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Deploying ECDIS: the Algoma Central Marine story
DECK 

As the maritime world starts contemplating a move towards ECDIS, we talked to Captain J Pound, fleet director of Algoma Central Corporation, a shipping company based in the Canadian Great Lakes that has been using electronic charts since 1995 

BODY 

The Canadian Great Lakes shipping industry has been using electronic chart systems for over ten years. This article explains the process that Algoma Central Marine, one of the foremost shipping companies operating in the Canadian Great Lakes, adopted while deploying ECDIS on their vessels.

Algoma Central Marine started a fleetwide installation program in 1995 when it first installed the Transas NaviSalior system on 12 of its ships. It initially carried out a four-month trial program with three systems available at the time, including Decca, Offshore Systems and Transas.  

While all three had their benefits, Algoma Central Marine decided the Transas system was the one it considered to best meet the needs of its mariners. The following year saw the completion of the fleetwide program after installing Transas on the remaining 12 ships. 

SUBHEAD

Training

Once the decision was made to purchase and install the systems on its vessels, Algoma Central Marine needed to devise a training plan. 

During the first year only half the fleet was outfitted, in order to reduce the number of individuals requiring training. 
The company picked the most technologically adept individuals to be the first users of the new technology, believing it essential to ensure that the first installations were a success. 

Algoma Central Marine next developed a training syllabus with the help of Marine Safety International in Rhode Island, with whom it had been working. The first year training went extremely well, the company says. 

It did not take long for the word to spread about this new way of navigation and everyone wanted a system. A progressive approach to implementation and training, the company believes, was the primary factor, along with the benefits of the technology itself, that led to the over whelming acceptance of the systems.  

The Great Lakes Shipping industry has since worked hard on refining the training program, and this effort has resulted in Transport Canada accepting its training course as the standard for the country. To date all permanent navigation officers have received electronic chart training in conjunction with BRM (bridge resource management).

SUBHEAD

Chart availability

The primary problem encountered with the systems at the beginning was the availability of electronic charts, as developed by the Canadian Hydrographic Service (CHS). 

CHS had developed electronic charts in a format known as NTX.  Transas was able to use this data and produce charts in the Transas format that covered, to a great extent, their area of operation.  
Transas also digitised U.S. charts, which were and continue to be used in its systems, however, when transiting U.S. waters, Algoma Central Marine encountered problems; it did not have up to date electronic charts with a satisfactory level of detail. 
SUBHEAD

Chart accuracy 

As is well known, the digitisation of charts have some inherent weaknesses that had to be overcome. Primarily, DGPS accuracy did not, in some cases, translate well to the electronic chart version. 

Algoma Marine emphasised to its fleet officers that because they were using a new technology, errors would be encountered and the systems were only to be used as an aid, i.e. position verification by traditional means was essential to ensure safe operations.

Experience in the use of the systems increased and the errors in the electronic charts became known to a point where they could be anticipated. In addition the Canadian Hydrographic Service, through the input of the industry, made modifications to the database and many of the errors were eliminated. 

SUBHEAD

Display standards

Captain J. Pound of Algoma Central cautions, “As the international standard for chart display became fixed and electronic charts were produced to this standard other disadvantages became apparent.  

“The international display standard, we found on the Great Lakes, was significantly inferior to the display we had been use to from the manufacturer [Transas].

“The “washed out” colour pallet particularly used in the nighttime display was very hard to work with.  There was little discrimination between the colours and in some instances the profile of the ship was almost impossible to make out.”  

In the late 1990’s a trial project was carried on the Great Lakes.  Coordinated by CHS and with the participation of the shipping industry this trial utilized S-57 charts produced by CHS. The conclusions of the trial indicated that the mariner did not like and would not use the charts based on the S-57 standard.  

Capt. Pound warns that; “We continue to struggle with this problem and until changes are made to the standard, acceptance by the Canadian mariner will be slow in coming.”

Capt. Pound goes on to say; “My personal opinion in this matter is that manufactures should be able to use S-57 data from the hydrographic offices and display this using their own display pallets until such a time as a standard acceptable to the mariner is agreed upon.  

SUBHEAD

Shipboard information

Another benefit of the system has been the transmission of information from one vessel to another. “Our trading patterns are varied. It is sometimes the case where one vessel has not transited a port for a period of time where another vessel may have,” comments Captain Pound. 

“What we found in the system is the ability to save trip information data.  Because all the systems are the same, the size of the data package was such that it could be easily transmitted over the company’s intra-net. 

“We now have the ability to use the voyage information of a frequent trader into a port on a vessel that is an infrequent user of the port.  The experience from the former can now be viewed on the screen of the latter.

The ECDIS functions have also allowed for increasing the quality of the information available to the master on the ship.  “In this instance the master, once into a port where the data is limited, can augment the information with information from radar and visual sightings.  

“This additional information can be added to a file and displayed when the vessel next transits into a port. 

“As mentioned above this voyage information can be transmitted throughout the fleet resulting in the expertise of one master being available to all. “

SUBHEAD

Safety

A final word about the improved safety achieved using electronic chart systems. “My advice to other companies, which I have stated in other forums, is that electronic chart systems, particularly in confined waters is a great asset to the safety of navigation,” says Captain Pound.

“Our experience, while hard to quantify, is that the systems have resulted in significant savings in lost time and contributed to the safety of the waterway. 

“One must remember that the Great Lakes trade is primarily confined waters navigation, where the margin of error is defined in meters and not miles.  

“The buy in from our fleet officers has been 100%. To stand by the sidelines and wait for the technology for whatever reason is the same those that thought radar was a passing fad. 

“The utilization of ECDIS with its real time capabilities and position accuracy has greatly reduced the probability of errors entering into the decision process. 

Capt. Pound is the director of operations at Algoma Central Marine and can be contacted at jpacm@algonet.com
Algoma Central Corporation is the largest shipowner on the Great Lakes-St. Lawrence Waterway. The Algoma Central Corporation group includes Algoma Central Marine, Algoma Tankers, Fraser Marine & Industrial, Algoma Central Properties Inc., and a share of Marbulk Canada Inc., Cleveland Tankers (1991) Inc., and Seaway Marine Transport. Algoma Central operates vessels throughout the Great Lakes-St. Lawrence Waterway, from the Gulf of St. Lawrence, through all five Great Lakes. The Corporation’s modern fleet of 27 vessels includes 14 self-unloaders, eight bulkers and five Canadian-flag petroleum tankers.
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