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The Finnish maritime industry 
is leveraging its experience as 
a centre for tech and software 

development to fast-track the next 
shipping revolution and firm up its 
position as a supplier of new and 
innovative tech solutions for the 
materialising world of Smart Ships 
and smart shipping (see The Naval 
Architect’s Smart Ship Supplement for 
more information).

While it is increasingly obvious that 
shipping will have to respond to new 
technological solutions, albeit with its 
general caution, the extent to which a 
fully integrated smart shipping network 
and its Big Data can be adopted is still 
unknown, and Finland is attempting to 
make the most of this uncertainty. 

“It is likely that the new ecosystem 
based solutions [as opposed to traditional 
closed innovation systems] will change 
the fundamentals of marine traffic,” says 
Ulla Tapaninen, PhD senior specialist, 
City of Helsinki, City Executive Office. 

“The City of Helsinki has started a 
year ago on a project called MERIT. 
Its goal is to bring together smart 
marine technology companies and 
to form a successful cluster around 
them. The companies range from the 
traditional marine industry – machine 
manufacturers, shipyards and shipping 
companies – to small and large ICT 
companies offering smart solutions for 
example for ice and weather monitoring, 
sensoring, usability and navigation.” 

Tapaninen adds that other countries 
are thinking about Big Data and building 
maritime clouds where information 
between vessels and onshore is shared, 
but “the difference between what we 
are doing in Finland and what they are 
doing, is that we also have authorities 
with the cloud and are actually building 
its basics.”

This kind of development provides 
possibility and opportunity, and it is 

this freedom of possibility that Finnish 
start-up companies are exploiting to 
the benefit of the marine industry. 
Companies that were originally small 
start-ups like Eniram or previously 
independent companies like NAPA 
have grown with the success of their Big 
Data offerings, while other companies 
are st i l l  emerging, such as the 
connectivity specialist KNL Networks 
and imaging specialist ICEYE. 

“It’s going to be pretty interesting in 
the next five-10 years as technology is 
coming to maritime with a huge speed,” 
says Toni Linden of KNL Networks. 

Other industries have shown that big 
companies can no longer go it alone 
and function in the same way while 
the likes of Uber and Airbnb exist – 
the marine industry is no different. 
Wärtsilä’s Marine Mastermind contest, 
a “quest for a game-changing start-up” 
that will develop the next generation 
of digital services, exemplifies this 
necessary change of tactic as large 
multi-national organisations have 
been forced to reach out to external 

companies for the best ideas. The logic 
is changing.

Why Finland?
Finland possesses a unique ecosystem 
for developing new technological 
applications for the maritime industry 
where others do not, says Tapaninen. 
Its historical ties to shipping as well 
as its experience of software and 
technological development from the 
boom days of Nokia has provided a 
strong background for the development 
of smart shipping and all relevant 
devices and systems that would support 
this momentum-gaining enterprise. As 
Nokia collapsed swathes of tech-savvy 
workers with valuable software 
experience were let loose, both to 
support other industries with their 
expertise and to start up their own 
companies with specialised services 
and capabilities.

In addition, Finland’s eff icient 
product ion chain a l lows smal l 
companies to quickly move from 
the hypothetical/R&D to making 
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The decline and collapse of Nokia has fuelled a start-up boom that is 
revolutionising the maritime industry in Finland, something the global 
industry is beginning to recognise and value

When tech giants fall

MERiT’s stand at Slush, a Finnish tech conference for budding start ups 
Credit:City of Helsinki materials/Mikael ahlfors
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prototypes and rolling out service-
dependent  inf rast r uc ture .  KNL 
Networks for example, which will 
feature in The Naval Architect’s March 
issue, has established a complete 
pro duc t  and a  comprehens ive 
communication service from inception 
to market in only five years – an 
impressive feat for any small start-up 
with high hopes. In this way, Finland’s 
underpinning manufacturing network 
and marine cluster can only aid the future 
rise of subsequent innovators, further 
strengthening the nation’s offering to the 
global maritime industry. 

Perhaps most importantly for the 
coming of smart shipping, Finland’s small 
size and population allows for greater 
integration and cooperation between 
different parties – something which is 
incredibly important for truly free-flowing 
data and is for many other European 
countries a greater challenge to currently 
achieve. There is already ongoing work 
with the Finnish Ministry of Transport 
to open up the maritime cloud and all the 
vessel and logistical information it collects 

for regulators. And so, as shown by the 
MERIT project too, the adage: working 
better together is at the heart of where the 
industry is moving and where the Finnish 
maritime industry sees its future.

The combination of this level of 
innovation and increasingly fluid data 

transfer and usage – ultimately allowed 
by close governmental and regulatory 
cooperation and the willingness of 
shipowners to take part – means 
Finland could well be the pace setter for 
digitalisation and its related services in the 
shipping industry. NA

Knl networks’ Cognitive networked HF-radio, a new response to satellite bandwidth restrictions

The Finnish naval architect and 
engineering company, Foreship, 
oversaw the successful design and 

installation of its own air lubrication system 
(ALS) in 2015 on both Quantum of the Seas 
and Anthem of the Seas, built by Meyer Werft. 
The system’s installation meant that propulsive 
power could be reduced, and that when the 
ships were operating at cruising speeds, a net 
fuel saving equivalent to 7-8% was achieved, 
according to Royal Caribbean International 
(RCI). Foreship says a final evaluation of 
performance is still ongoing, but the company 
believes an overall net fuel saving within a 
defined speed range and set of conditions can 
be confirmed at roughly 5%.

As the first air lubrication system installed 
on a cruise vessel, Foreship had to overcome 

challenges obstructing the uptake of alternative 
systems, but its success has now meant that 
‘several’ retrofit cruise ship installations of its 
ALS are now also underway for RCI. 

Similar in form to this uptake in orders, 
the company is also looking to expand the 
range of vessels that could utilise its ALS and 
has recently undertaken a feasibility study for 
a large ro-pax ferry with 4,100m freight lane 
capacity and 900 passengers. According to the 
company, simulations indicate that the ALS is 
suitable for ferries operating at less than 20kn 
which are characterised by high propulsion 
power. Where the normal service speed is 
18kn, net savings of up to 10% (1,500kW) are 
predicted, depending on the air volume.

However, the company readily admits 
that there are limits to the current system’s 

adoption for particular vessel types. One 
requirement is that the vessel must have easily 
available electric power for the compressors; 
at present “roughly half of the gross benefit is 
consumed by the power for the compressor,” 
says Foreship. 

“As the Foreship ALS is a custom made 
application that needs to be evaluated from 
case to case it is not possible to give a generic 
figure on how much compressor power is 
needed. Everything depends on the platform 
that is being evaluated and can also vary 
between different ship types such as cruise, 
ferry and general cargo. The most important 
thing in the end is the net gain.”

For vessels where ALS would be appropriate, 
initial calculations envisage upfront investment 
being paid back within a reasonable time. The 

Running a stream of air bubbles under a ship’s hull to reduce hull resistance is 
not new, but its commercial application by a leading cruise owner suggests it 
might be time to revisit the concept 

A smoother path to air lubrication
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