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Buying ENCs 
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What distribution mechanism will be used to get official vector electronic charts (ENCs) to market?
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Now that ENCs are becoming available in increasing quantities it is worth looking at the routes to market that are currently evolving.

First of all we need to look at some history.

 The International Hydrographic Organisation (IHO) originally envisaged a marketing strategy based around Regional ENC Coordinating Centres (RENCs). 

These would act as regional centres, not only coordinating the release of ENCs from their region but also acting as a conduit to sell output from all the other RENCs to users based within the region.

This may have seemed a good idea to IHO members but it was unworkable, as it did not properly consider many of the commercial issues, for instance:

Who would fund the RENCs? 

Many international shipping companies tend to buy goods and services globally and not regionally

How would shipping companies manage their charting requirements during the paper/digital transition?

What would be the role of existing (paper) chart agents? They were not going to allow themselves to be written out of the digital revolution
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Primar

The ‘best’ attempt at organising a RENC was initiated by the UK Hydrographic Office (UKHO) and the Hydrographic Service of the Norwegian Mapping Authority, together with a number of contributing hydrographic offices, in an intergovernmental organisation known as Primar. 

This was started in 1999 but by 2002 it had collapsed because agreement could not be obtained on the details of funding the organisation during its ‘more-difficult-than-expected’ early years.

Primar split into two organisations: the International Centre for ENCs (IC-ENC), run from the premises of the UK Hydrographic Office (UKHO); and a reborn Primar known as Primar Stavanger, operating from its original base. 

The contributing HOs to the original Primar split their allegiances roughly 50:50 between the IC-ENC and Primar Stavanger.

Quite early on in its existence the original Primar organisation realised that it would be difficult commercially to sell directly to shipping companies and that a distribution network would need to be created. They invited applications from interested concerns and a number of existing chart agents and ECDIS suppliers responded and were appointed as distributors.
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Current European situation

When the split occurred, Primar Stavanger generally retained the distributors of the original Primar, while the IC-ENC went into a short period of hibernation. 

On emerging from this it announced the UKHO as its first “Value Added Retailer” (VAR) and invited other organisations to become VARs. 

At the time of writing C-Map and 7Cs have been appointed as VARs. More can be expected. 

The UKHO distributes IC-ENC data through all its Admiralty Digital Agents, which number around 100 world-wide. Primar Stavanger distributors currently stand at 26.

Meanwhile Primar Stavanger had been working with ECDIS kernel suppliers to allow optionally the release of Primar Stavanger data in a type of format known as the System ENC (SENC). 

(The kernel is a specific software component which, among other things, reads the input data and intelligently arranges it prior to display).

The SENC is a relatively controversial (but now IHO accepted) format which encompasses the ENC and its updates in a commercial data format. 

This has the particular advantage that data sizes are reduced compared to the ENC original but the data becomes ECDIS equipment specific. 

Therefore a specific SENC can only be installed on an ECDIS that incorporates the correct kernel, whereas ENC raw data and updates can be displayed on any ECDIS. 

Therefore a shipping company with more than one type of ECDIS may need to get data from multiple sources if it wishes to follow the SENC route.

At present the contributing hydrographic offices to Primar Stavanger comprise: Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Norway, Poland, Sweden and Latvia. The IC-ENC European contributing HOs are Belgium, Germany, Greece, Netherlands, Portugal, Spain and the United Kingdom.
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Non-European ENCs 

It is notable that two non-European HOs recently joined the IC-ENC, India and South Africa. This trend will no doubt continue and can also be expected to occur at Primar Stavanger.

It was perhaps thought initially by many that the UKHO (and its network of distributors) was to be the only outlet for the IC-ENC and its set of contributing hydrographic offices. 

It is now becoming clear that not only is the IC-ENC increasing its number of VARs but the UKHO also has ambitions in perhaps becoming a VAR for hydrographic organisations that are not contributing HOs to the IC-ENC.

 In particular the UKHO would like to be able to incorporate data from Primar Stavanger. Also, they shortly expect to be able to supply US ENC data. 

But at the same time other organisations are becoming VARs/distributors of ENCs from multiple sources. These include existing chart agents, for instance, Kelvin Hughes; companies particularly known for electronic charts such as C-Map; and also some small companies like 7Cs who have specialist understanding of ENC data.
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ENC sources

Depending on where the ENC purchaser goes there can be a potentially confusing overlap of ENC sources available. 

For example Admiralty Chart Agent (ACAs) will offer ENCs from the UKHO but at the same time they could be offering ENCs through C-Map and maybe the ACA will also be a VAR or a distributor in its own right for a number of hydrographic organisations. 

In principle this will at least allow ACAs scope to offer a package best suited to individual shipping clients. 
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Admiralty ECDIS service

The UKHO is soon to launch its Admiralty ECDIS Service which is a seamless ENC/ARCS service. 

For a fixed annual subscription, which presumably depends on the coverage area, the user will have access to issued Admiralty ENCs and to ARCS data in other areas. 

As new ENCs become available these will replace the ARCS data at no extra cost to the user. 

C-Map is providing a similar service, with its own private vector data, rather than ARCS data, covering the ENC ‘holes’. ENCs are individually priced. 
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In Conclusion

Some of the questions that will need answers when ENC purchasers are selecting an ENC supplier include:

Do you cover data from all ENC prime sources within my voyage areas?

How can you help me minimise my spending on my total chart buy including paper and multi-fuel electronic data?

Can you supply updates in all the formats that I want (eg CD, data broadcast, email) 

I’m used to a good international service from my paper chart supplier, will I be able to get that for ENCs?

It will be interesting to see how the future pans out. Some of the possible developments to look for include:

Can smaller players in the ENC distribution business corner the market by having effective e-business systems that do not need the high overheads of a large agency network?

How will the unimaginably large difference in current ENC prices affect their uptake and be accommodated in a global system. (US ENCs are free – from source; European ENCs approximate to the cost of using paper charts; while Japanese charts are many times the price of paper charts)

Will the number of VARS continue to increase or will there be a consolidation, perhaps reducing the major players to 2 or 3?

