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Digital Ship talks to Dr Wyn Williams, Chief Executive of the UK Hydrographic Office, to ask how UKHO plans to maintain it’s enviable position in navigational charting in the electronic era.

BACKGROUND

“The UKHO, which produces British Admiralty paper charts, has a 70 per cent market share in the supply of paper charts to the international merchant marine,” explains Dr Williams. 

“It’s probably true to say, in fact, that an Indonesian shipping company with vessels around the coast of Japan will almost certainly be using British Admiralty paper charts.”

The UKHO recognises that this level of market share would be an extremely unrealistic expectation of the digital era. 

"Based on our market share, 70 per cent of all paper charts used by the world’s merchant marine are produced in Taunton, UK - that's a tremendous position to be in. 

“It would be naïve to suppose the digital world will be the same. 

“There are plenty of others who provide electronic charts – both from hydrographic offices across the world and from the commercial sector."

"We are well aware that the digital future holds high-quality competition – our plan is to come out fighting. 

“Our greatest advantage is in the quality and accuracy of our data. We hold the largest collection of official data in the world”, he says.

SUBHEAD

Delivery in the future

The UKHO’s vision for the future is to be the supplier of choice for hydrographic information and services to Governments and the worldwide maritime community. 

This will mean positioning itself to supply a service equivalent to the British Admiralty paper charts for electronic charts and services. 

"The whole purpose of charting is to provide safe passage for our mariner – it is his needs that should and will dictate the future of the industry - I’m convinced that shipping companies will want a one-stop shop", says Dr Williams. 

“We need to focus on providing more of an ongoing service than a product. Fleets should eventually be able to have not only the up to date chart data they need for the voyage they are on but add-on data services, such as weather information, lists of lights and tidal information”, he says.

“Provision of this kind of service is by no means a `done deal` and will take some time to develop there this is certainly where we’re headed”, he says.

In order to provide these kind of services, the UKHO will look to bring together new and diverse skills, creating partnering and joint ventures with organisations all over the world, including both national and international government bodies as well as companies in the commercial sector.

SUBHEAD

Distributing ENCs

The UKHO currently has around 47 bilateral agreements with other hydrographic offices, enabling each country to publish each other's charts subject to royalty payments.  

According to Dr Williams, the UKHO is pursuing similar bilateral agreements in electronic charting. 

Hydrographic offices will have the option of distributing their ENCs via the International Centre for ENCs (IC – ENC), the Regional ENC Co-ordination Centre (RENC) located in the UK. 

“The member nations of IC – ENC are currently Belgium, Germany, Greece, India, Netherlands, Portugal, South Africa, Spain and the UK and it is hoped it will continue to expand. 

“IC- ENC ensures that all of the ENCs are quality assured to the same high standard and that a single consistent ENC database is made available to the user”, says Dr Williams.  

“There are currently two RENCs, IC-ENC in the UK and Primar Stavanger in Norway.

“Having two RENCs offers the mariner a choice in concept of operations, although the two RENCs do collaborate on technical issues such as encryption schemes and both are committed to the distribution of ENCs of high standard and consistent quality.”

SUBHEAD

Surveys and cartography

The primary activity of the UKHO which is taking survey data and creating charts ("cartography") is to remain unchanged.

"The incredible skill and expertise in our organisation is the foundation upon which the unique reputation of the Admiralty name is based,” he says. 

“The UKHO will always produce charts and updates for our UK waters, Ireland and Crown Dependencies. 

“We also plan to make agreements with other countries, which may not have the same capacity, to assist with their cartographic output. 

"We are presently one of the prime ENC-producing nations and should eventually be able to fill some of the gaps in ENC coverage.”

SUBHEAD

The UK Navy

The primary reason for UKHO's existence is to provide hydrographic data to the UK Royal Navy. 

At the end of 2003, the Royal Navy announced that it was to start implementing electronic chart systems on its vessels.

"At present the Navy is essentially paper-chart orientated. The first phase of the current planning is to convert half the navy ships to ECDIS. 

“The Navy will obviously be subject to the same regulations and carriage requirement as merchant ships, using raster charts only with appropriate paper back up where ENCs are not available”, he says.

SUBHEAD

ENCs and raster

The UKHO is very clear that their raster charts are exactly the same as paper charts but simply displayed on a screen, as an interim solution, so ships can get some of the advantages of electronic charts while they wait for worldwide coverage of ENC vector charts.

“In due course the world will be covered by ENC vector charts”, says Dr Williams. 

“We don't expect mariners to use raster forever. 

“The final optimum digital navigational product should be world ENC coverage. 

“At the moment most ENCs cover the beginning of a route and the end of a route, but there's a lot of sea in the middle." 

SUBHEAD

ECDIS carriage requirements

There are currently no UK regulations in place which require ECDIS to be carried on its own flag ships and ships in UK waters. However the UK does support proposals, currently being prepared for the IMO by Norway, to mandate ECDIS carriage on certain sea areas and on certain ships.

