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UK maritime electronics manufacturer and chart supplier Kelvin Hughes has completed a restructuring process, which sees the company broken into three clear cut divisions, of commercial shipping (electronics), naval shipping (electronics) and charts and maritime supplies. 

Each division has its own research, manufacturing and sales department; only a few staff members work across all three divisions, such as information technology support and publicity. The structure replaces a previous one with separate production, engineering and sales departments each handling all facets of the business.

The main problem with the old structure, says Roger Gibson, executive manager of the charts and maritime supplies business division, is that it used very complex internal charging mechanisms between the departments, which meant that it was very difficult to understand where the business was most effective. The restructuring process had been going on over the past 12-18 months. 
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Outfit management

Following the restructuring, the company is better able to build on its position as a “one stop shop” for chart supplies. 

A growth area for the charts and maritime supplies division is expected to be outfit management, where Kelvin Hughes is contracted to make sure vessels have all the paper charts they need, on the basis of being given information about the charts and their most recent updates carried onboard the vessels and the vessels’ route. 

Kelvin Hughes puts together a pack of all the necessary chart corrections and any new charts required, which is sent to the port agent to be put onboard the ship. It is currently contracted to provide this service to 6,000 vessels. 

Customers can choose to either minimise their costs by choosing to only purchase charts and corrections they are required to have under regulations, or have a higher grade service where Kelvin Hughes recommends charts and publications they should have onboard and supplies those. 

One of the main benefits to shipping companies of taking out the service is that having it can speed up ship inspections. Ship surveyors, the company says, will often not even inspect a ship’s onboard supply of charts once they see that it has subscribed to a managed service. 

It has built an extensive online tool to manage the service; customers can go in and find out what charts each of their ships has onboard, whether they have been corrected, what will be delivered to the next port of call and what their account with the company stands at. They can see their lists of invoices and access management reports. This tool will shortly be extended to include an online purchasing system. 

The company is large enough to be able to offer charts from all of the 200 hydrographic offices around the world, so ships can have the best possible coverage. 

If required, Kelvin Hughes can also supply update pages to Lists of Lights and other paper documents used onboard ships. The publications are supplied in loose leaf format, and Kelvin Hughes sends replacement pages which can be inserted. 

The company can also supply updates to electronic charts. Its position as the world’s largest chart agent scores very favourably to clients looking to purchase electronic chart display and information systems (ECDIS); most ECDIS manufacturers do not also supply charts. 

Shipping companies would often prefer to buy both ECDIS and the charts themselves from the same company, Kelvin Hughes says, because that way they know that the two are compatible. 

Kelvin Hughes also has very strong links with chart update broadcast service ChartCo. ChartCo’s offices are on the same site as Kelvin Hughes; Smiths, Kelvin Hughes’ parent company, owns 60 per cent of ChartCo, with the remainder being owned by Fugro, which manufacturers the broadcast receiving equipment ChartCo uses. 
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Long history

The company claims to be the longest established instrument company in the world, dating back to the early 18th century, when it sold a cabin clock to Captain Cook and a chronometer to Captain Bligh of the Bounty; in 1948 it produced the first British marine radar to gain UK ministry of transport type approval. It was the first chart agent appointed by the UK hydrographic office and pioneered its chart correction service. 

But having a prestigious history is not necessarily a major factor in business success, and the company has been forced to restructure to offer a more powerful modern commercial proposition. 

The company still occupies a position, it claims, as the world’s biggest supplier of nautical charts, four times larger than the next largest supplier. 
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Bookharbour.com

Kelvin Hughes’ online bookshop, bookharbour.com, is a major growth area for the business, selling books, charts, instruments, videos, software and prints. It is, the company claims, the only specialist chart website in existence and currently generates 10 per cent of the company’s retail sales. 

 It caters both for the recreational and commercial industry, with the full range of commercially required publications available, such as tide tables and IMO regulation books. It also supplies electronic raster charts under ARCS (admiralty raster chart service), currently supplied by CD-ROM. 

The investment required to develop Bookharbour.com was modest, because the company already had an extensive mail order business for these products, it simply put this on the internet. It took 12 months work to get the online store going, and the investment in the store paid off in the following 12 months, the company says. 

It has a deal with magazine Yachts and Boating World (YBW), to produce a YBW branded store selling the same products, at www.ybw-books.com. YBW takes a commission on all products sold through the YBW-branded site, which links from YBW’s home page (www.ybw.com). 
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Charts are complex

Putting together a world series of charts is extremely difficult. There are 200 hydrographic offices all making paper charts, and official electronic navigation charts are currently being made by Canada, Norway, UK, Japan, US and Singapore. Prices for each chart can range from $35 (Primar price) to $200 (Japanese price). 

Under SOLAS regulations, ships are required to carry updated paper charts onboard everywhere they go, unless they have a type approved electronic chart display system with official electronic navigation charts (ENC) on it (and probably a back up ECDIS as well). 

The problem is that ENC coverage so far is very sketchy. The only shipping routes where vessels can use ENCs completely is if all they do is run short trips across the English channel. All other vessels have no option but to carry paper charts, with the tedious process of manual updating going along with it.

There have been various dispensations made against this rule for companies which carry official UK Hydrographic Office raster charts, of which there is complete global coverage. A raster chart is a scan of the paper chart; the data is stored in the same way as a bitmap (.bmp) graphics image file, and the computer is not able to understand it at all apart from as a list of ones and noughts. 

This compares with an ENC, which a computer can read and understand, and use its understanding to sound warnings for example if the ship is about to run aground.

Officially, companies navigating using electronic raster charts are allowed to reduce the number of paper charts they carry, with the precise details of the reduction kept hazy. By using Kelvin Hughes’ risk assessment software, they can get a better idea about how much they are allowed to reduce their paper charts portfolio. 

