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It’s two hours into the middle watch. As offi  cer of the watch, 
you’re settled in your chair, taking in all that is around you. 
Black water stretches out on all sides, broken only by glittering 

refl ections of the moonlight. Your eyes move to the stars for just a 
moment, their cold, white light shining down to meet you where 
you are. You refl ect upon them in wonderment, just for a moment. 
You’re fi lled with reverence, not for the fi rst time, at how fortunate 
you are to witness such beauty, to feel the stillness in your soul. You 
refl ect upon how you are but one of the many thousands of mariners 
before you to gaze upon this vast open horizon, to think these same 
thoughts, to feel this incredibly 
fi lling contentment. That’s the 
word. There is contentment 
here. You close your eyes, just for                        
a moment.

A jarring alarm sounds on the 
bridge. Your eyes, closed for but 
a moment, open and take in the 
familiar scene. A yellow light fl ashes 
rapidly on a nearby panel. You rise 
and, with the press of a button, silence the aggravating shrill of the 
electronic siren that just pulled you from your place of contentment. 
The light ceases its warning. You resume your place, taking in all that 
is around you. Five minutes from now, you’ll do it all again.

It is no slight to say that being the lone watch keeper on the bridge at 
night can be hypnotic. Take the low light of a bridge at night and the 
hum of the electronics, couple them with the deep vibration from 
the engines below. Now add a lone human being with a tremendous 
responsibility and a disrupted circadian rhythm. The result is an 
atmosphere eerily conducive to rest, an atmosphere that has been at 
least partially responsible for lulling many an offi  cer of the watch into 
a false sense of complacency. 

If you’re not familiar with Bridge Navigational Watch Alarm Systems 
(BNWAS), you should be. According to the U.S. Coast Guard, 
thousands of preventable accidents—by far the majority— are due 
to operator inattention. As a statistic, it’s cited more than twice as 
frequently as the next leading factor. It’s why the International 
Maritime Organization (IMO) has required the installation of 
BNWAS on all passenger and cargo ships over 150gt for more than 
seven years. BNWAS is also a highly recommended addition for non-
mandatory vessels, including many commercial fl eet ships and large 
recreational vessels. 

The system requires the watch offi  cer 
to signal their presence on the bridge 
in three- to 12-minute increments by 
manually resetting a countdown timer. 
On some systems, the watch offi  cer can 
reset the timer by simply interacting 
with other connected navigational 
electronics. Changing radar parameters, 
checking the chart, or making an 
adjustment to other electronics 

networked to the system can all serve to indicate operator attention 
and reset the timer. The point is to ensure the operator’s presence 
and fi tness, indicating the watch offi  cer has not fallen asleep, left the 
bridge for a prolonged period, or otherwise become incapacitated. 

When it cannot sense an alert and active operator on the bridge, 
the BNWAS system reacts in stages, beginning with a fl ashing 
bridge alarm followed shortly by an audible bridge alarm. If the 
watch offi  cer does not respond in a timely fashion, the next stage 
of the sequence is triggered with the sounding of audible alarm 
panels in the captain’s or fi rst offi  cer’s cabins. If the alarm continues 
without action on the bridge to reset the timer, further audible 
alarms are triggered in other areas of the ship where crew are 
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generally found, signaling the absence or incapacity of the 
offi  cer on the bridge. Of course, all of this can be avoided 
by simply interacting with the networked electronics. 

To simplify the system, some BNWAS can be outfi tted with 
motion sensors installed on the bridge. These sensors detect 
the watch offi  cer’s presence and fi tness. They reset the timer 
whenever they sense activity, signifi cantly reducing the 
frequency of alarms and the need for the watch offi  cer to 
respond to them. Such valuable additions are appreciated by 
offi  cers who fi nd themselves at the mercy of frequent alarms, 
contributing to what some mariners refer to as ‘alarm fatigue.’  

In recent years, there have been many documented incidents 
around the globe resulting in the loss of life and property 
where the BNWAS system was deactivated at a terrible cost. 
Such events are thoroughly investigated, reported on, and 
recommendations are given after the fact. We can study such 
incidents and calculate the actions and procedures that could 
have prevented them. What we can’t calculate is the number 
of mishaps entirely avoided due to BNWAS ensuring that 
the watch offi  cer is alert and active. While there is no Magic 
8-Ball to quantify the eff ectiveness of BNWAS, we can make 
an educated guess, “Signs point to yes.”

BR500-bridge Bridge Navigational Watch Alarm Systems

respond to them. Such valuable additions are appreciated by 
offi  cers who fi nd themselves at the mercy of frequent alarms, 

frequency of alarms and the need for the watch offi  cer to 
respond to them. Such valuable additions are appreciated by 
offi  cers who fi nd themselves at the mercy of frequent alarms, 

Each year, thousands of preventable maritime 
accidents are caused by operator inattention, cited 
twice as frequently as the next leading factor. 

The Furuno BR500 Bridge Navigational Watch Alarm 
System (BNWAS) helps to prevent these accidents.

Scan this code 
with your smart 

phone for a 
Guided Tour of 

the BR500.

www.FurunoUSA.com



14 FOGHORN

F
O

G
H

O
R

N
 F

O
C

U
S

While we know that BNWAS is a useful 
measure for monitoring the watch offi  cer’s 
presence, can it also make that offi  cer more 
eff ective in performing their duties? Every 
offi  cer will confi rm that their job is not to 
just get up from a chair every 12 minutes, 
press a button, and hope that everything 
else is as it should be. They’re scanning 
the horizon, checking their course on the 
ECDIS for any deviation, observing the 
radar, monitoring GMDSS, and myriad 
other detailed and critical steps that keep the 
ship and crew safe. Many will also tell you 
that having to interact with the BNWAS 
so frequently feels like being watched over 
by an expensive nanny with a countdown 
timer, eager to call mom and dad if you’re 
not paying attention every moment of 
your shift. It’s one of those things that feels 
like you don’t need it—right up until you         
need it. 

There are many nightmare stories of 
operator inattention to choose from, and 
we won’t bore you with a recitation of the 

facts from those events. What is shocking, 
though, is the number of incidents in which 
the BNWAS system was deactivated—
incidents in which the BNWAS system alone 
could have prevented a tragic situation from 
occurring. Preventing such occurrences is 
the sole purpose of BNWAS. 

Or is it? The frequent intervals of the 
system’s required interaction can be used 
as an eff ective tool to assist offi  cers in 
remaining vigilant in monitoring the ship’s 
position and progress. This is not to say that 
they would not be attentive in their duties 
without an overpriced babysitter looming 
over them, countdown timer in hand, but is 
to suggest that BNWAS can be used as an aid 
to the watch offi  cer to keep apprised of the 
situation unfolding around the vessel. There 
is no substitute for diligence, and BNWAS 
absolutely can and should be used as an aid 
for that purpose. While many mariners view 
BNWAS as just another alarm to deal with 
on a bridge that has become increasingly 
dependent on electronics, the idea behind 

BNWAS is sound and necessary. And, in 
the rare event that it is needed for some 
unforeseeable occurrence, such as a medical 
emergency (it happens more often than 
you’d think), we can guarantee you that in 
this scenario, that offi  cer of the watch will be 
glad BNWAS was there. 

Lawrence Till is a public relations 
specialist for Furuno USA, Inc. 
He’s been with the company for 
more than 20 years in advertising, 
communications, and public relations. 
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