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Electronic chart systems : Digital Ship seafarers survey

DECK HEAD

How many ships actually use electronic charts, and what do seafarers think about it? Digital Ship interviewed a group of seafarers at Delhi Maritime Training Institute to find out 

BODY

Our survey was aimed at deck Officers especially Second Officers because they use the electronic chart systems on board, to find out if they have experience using electronic chart systems, if they trust them and what they think. 

Out of the 27 seafarers interviewed, 23 were second officers and one was a chief officer. 

We only interviewed seafarers who had training in electronic chart systems.

Out of the total number of seafarers interviewed only eight had worked on the type approved Electronic Chart Display and Information System (ECDIS) and three had worked just on a non-type approved Electronic Chart System (ECS). 

The remaining 16 were trained but had never worked on ECDIS/ECS equipped ships.

The Seafarers interviewed were divided into two categories. Category “A” – those who had experience of working on ECDIS/ECS and Category “B” – those who were trained but had never worked on ECDIS/ECS systems.

SUBHEAD

Seafarers who used ECDIS

In Category “A”, seafarers who had experience using ECDIS and ECS, two seafarers had worked on ECDIS/ECS on four ships. The rest had used it on just one ship only. 

The system used for ECDIS was mainly from Kelvin Hughes.

The positive aspects of the ECDIS and the ECS system as experienced by the users were as follows. 

10 out of the 11 seafarers in category “A” were of the view that these systems are generally reliable. However they were unclear about the backup in case the system fails while at sea.

The majority of interviewed seafarers in category “A” felt that ECDIS and ECS are more reliable as the chances of error are less as compared to the manual plotting of paper charts. 

However they felt that for the systems to be accurate and reliable regular updating, frequent checks and maintenance was necessary. 

Passage planning has become easy and less time consuming with the use of ECS/ECDIS, as the access to information is very handy in these systems. 

Accurate information about the depths, heights of bridges can be accessed easily and rapidly.

Electronic Chart Display and Information System (ECDIS) provides a powerful decision making tool on the bridge of a ship by combining satellite and other position fixing with ship's sensors and a sophisticated electronic database containing charting and other navigation information. 

The chart information in ECDIS is continuously analysed and compared with a ship's position, intended course and its manoeuvring characteristics to give warning of approaching dangers. This has helped in improving the navigation standards on board ship.
Saving on the time required to manually plot the position of the ship on paper charts, thus the navigator can pay more attention to navigation especially in narrow and congested waters.

It saves a lot of time on updating, correction as compared to the traditional paper charts. The updating for the ECDIS systems is done through a CD or automatic online updating everyday. 

Continuous monitoring of the passage can be done with the electronic charting systems and there are provisions of alarms in these systems in case there is any deviation or malfunctioning in the system.

The system is complex to understand for beginners but is user friendly once the user knows all the functions properly. Thus emphasizing the need of proper training to use and handle such systems.

All the users appreciated the ECDIS and ECS systems, but there were some aspects in which they were not very confident of the ECDIS.
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Overdependent seafarers

As with any electronic computing system, the ECDIS is reliable only if it is fed with accurate data.

Like any other electronic system, some seafarers are of the opinion that these electronic charts may cause the user over-dependent on the automation and in case of failure of the system it can be prove to be fatal.

Another problem that the seafarers were facing with the use of electronic chart systems was maintaining of the paper charts along with the electronic charts. 

This has increased the burden on the seafarer who now has to maintain two systems on board- electronic system and the traditional paper chart system. 
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Seafarers who had never used ECDIS

Category “B” in our research group was seafarers interviewed who were trained in using systems but had never used ECDIS/ECS.

They were of the view that:

Electronic charts system could be more reliable, more accurate and could save a lot of time for the seafarer. 

All of the 16 seafarers (except one) who had not used the electronic charts systems wanted more of such systems on board ships.

Out of the seafarers who had never used Electronic Chart System 29% were of the view that paper charts were reliable and they preferred working with paper charts rather than the electronic charts.
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Other conclusions

Almost all the seafarers interviewed felt that ECS and ECDIS systems should be installed on the ships.

Reliability is an important issue related with the use of ECDIS and ECS on board ships. 

The seafarers are not fully confident about these systems. There is a need of a full proof, fail-safe system to give confidence to the seafarers Navigation being a critical part in ship operation it is difficult to rely just on one system. 

At present the companies are not very sure about these systems therefore a backup is maintained by keeping the paper charts also updated along with electronic chart systems. 

The average time spent by the seafarers on the chart corrections was 2.7 hours weekly – 

12 seafarers said that the updates took 2 hours a week, 9 said they take 3 hours, and 6 said they take 4 hours. 

Out of the 27 seafarers interviewed only 11(37%) had worked on these systems.

An indirect conclusion from this can be that there are very few number of the ships in the world which have these systems installed on them. 

Most of the ships which have these systems installed on them belong to European owners.

ECS/ECDIS have reduced the calculation time for the passage planning, information about the passage; the seabed profile is available in a electronic database and could be queried easily. 

However maintaining of both the electronic and paper charts have resulted in increasing their workload rather than reducing it.

These systems provide a continuous and quick positioning of ship as compared to the traditional system with paper charts

Additional material, such as photographs and views, as well as navigational notices and cautions can be accessed instantly and displayed as required on high-resolution full colour screens.
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A new phase in navigation

ECS/ECDIS are highly technical products. The implementation of the electronic chart-making is a new phase in the development of navigation. 

The efficiency in usage of electronic charts depends on the theoretical and practical training of navigators. 

These methods require the optimal simulating training of navigators, similar to that required for the radar and ARPA and so there should be proper training for the users of these systems prior to joining the ship. 

This will prevent errors and will insure proper handling of the system.

Shipping being a conventional and conservative industry any new development particularly related to automisation and computerization is accepted with a lot of scepticism 

In the past also we have seen that the penetration of simple applications like internet has been quite slow as compared to other industries. 

Similarly mass installation and usage of ECDIS and ECS will take its own time and would require great amount of efforts towards educating both ship owners, ship managers and seafarers to make them aware and convince them about the benefits of these systems.
















