
Aerial drone
Aerial drones can scale the 
height of cranes and other tall 
structures on board a ship, 
removing the need for 
workers to operate at heights.   

Safety improvements, lower costs, fewer processes and easier access 
to areas – these are some benefits shipyards can reap from using 
drones in vessel inspections that were previously conducted by 
workers. Major yard groups, Keppel Offshore & Marine and Sembcorp 
Marine have teamed up respectively with Sky-Futures and DNV GL to 
deploy drones for ship inspections. The Business Times takes a closer 
look at how drones are used to bolster productivity and cost-efficiency 
at Singapore’s shipyards. BY TAN HWEE HWEE
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Vessel inspection
A typical vessel inspection 
drone team involves two 
persons – the first to pilot 
or control the drone and 
the second to check for 
defects on ships and look 
out for potential obstacles 
hindering the inspection. 
The high-end cameras 
carried on board the drones 
will capture high definition 
still images, video-footages 
and thermography videos that can be streamed directly to the 
inspectors operating on the ground. Analysis of the images can be 
performed via a cloud-based platform and a report will be generated.

Cost reduction
To inspect tall 
structures, scaffolding 
must be built. The 
staging process usually 
involves about 10 more workers. The 
use of drones eliminates the staging 
process and releases manpower for 
other operations. This can result in 
more than 80 per cent cost 
reduction.

Improve safety 
and access
in ship 
inspections
Drones can be used remotely in 
potentially risky situations such as 
working at heights, in high pressure 
testing, poor visibility and other 
hazardous conditions that pose risks 
to humans carrying out the job there. 
Drones can carry out inspections on 
essential but hard-to-access parts of 
the vessels and rigs such as the legs 
of a jack-up rig, ballast tanks, 
under-decks, derricks and cranes.

Underwater drone
An underwater drone is able 
to let a diver to capture 
visuals of the hull without 
having to dry-dock the ship.  
Hull inspection is carried out 
as part of a ship survey to 
check on the integrity of the 
structure by following with 
necessary repairs and 
maintenance.

Future applications of
unmanned technologies
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How far have 
drones been
used for ship 
inspections?
The work scope to be carried out by 
drones has to be set by marine 
classification societies. Just one per 
cent of ships entering the yards for 
inspection, have been designated as 
being able to qualify for drone 
inspections. Sembmarine has a 
standing collaboration with DNV GL to 
expand the use of drones in ship 
inspections. By the yard group’s 
projection, the use of drones can 
apply to about a third of ships 
entering yards for inspections.

Drones can be 
deployed for 
security surveillance 
and underwater 
inspection of ships. 
Keppel has teamed 
up with industry 
partners to develop 
a hub-and-spoke system of unmanned 
drones that can conduct inspection, 
repair and maintenance work or 
seabed mining in 5000 metres of 
water. These drones can be remotely 
operated from a central control unit 
on board a vessel.

Die-cast aluminum housing 
is anodised and powder 
coated to stand withstand 
harsh environments.

Indoor drone
This drone is able to fly in tight spaces to 
inspect areas and interiors that workers 
find difficult to reach. It is fitted with a 
wiremesh frame to protect itself against 
obstacles and knocks.

Internal camera rotates 
independently of the 
pitch and can be 
adjusted at any time.


