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Thatcherism, President Reagan and charts
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What ideas would President Reagan have had about how maritime chart services could be provided? Steve Harding explores
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In June this year President Ronald Reagan died.  

Naturally his obituaries concentrated on his dodgy acting, political shrewdness and achievement in bringing to an end the Cold War.   

However, for some, perhaps his principal legacy was a radical, reforming economic policy agenda.  

Colloquially known as ‘Reaganism’, or more commonly ‘Thatcherism’ after his arch disciple, Margaret Thatcher, it is a policy now largely reviled. 

Which is unfortunate as this overlooks its real success in reforming moribund services, notably global telecommunications.   

It is no coincidence shipping finally rid itself of the Government authorised Radio Offices (ROs) during Reagan and Thatcher’s time in power. 

After all, would we now have a dynamic, private sector led marine communications sector offering real choice and innovation to the industry were the ROs still ruling the roost? 

With this in mind, given the present problems bedevilling the implementation of certain other technologies at sea, not least electronic navigational data, could a dose of ‘Thatcherism’ again work the oracle?    
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The market

The central function of a government’s economic policy is to provide for certain goods and services that, by their nature, cannot be provided for efficiently through the market.  

Markets may fail to provide for a number of reasons.  

Commonly there is a breakdown in the monetary cycle; those who make profit from issue of navigational data do not adequately compensate the producers.  

Alternatively, and perhaps more dangerous given its safety criticality, the market is flooded with sub-standard data.  

One policy option to address these problems is to control demand.  

That is, if ships are forced to use only navigational data issued by government Hydrographic Offices (HOs), revenue for future data production is guaranteed.  


Moreover, with only public sector officials involved there can be none of the corruption and other vices of the private sector, thus data quality is similarly guaranteed.

That’s the theory.  Indeed, prior to the 1980s, demand side policies were considered to be the only practicable option to provide key services at risk of market failure.

It’s rubbish.   The policy only delivers if the HOs also produce data, i.e., operate a survey service, and/or are prepared, and able to commission (pay for) its production.  

And since when did a faceless government official have a clue what the shipping industry actually needs in terms of service quality?   

In short, regulations that place restrictions on consumer choice stink the house out and manifestly fail to meet the central function.

Which is why ‘Thatcherism’ could be a superior option.  Based on its application here in the UK, here’s how I think it could work for the provision of electronic navigational data to ships.    
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A Thatcherite chart system

Fundamentally ‘Thatcherites’ believe service efficiency including innovation is only achieved through competition.  

Amongst other things, competing suppliers are always motivated to seek monopoly status through investment in products industry desires.   

If demand is artificially controlled, atrophy results.  

Step 1 of my ‘Thatcherite’ solution: free the market.  

Amend or otherwise clarify SOLAS Chapter V to make clear ANYONE can issue navigational data to ships subject to compliance with adopted quality standards.  

I doubt anyone would disagree with that; and I cannot believe IMO intended to (illegally!) force ship owners to purchase only data directly sold by HOs.  

Where my vision of ‘Thatcherism’ differs from present thinking is ‘who’ should establish navigational data quality standards and regulate service provision thereafter. 
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Independent regulators

Ronald Regan and Margaret Thatcher had a healthy mistrust of government institutions. 

Though not financially corrupt, they are hardly unbiased in their decision making - the perception being they first and foremost always use regulation to defend ‘old friends’ in other government institutions. 

Perhaps the key to ‘Thatcherism’s’ success has been the establishment of independent service regulators with membership drawn from all industry stakeholders.   

So it can fulfil the government’s central function, the regulator is given wide-ranging powers to institute service quality standards, develop strategies for future system development, attest suppliers – normally through licensing – and enforce its will against any provider who fails to deliver.  

For example, in the UK OFCOM regulates all communications, the function performed by the FCC in the US, and it, not the government, has recently laid out its plans for the future of broadband now that high-speed access on networks is well established and will be kicking butt to make it so.

Ideally the regulator fulfils its objectives through price controls alone.  

That is, establishing how much providers must pay to producers to enable the latter to maintain and develop the service; the price the consumer ultimately pays is a matter purely for the individual, approved license holders competing for business.
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Problems with independent regulators

Unfortunately there are two structural problems precluding this approach, both of which impact on the provision of electronic navigational data to ships.  

Firstly, there is the international dimension.  Where providers and producers are in different countries one or the other is outside the regulator’s influence. 

It simply has no means of forcing the former to pay the latter, or requiring the latter to supply the service to the former – ensuring non-discriminatory access being a further issue for the regulator to address.  

This is straightforward enough to address once the government accepts cooperation with other nations is the only way forward and agrees to devolve its authority to a central, rule-making body.  

In other words, each member nation of the ‘club’ abides with the decisions taken by the central body without question, or be subject to legal sanction if it does not.

In Europe we already have such a system; it’s called the European Union.  As does the United States with its Federal Authorities, notably the USCG on matters dealing with navigation.

Secondly, to all intents and purpose the enforcement of price controls is impossible where ‘social goods’ are involved.  

These are products where, after an investment has been made in production or development there are no practical means of preventing others from freeloading.  On this definition, electronic navigational data is a ‘social good’. 

Copyright and dongles! I hear you cry.  True, but as your typical flag state cares little for, and does even less to protect human rights why should IPRs be any different?  Answer: they’re not.  Once electronic navigational data is in the public domain it can and will be widely pirated. 

Effectively regulating ‘social goods’ is far more problematic, but not impossible.  

One approach is to accept they are, in fact, ‘public goods’.  For the sake of simplicity, these are services the government agrees to fully fund so that they may be offered free at the point of consumption either because ‘freeloading’ is unpreventable or it is a desired result.  

The provision of aids to navigation to ships is an example of a ‘public good’.  

This does not, of course, preclude a government from raising revenue to provide ‘public goods’ in other ways; in the UK aids to navigation are funded through port fees.  
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Chart data should be free

Pulling these strings together, Step 2 of my ‘Thatcherite’ agenda: Governments collectively agree that electronic navigational data is, in fact, a ‘public good’.  

Meaning, governments commit themselves to ensuring all the navigational data shipping requires is produced and made available in a harmonised format free at the point of consumption.  

Which would deliver substantial wider benefits as, with the ‘approved’ data being free, why should anyone thereafter issue rubbish?

Clearly this is big ask for any single nation, and inequitable where a nation has a large coastline but comparatively small maritime industry.  It also fails to address the international dimension.  

Step 3 of the ‘Thatcherite’ agenda: Within each regional trading block a wholly independent super-regulator is established.  

In addition to a responsibility to develop member nations’ strategic navigational data policy, and approve service providers, the regulator has sole authority and power to acquire data gathered by commercial bodies such as ports, and access to funds necessary to procure data that cannot be provided otherwise.  

And, of course, the super-regulator must have the exclusive right to negotiate data trading agreements with other super-regulators in order to ensure global coverage for the region’s data supply sector.  

And finally, step 4 of the ‘Thatcherite’ agenda: invite the government HOs to join their former colleagues, the ROs, thus leaving the way open for a private sector led electronic navigational data supply sector that offers real choice and innovation to the industry.  

Those HOs who truly believe they have the commercial acumen to face up to competition would welcome such a challenge.  

But I rather suspect they’re more likely to demand increased action from ‘their friends’ in PSC to deal with those ships that have had the temerity to use data issued by anyone other. 

