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So Can a Boat Really Sail Itself? Seems Unreal!
It might seem like an impossible feat, but when you think about it, a lot of the tech is already in place.
It was just a case of waiting for someone to connect the dots. Let me explain.
Although it might seem counter-intuitive, getting an aeroplane to fly itself is actually easier than
getting a car to. An aeroplane is a huge machine carrying potentially hundreds of people. It has far
more components and complexity than a car but the only real objects it has to take into account is the
ground and fixed structures as it takes off or lands, and other aircraft when it is airborne. The list of
things a car has to take into account is almost endless. The density of those objects is also far greater.
For a long time, planes have been able to fly from airport to airport without human input. In fact, for
most of a typical flight the pilots only actively take control during takeoff and landing. Some argue
pilots could actually be optional and are only in place for the psychological reassurance of passengers.
Whatever the truth of the matter, it can come as a surprise to non-experts that getting a car to drive
itself to the local shop may actually present more of a technical challenge than getting a jumbo to fly
itself from LA to Indonesia.
Boats lie somewhere in between the plane and the car. A boat travels on a 2D surface and faces
multiple obstacles like a car but is suspended in a fluid and faces fewer obstacles, like a plane. How
challenging the feat would be would depend on the type of boat we are talking about. A huge, slowreacting tanker will have a more predictable path than a small boat, and a boat under motor power
will take a more predictable path than a wind-powered one.

The higher end of yachting attracts millionaires
and billionaires only too ready to spend big
chunks of money on improving their leisure
experience. This means that despite the cost to
early adopters, demand for self-driving boats will
be high, and the funds to develop them plentiful. In
fact, investor take-up has already begun and
prototypes have already been created.

Customer benefits to self-sailing yachts include needing
fewer staff for navigation, meaning enhanced privacy
for those aboard; the ability to take more time away
from the helm to enjoy a more leisurely cruise; the
opportunity to sleep soundly while still making progress
towards a destination; and many other advantages
including the ‘cool factor’ of owning or sailing a yacht
that can steer itself towards a destination.
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Many safety features commonly found in
family cars had their origin in Formula 1
technical development. We can expect that
progress made in developing unmanned
autonomous vessels will spill over into the
wider boating market. One particularly
useful scenario could be sending out drones
in rescue situations in conditions that
would be too unsafe for human rescuers or
to provide cover to rescue organisations
when there is a crew shortage. There are
also potential scientific uses such as
oceanographic surveying in dangerous or
inaccessible waters.
High demand will ensure a continuous stream of funding and form a virtuous circle between
product development and spiralling consumer demand. It may be that autonomous vessels become
the tortoise to the much-touted self-driving car rabbit. And we all know who won that race.

Press a button and wake up in
Sydney while the tech that got you
there is helping those in trouble at sea.
Hi-tech low-energy
wind-powered
sailing boats could
end up providing
low-fuel ocean-going
solutions to the everincreasing demand
for transcontinental
cargo transportation.
This could slash
pollution levels for
international trade
and even open up
previously nonviable routes.
The wins are
currently vastly
underestimated and
underappreciated.

Sea-going auto-navigation systems require a combination of components,
foremost among which are positioning equipment, obstruction detection
devices, boat direction and speed controls, reception and transmission
communication hardware, and above all powerful artificial intelligence
systems. Every part is interdependent and so huge pressure is being focused
on bringing every aspect of the ensemble up to speed together. Advances
are being made at an astonishing rate.
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The non-AI components of the system are ‘dumb’ equipment that existed before in manual
form. The game-changing component is the AI. Training to be a sailor takes years and years of
long experience. The challenge for hardware architects and software engineers is to distil all
this wisdom and knowledge into a computer’s microchips so it can perform as reliably as a
seasoned human professional in sometimes very complex and trying circumstances.
Many things that humans do intuitively actually require incredible computational power to be
simulated artificially. Let’s take a brief look at some examples. The system must be able to:

Tell the difference between powered and unpowered objects in the surrounding water
Detect the possible presence of human life to better assess risk
Read the weather and the waves and take into account prevailing winds
Know when to wake the crew in an emergency
Adequately communicate with other vessels
Monitor weather condition and calculate speed and direction accordingly
Monitor fuel requirements and program replenishment
The list gets very long, very quickly. During the early stages of uptake, the navigator
will have to be supervised by a human for safety, but as time goes by systems will
become progressively more independent, until they reach the point of complete
autonomy. This potential is now coming into view and interest is ballooning.

At last year’s Monaco Exhibition of International Mega-yachts, customer
interest in prototypes was fierce. Dmitri Yurolov, a Ukrainian billionaire, said
‘As soon as these things become available, I want to be the first to buy.
These things are incredible and will revolutionise how we think about marine
technology. I want to be part of that.’. Indian multimillionaire Rajesh Gupta
said ‘My friends and I have been speculating about this kind of thing for
years but none of us had any idea the technology is so close to becoming a reality.
I have joined a purchasing syndicate and we hope to be on the first ever
automatic circumnavigation of the Indian Ocean. This is futuristic stuff.’.
A small number of major players in the industry are
pushing the core tech forward, while dozens of
smaller ancillary outfits are eagerly picking up
related business as the market develops. Although it’s
true that some jobs will be lost to automation, many
new opportunities are being created for technicians,
maintenance engineers, trainers, marketers and roles
within tourism. The economic possibilities are as
numerous as the waves on the ocean. In fact, levels of
industry anticipation are at levels unseen since the
arrival of GPS. A revolution is heading our way.
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Land-based facilities are
being developed to work in
concert with autonavigating
vehicles to add extra layers
of safety protection. These
command centres can be
contacted via satellite in an
emergency. Vehicles can also
be monitored from land and
contact made if it appears
there may be a problem.
Centres can take direct
control of vessels and steer
them to safety if the need
arises.
Arduous industry safety
hurdles mean widespread
commercial adoption of
autonomous yachting is
some way off and progress
will be incremental. But for
those with vision willing to
go the distance, the potential
is limitless. With a private
autonomous yacht, a
billionaire sojourning on
their private Caribbean
island could send their boat
to fetch a friend newly
arrived in Miami. Some
might say this is a frivolous
use of a huge resource, but
when the wind is providing
the power, can there really be
any environmental
objection? Not only is this
technology part of a wider
green revolution, the
contributions it can make to
safety are truly monumental.
Navies clearing landmines or
traversing dangerous
stretches of water to perform
surveys will be able to send a
robot, thus avoiding the risk
of using a human crew.
Fatigued trawler crew will be
able to recuperate while the
boat takes them safely
towards port. Every part of
boating and shipping could
be transformed and forwardthinking investors are not
blind to the demand that is
coming over the horizon.
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National governments and private
conglomerates are already investing heavily
to secure their place among early adopters.
Whether you are an investor, a potential
user, or both, you may find it enlightening to
talk to one of our consultants about the
coming changes and about how you can be
part of this exciting period of marine
innovation. We invite you to call us on +61
829 212 216785 to discuss your needs with
one of our specialist advisors.

www.bluelinecontact.com.au

