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Shipping’s perspective on electronic charts
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DECK HEAD

Not everybody in the world is in favour of electronic chart systems. This is Gray Maritime’s view 

BODY 

The subhead on page 25 states of your November issue states, " No one disputes that navigation with official electronic charts (ENCs) is much safer than paper charts"

While this may be true for your readership, I will state categorically that it won't be true for many readers of more traditional marine publications like Lloyd's List and Seaways, the Journal of Nautical Institute, the master mariners’ main organization worldwide.

Electronic Navigation Charts certainly "wow" laymen, and no doubt the computer companies seeking to sell them. But to real mariners, it is the quality of the underlying data and the reliability of the delivery system that is most important. 

Sadly, much of the underlying data on which many ENCs are based is poor to worthless.

In the United States, and I hear from others much of the rest of the world, much basic hydrographic data used by people like NOAA (NOS) in USA and British Admiralty in Britain in many critical areas is still based upon lead line and sextant surveying techniques from 1st half of 20th century. 

In US where NOAA is responsible for 3.5million sq miles to survey, of which they deem about 500,000 sq miles "critical", only a few tens of '000s sq miles have been surveyed by modern wide scan sonar techniques, so most the data on their roughly 1,000 charts is of questionable accuracy, as are the shoreline contours. 

The reason for these shortcomings is lack of adequate funding. So 

I'm talking about bum data on hydrographic office publications, which they acknowledge, not just the "knock-offs".

They also tell me that the complications and costs of actually doing 

ECDIS have been so much more than anticipated that very few official ECDIS vector charts have come from most official hydro offices.

SUBHEAD

Computer assisted accidents

Just ask yourself "what's the least reliable tool you've ever had?"  Without question it's your computer. 

This also happened with a certain aeroplane manufacturer, which after several fatal crashes a few years ago was boycotted by pilots until the manufacturer installed a simple override so pilots could take manual control during landing, which is where all the crashes occurred. 

And now we have main engines with no camshaft, meaning if the computer controls systems both fail, there is no manual over-ride. The what?

Accurate and recent data (including real time tide, current, and weather) are more important to navigation than the display mode. This applies to preventing both groundings and collisions.

Control systems for all vital functions (manoeuvring and cargo handling) must be able to be operated manually by people who understand what they are operating and not left to a computer. Despite claims for '"smart systems" we must always remember computers can't think, only man can.

There can be no doubt that the reliability of many computer systems finding their way onto the bridges, engine rooms and steering gears of modern ships have led directly to "computer assisted" accidents. 

I.e. Brightfield in New Orleans some years ago, Baltic Carrier in Denmark early last year and a new Silja line ferry of few years back in which the Finnish Board of Navigation found the manufacturer of the Integrated Bridge System solely responsible when that system failed and a serious grounding resulted.

These 3 incidents I mentioned were all examples of computer driven systems failing; Brightfield a computer main engine system, Baltic Carrier a computer controlled steering gear, the Silka ferry an integrated computer bridge system where hardware, software and all training were supplied by a manufacturer about 5-6 years ago. The whole system failed in a way the manufacturer had thought impossible, until it happened.
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