very similar to what 
are used on ocean-going 
vessels.

“The initial motivation 
was for safety and record-
ing in case there were inci-
dents,” he said.

“But it soon became ap-
parent that if you were cap-
turing that data and you’re 
in a port, you can easily 
send it off the boat as well – 
that’s where the whole idea 
behind the data-enabled 
tug project came from.”

Nearly every industry 

is going digital, Mr Bart-
nik said, pointing to the 
data that comes from cars, 
washing machines, search 
engines and Google Home.

“It’s all being recorded 
by someone – there’s no 
reason that tugs should be 
any different,” he said.

“We’re still looking at 
what we’re going to do with 
the data from the tugs, but 
the first focus is on getting 
the data off the tug and into 
the cloud.”

Uses for the data are 
manifold, increasing fuel ef-
ficiency is an obvious one, 
Mr Bartnik said, but the 
data could also be used to 
save on maintenance.

“Say, for instance, en-
gine maintenance is due 
after 500 hours of work,” he 
said.

“But, 450 of those hours 
were relatively low-stress, 
the next scheduled mainte-
nance might be pushed out 
to 600 hours.”

Marine pilots could also 
be beneficiaries of the da-
ta-enabled tug.

“A pilot might say, ‘give 
me 50% power’, and they 
would actually be able to 
see what’s happening on 
the tugs on their PPUs 
[portable pilot units] in real 
time,” Mr Bartnik said.

And, there is no doubt 
that there will be many ap-
plications for tug data that 
haven’t even been dreamed 
of now, he said.

“We’ve looked at poten-
tially installing depth sen-
sors on the tugs, and then 
potentially that informa-
tion might be valuable to 

the port authorities, so you 
have up-to-date informa-
tion on depth,” Mr Bartnik 
said.

“Ideas are the easy part; 
implementation’s the hard 
part.”

Software
A bit of technology that 

has been implemented in 
Svitzer’s tugs is an app that 
records timing of jobs.

“It used to be, not so 
long ago, that all the times 
had to be recorded manu-
ally,” Mr Bartnik said.

“Now we have an app 
where basically the master 
presses a button six times 
and it records those time-
stamps automatically.”

But, there is still much 
that can be done in the 
realm of software, Mr Bart-

nik said.
“It’s probably fair to say 

that the explosion of soft-
ware applications we’ve 
seen in the online space 
in the past 10 years hasn’t 
really reached the maritime 
sector that much,” he said.

“There’s an enormous 
amount of paperwork that’s 
still done in this place, and 
there are lots of opportuni-
ties to automate that pro-
cess and make people’s 
lives easier and give us 
more reliable information.”

Remote-control tug
A major technology 

initiative that the global 
Svitzer is working on in 
partnership with Rolls 
Royce is the Optimus Proj-
ect, where a tug carried out 
several remotely controlled 

manoeuvres in Copenha-
gen last year.

The vessel’s captain, 
stationed at the vessel’s 
remote base at Svitzer 
headquarters, berthed the 
vessel alongside the quay, 
undocked, turned 360°, 
and piloted it to headquar-
ters before docking again.

Mr Bartnik said the proj-
ect was really an exercise 
in what might be possible.

“There is a lot of work 
in developing the sensors 
around the tug so you can 
provide the information to 
the remote user, and this 
has implications for safety 
systems as well,” he said.

“Frankly the issues 
[around autonomous ves-
sels] are not technical, 
they’re regulatory, same as 
with autonomous land-ve-
hicles like cars, the issues 
are regulatory.

“In a lot of ways I would 
be pleased when they bring 
in autonomous trucks be-
cause ultimately, our roads 
will be safer.”

As Svitzer is part of the 
Maersk Group, the tow-
age and salvage company 
can be seen as a relatively 
cheap test-bed for technol-
ogy that could be applied 
to the parent company’s 
ocean-going vessels.

“Instead of fitting a 
$200m containership or 
whatever, you can fit a 
$10m tug and have it pad-
dle around the harbour,” Mr 
Bartnik observed.

However slow progress 
may be, it is sure that the 
tugs and towage industry 
is moving inexorably to a 
brave, new and data-pow-
ered future.

Svitzer bringing innovation to the tug life
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KOTUG’s colossal new 
tug RT Raven will soon be 
plying the waters off north 
Australia at the Bayu Un-
dan field.

The ART 100-46 class 
Rotor tug will be managed 
by KT-Maritime Services 
Australia and deployed by 
ConocoPhillips to provide 

offshore services, tow-
age assistance, personnel 
transfer and standby du-
ties at the field in the Timor 
Sea.

The services will be op-
erated by KT-Maritime Ser-
vices Australia, a joint ven-
ture of Kotug International 
and Teekay Australia.

RT Raven was named 
at a ceremony in Sharjah, 

UAE, where it was built at 
the Albwardy Dame yard; 
it was designed by Rob-
ert Allan Ltd and DAMEN 
Hardinxveld.

The naming ceremony 
of the RT Raven was com-
bined with the christening 
of the tug by long-stand-
ing ConocoPhillips Aus-
tralia employee Chantelle 
Birtwistle; currently the JV 
manager for the Bayu Un-
dan Project.

The RT Raven will be 
joining KT-Maritime Austra-
lia-managed fleet of sup-
port vessels in the area.

At the naming ceremony, 
KT Maritime executive di-
rector and Kotug Interna-
tional CEO Ard-Jan Kooren 
said it had been 20 years 
since the company had 
built its first Rotor tug.

“And, today we are here 
for another milestone, the 
christening of the largest 
and most sophisticated 
Rotor tug ever built! 46 
meters and more than 100 
tons bollard pull!”

New tug bound for Timor Sea 
gasfields christened in UAE Ian Ackerman

KOTUG aims to improve safety of tugboat 
operations by using a drone to connect the 
towline to an assisted vessel.

Using a drone for these operations 
would drastically improve the safety mar-
gin while avoiding the need for manoeu-
vring in the “danger zone”.

Conventionally, tugboat and crew posi-
tion themselves in front of and close to the 
assisted vessel to grab the heaving line by 
hand. In doing this, they position them-
selves close to and even under the bow 

of the vessel, or in the turbulent propeller 
wash. A minor flaw in the operation can re-
sult in major injuries to the deck crew and 
damage to the vessels involved.

KOTUG aims to use drones with object 
recognition software to deliver a messen-
ger line to the assisted ship, allowing the 
tugs to sail beside the ship instead of in 
front of or aft of it.

The towage company has scheduled a 
series of tests of this technology and aims 
to develop operating procedures along 
with the relevant authorities and stake-
holders.

Safety: enter the drone

Two new tugs to join Svitzer fleet
SVITZER is to welcome two 
new tugs later in 2018 – a 
Damen 2412 and a Damen 
3212 will join the compa-
ny’s west and east coast 
fleets respectively.

Svitzer Australia man-
aging director Steffen Ris-
ager said the investment in 
the new vessels reflected 
Svitzer’s focus on the future.

“We have worked close-
ly with customers and 
stakeholders, namely the 
port authorities and pilots 

to ensure that we are up-
grading our fleet with the 
right vessels,” he said.

“We are building on our 
young fleet to support long-
term operations on the east 
and west coasts. We are 
excited about these invest-
ments and the potential 
productivity and efficiency 
gains they will bring to their 
respective ports.”

The vessels are to be 
named by crew and on-
shore employees. Naming 

ceremonies for both vessels 
will be held later this year.

Off the shelf, the Damen 
2412 has a maximum bol-
lard pull of 80 tonnes with 
a top speed of 14.3 knots. 
It has a beam of 12.82 me-
tres and is 32.7 metres in 
length. 

And the DAMEN 3212 
has a maximum bollard 
pull of 70 tonnes with a 
top speed of 12 knots. It is 
12.63 metres in beam and 
24.74 meters in length.Christening RT Raven.


