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Innovation &
Investment

Uptime, a ‘black box’ to improve
seafood traceability and �sher safety,
earns �nalist spot for Responsible
Seafood Innovation Award

18 September 2023
By Jodi Helmer

New maritime tool from Zeal Industries could improve
seafood traceability and safety of commercial �shing
vessels

(https://www.globalseafood.org)
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Commercial aircraft are equipped with �ight data recorders that store information about airspeed,
altitude and acceleration. Ben So, chief innovation o�cer at Zeal Industries
(https://www.zealind.com/), believes these “black boxes” should also be standard equipment on
commercial �shing vessels as a tool to improve worker safety and seafood traceability.

“It was one of those conversations you have over a beer. But as we started talking more seriously about
it, it became clear that the objective was very feasible,” So said.

Earlier this year, So started experimenting with technology that incorporates a gyroscope and
accelerometer, a global positioning system and sensors that measure air temperature, pressure and
other environmental conditions.

The device, called Uptime, transmits data to a cloud infrastructure where it’s deconstructed and stored
in databases for future use. It’s part of a suite of “technologies for social impact” that the Hong Kong-
based startup has developed — and their �rst maritime tool. Given its potential to improve seafood
traceability and commercial �shing vessel safety, it’s also earned Zeal a place as a �nalist for the
Global Seafood Alliance’s Responsible Seafood Innovation Award, in the �sheries category.

(https://link.chtbl.com/aquapod)

Zeal Industries’ tool transmits GPS, temperature and other
environmental data to the cloud to assist worker safety and seafood
traceability. Shutterstock image.
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“One of the major points of failure of the traditional black box is you have to �nd the device because all
of the data is embedded on that machine,” So told the Advocate. “If you can’t locate it, you’re out of luck
– and that’s why we thought that if we could almost instantaneously send those data into the cloud,
there would be no need to depend on that physical device.”

For many years, the safety of �shers has been an ongoing problem for the wild-capture seafood
industry. Research by the International Labour Organization (ILO) in 1999 and subsequently by the
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) has estimated that annual �sher deaths
ranged between 24,000 and 32,000 respectively, a rate equaling 65 to 87 deaths per day.

However, a recent study by the FISH Safety Foundation (FSF)
(https://www.globalseafood.org/advocate/study-indicates-that-iuu-�shing-makes-�shers-jobs-even-
more-dangerous/), commissioned by The Pew Charitable Trusts, suggests that these numbers are
conservative. Their �ndings suggest that more than 100,000 �shing-related deaths occur each year –
three to four times greater than previous estimates. That’s a rate of 300 �sher deaths each day – and
this could actually be an underestimate given that deaths may go unreported and unrecorded.  The also
study pinpointed illegal, unreported and unregulated �shing (IUU �shing
(https://www.globalseafood.org/advocate/topic/iuu-�shing/)) as “a signi�cant driver” of �shing
hazards.

Installing Uptime on marine vessels could help tackle both these problems. With man-overboard
incidents, Uptime transmits the GPS location and environmental conditions via satellite modem and the
information can be used to estimate the position based on current and other environmental conditions.

So explained
the technology
to Eric Holliday,
CEO of the
FISH Safety
Foundation, a
national
nonpro�t
dedicated to
improving
health and
safety
outcomes in
the commercial
�shing industry,
and was
surprised at the
response.

“Eric said that
if he could
have anything
from the point
of view of
reducing �sher
deaths at sea, it
would be low-

CEO Benjamin So
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cost satellite internet,” So said. “He said it was the single factor that would have the largest impact on
the reduction of mortality – [not] procedures or regulations, but data.”

Zeal Industries teamed up with satellite internet providers to test the technology. It’s more expensive
than terrestrial internet but Uptime enables boats to gather robust amounts of data that are sent to the
cloud for a nominal cost. Based on current “back of the envelope calculations,” So believes a monthly
plan with a nominal (but su�cient) amount of data to run Uptime would cost around U.S. $60. The
investment could make signi�cant strides in improving working conditions and �sher safety.

Uptime may also help recover ghost �shing gear (https://www.globalseafood.org/advocate/the-hidden-
cost-of-ghost-gear-lost-by-�shing-and-aquaculture/), which have been called a “major contributor to the
ocean plastic crisis (https://www.worldwildlife.org/stories/our-oceans-are-haunted-by-ghost-nets-why-
that-s-scary-and-what-we-can-do--25)” because lost nets and other �shing gear make up a sizeable
chunk of the Great Paci�c Garbage Patch.

Referencing a recent technological breakthrough, So claims, “The initial vision of Uptime providing
affordable, global real time tracking of persons or nets adrift at sea will be achievable.”

As a backup, Uptime will provide an algorithm that models the estimated location for a ghost net that
uses data stored in the device to pinpoint the GPS location where the net was deployed and
environmental conditions to determine an approximate location.

When it comes to IUU �shing and sustainability, Uptime’s biggest advantage is related to improving
seafood traceability.

“It’s very di�cult, if not impossible, to �nd out where some �sh come from; it’s a big sticking point in the
seafood industry,” said So, who serves as chairman of the Hong Kong Sustainable Seafood Coalition
(https://hksustainableseafoodcoalition.org/). “If you’re able to track these vessels at all times, then that
enables or at least it simpli�es the problem of �nding and tracing those shipments back to their
source.”

It’s very di�cult, if not impossible, to �nd out where

some �sh come from; it’s a big sticking point in the

seafood industry.
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Zeal Industries has deployed its �rst Uptime devices for �eld testing in small aircraft. The next step is
minimizing the size of the device for maritime applications. So estimates that a commercial launch will
happen toward the end of 2024 and hopes that the enhanced functionality will allow Uptime to replace
competing products.

“[Existing devices] are limited in lots of ways; they have restrictions on the number of devices that can
be connected [and] a lack of bandwidth and you still have to perform a lot of things manually,” he said.
“There is a very real need for this in the �shing industry.”

@GSA_Advocate (https://twitter.com/GSA_Advocate)
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