MAIN HEAD

Electronic charts

1300 words

DECK HEAD

There’s confusion in the electronic chart world, as official co-ordination centre Primar is disbanded and replaced by two centres, on in the UK and one in Norway. ChartCo’sAndy Norris explains what’s going on

BOX TEXT

Andy Norris is managing director of ChartCo, a company which provides data broadcast services to vessels at sea over Inmarsat, including paper and electronic chart updates and weather information. See www.chartco.com
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Prior to the creation of Primar, just a handful of the world’s hydrographic offices had undertaken to issue their own official Electronic Navigation Charts (ENCs). 

It would be fair to say that this had been a rather experimental and rather haphazard activity. 

The International Hydrographic Organisation had considered how ENCs could be best co-ordinated and a number of hydrographic offices across the world explored the feasibility of setting up Regional ENC Co-ordination Centres – or RENCs for short.  

In order to facilitate collaboration between national hydrographic offices in Europe, the UK and Norwegian hydrographic offices together set up Primar in 1998.

Working with 12 other contributing European hydrographic offices, Primar acted as the RENC for Europe and for the first time, established a much-needed common mechanism for the distribution of ENCs.

Those of us concerned with the promotion and use of electronic charts were undoubtedly saddened to see the Primar collaborative venture recently come to an end. 

A variety of reasons have been cited for its disbandment but in essence, most people would agree that the fault lay with the business model, rather than the concept of having a RENC for Europe.
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Two new chart centres

Out of the ashes of Primar, two new RENCs have been created: the International Centre for ENC Distribution (IC-ENC) - co-ordinated by a team based at the UKHO’s premises in Taunton, England, and directed by a committee from the contributing hydrographic offices - and Primar Stavanger - co-ordinated by the Norwegian hydrographic office and funded by their contributing HOs. 

Each of the two RENCs have adopted a different business model and set up business relationships with particular European hydrographic offices. 

The IC-ENC in the UK has a formal agreement with HOs in the UK, Germany, Spain, Portugal and the Netherlands. Primar Stavanger in Norway has a partnership with HOs in France, Norway, Estonia, Denmark, land and Sweden and Latvia.  

It can be expected that both RENCs will expand their list of contributing hydrographic offices.
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Differering operations

So how do these two regional co-ordinating centres operate and how do their business models differ? 

In basic terms, each contributing hydrographic office sends its electronic data to its respective RENC to be validated for consistency with the S57 ENC standard and then compiled into a single and uniform ENC database, suitable for use with ECDIS. 

The IC-ENC will make the ENCs available to ‘specialist resellers’. 

These resellers can be expected to develop their own package of navigation services to complement the ENCs. Distributors then sell the data packages to ship operators. 

The UKHO itself intends to be a specialist reseller for the IC-ENC, distributing data through its established chain of digital chart agents and distributors.  Primar Stavanger, on the other hand, has stated that they will deal directly with the distributor.  

These distributors can obtain CD-ROMs of ENC data directly from Primar Stavanger or create their own CD-ROMs from data downloaded from the Primar Data Centre.

Each RENC has its own merits. The IC-ENC’s advantage is that the specialist resellers with whom it deals can combine ENCs with other digital products, e.g. the UKHO could offer composite CDs of ENCs, ARCS, and digital publication data.  

Distributors using Primar Stavanger could produce ship specific CD-ROMs and give a highly bespoke service to shipping companies.  

Each RENC will be judged according to what the customer considers to be the most important: a balancing act of price and level or type of service.  

SUBHEAD

Benefits to shipping

At first glance the idea of two separate European-based RENCs may seem like duplication of effort and a cause of confusion for the market. In practice however, this doesn’t have to be the case. 

One of the most positive things to result from the creation of the IC-ENC and Primar Stavanger is price competition. For example, Primar Stavanger has indicated a ’70 per cent price reduction’.  

As an example, an ENC equivalent in coverage and detail to a paper chart will cost US$24 for one-year’s use. This closely compares to the retail price of a British Admiralty paper chart.  

Other benefits to be had from this new competitive market include an onus on both organisations to be as efficient as possible, develop best practice, and give the greatest value to the end user.

While each RENC is founded on formal agreements with particular European hydrographic offices, it is possible that HOs within and outside Europe may wish to provide data to both the IC-ENC and Primar Stavanger. 

It is likely that distributing chart agents will provide a consolidated service using data from both RENCs and other sources to maximise customer choice and flexibility. 

Of course from the ECDIS user’s point of view, the business processes that Primar Stavanger or the IC-ENC employ should be irrelevant. What they are most interested in is the opportunity to get reliable, up-to-date electronic navigation data on time in a way that meets their needs. 

As long as both the IC-ENC and Primar Stavanger focus on this requirement, there is no reason why they should not both succeed in the electronic data revolution.  It will be the role of the chart distributor to ensure that there is a seamless service to the end-user.
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Still friends

The fact that the original Primar body did not succeed should not be taken as an indication that the IC-ENC and Primar Stavanger are at loggerheads. 

Both parties have pledged their commitment to working in close co-operation to provide the optimum service to mariners and this is to be commended. 

While they can be considered competitors on one front, they still share certain agendas. For example, both have pledged to put safety before profit. Both also have the common aim of making sure customers understand the advantages of ENCs.  

At a seminar organised by ChartCo in Oslo in June, the IC-ENC and Primar Stavanger shared a platform for the first time to demystify ENCs and dispel confusion about their future. 

The success of the seminar demonstrated that there is both keen interest in this subject from significant ship operators and there was also a need to dispel any confusion arising from Primar’s dissolution.
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ChartCo’s view

Our own view is that ship operators must continue to ensure that they obtain ENCs from official chart agents. 

The new world of two RENCs for Europe will bring more competitive pricing, establish good practice, and drive forward the widespread adoption of navigation by ENCs.  

At ChartCo we have already been broadcasting data from Primar Stavanger to ships via satellite.  With our aim to provide global coverage, it is our intention to have a similar relationship with the IC-ENC as well. 

We nailed our colours to the mast a year ago when we said we believed that by 2007, electronic chart use will have overtaken navigation by paper charts, and we stand by that. 

Navigation by ENCs is here already, and no one can afford to take a back seat and simply watch, as competitors and different marine sectors take up the technology alike.   

With the introduction of the revision of Chapter V of SOLAS, where for the first time digital forms of nautical charts and publications have been formally recognised, the way has been paved for ENCs and official raster data such as ARCS to become widely used and the navigation tools of choice for all leading ship operators worldwide.

