Electronic charts on 15 per cent of vessels
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Primar, the official co-ordination centre for distribution of official electronic charts in Europe, now estimates that 15 per cent of large commercial vessels (subject to IMO SOLAS regulations) are using electronic charts in one way or another. 

A majority is using unofficial charts, but moves are gradually being made towards official data. “This has to do with availability of charts and awareness about the difference between official and non-official,” comments Rune Holst Johnsen, Primar’s marketing manager. 
Primar is operated jointly by the Norwegian Mapping Authority and the UK Hydrographic Office; Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom have all now agreed to supply electronic chart data through the centre. 

The shipping sector most interested in using official electronic charts is passenger vessels, accounting for 30 per cent of Primar’s business; the second most interested sector is container ships (8 per cent). “This reflects our coverage which today is more appropriate for vessels going in shorter routes,” he says. 

Users are becoming much more comfortable relying on electronic charts for navigation, as they move beyond the initial testing phase. “Several vessels are expanding the folio, resulting in many new orders for existing vessels,” he comments.  

Primar has ambitious plans to move beyond its current status as the regional co-ordination centre for electronic charts for Europe; it wants to add ENCs from nations outside Europe. 

One of the biggest problems with the roll out of electronic charts is the slow speed at which hydrographic offices produce them. “Many hydrographic offices will not release data until new surveys have been done,” comments Mr Johnsen. “This because they want to ensure that the quality is good enough for navigation. The irony here is that many vessels then instead choose private produced data which do not meet the IMO requirements.”

“The main obstacle for ENC coverage is funding for new surveys, production and maintenance of data,” he comments. “International cooperation on this issue is very important to maintain a pressure on different nations to make ENCs available. We still have a lot of work to do on this issue, and it is therefore very important that hydrographic offices meet in organizations like Primar.”

SUBHEAD

Electronic catalogue tool

Primar has also launched an electronic catalogue tool.  Chart users can use it to define and order the ENCs they need, based on the area they need coverage of. The catalogue can be downloaded free of charge from the Primar website. 

The system can also be used to specify and order ENCs which are required on the basis of a plotted route. The catalogue has a detailed backdrop chart showing ports and place names, with capability to zoom in and out. 

In addition, come many other interesting features. These include a clear and detailed backdrop chart showing thousands of ports and place names, with flexible zooming in and out as well as map centring functions.

The catalogue can be used on a PC onboard the vessel; the navigator can then plan routes on the software and send details to the chart distributor, so that the required charts can be delivered. If the vessel has an internet connection, the navigator can see which ENCs are available.

So, will vessels ever be receiving charts on demand over a ship-shore communications link? “I still think it will take some time before vessels go fully online,” comments Mr Johnsen. “I will say a couple of years before online charts are common.”

Ships can already receive chart updates over satellite link using a variety of different mechanisms, including e-mailing updates or the ChartCo broadcast service. 

SUBHEAD

ChartCo

Ship-shore broadcast company ChartCo is already broadcasting electronic chart updates to vessels under its oceanXpress service. 

The update data files can be sent to many vessels at once, at much less cost than sending them to vessels individually. 

The first data type to be supported is the Primar ENC format and trials of this are now commencing.

On board the ship, ENC updates can be transferred by floppy disc or CD to the Electronic Chart Display and Information System (ECDIS). For ships equipped with a compatible ECDIS, this interface however can be direct from the ChartCo system to the ECDIS by means of a network link. 

Thus, at last, seafarers have what they really want: direct update for electronic charts from shore data sources straight into the ECDIS. All that is required onboard the vessel is for the ship’s navigator to confirm acceptance of the update. 

The first ECDIS with this direct interface capability is the Kelvin Hughes Nucleus 5000/6000 ECDIS. Other manufacturers are also expected to develop this direct interface capability.

The associated ChartCo software provides chart outfit management functions and assists in the move from convention paper navigation charts into the new electronic navigation data environment.

The Primar ENC data will be followed later by support for other official vector ENCs as well as raster navigation charts and digital nautical publications.

