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The UKHO and electronic charts 
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The UK Hydrographic Service is putting together an Admiralty ECDIS service, to supply official vector electronic charts to the whole world, backed up by its official raster charts when the ENCs are not available. 
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The UKHO has had a dominant position in the world of paper charts for 200 years, first producing charts based on British surveys for the British Navy, and subsequently publishing hydrographic data from other hydrographic offices around the world as “Admiralty Charts,” a standard feature on most ships. 

As the maritime industry moves towards electronic charts, UKHO is very keen to maintain its position in the charts market, distributing electronic charts, and is soon to launch its Admiralty ECDIS service, currently being trialled on Shell Tankers. 

The electronic chart era could be upon us very soon; C-MAP, which builds software for both type-approved (ECDIS) and non-type approved (ECS) chart display systems claims that 50 per cent of vessels over 10,000 grt have a C-MAP electronic chart display system onboard.

C-MAP claims that it produces operating software for almost every ECDIS and ECS apart from Transas; so taking the vessels running Transas ECDIS and ECS, if the C-MAP claim is true, then the number of vessels in the world with some kind of electronic chart system must already be well over 50 per cent. 
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Admiralty ECDIS service

This Autumn, UKHO will launching its Admiralty ECDIS service, supplying shipping companies with a mixture of official vector electronic charts, or ENCs, with UKHO’s raster charts (ARCS) charts where the official vector charts are not available.

ENC’s will in some cases be supplied directly from other HOs (such as Australia), rather than via IC-ENC. In such cases the ENCs will undergo all of the UKHO technical checks before these ENCs are included in the service. Quality control in terms of content is undertaken by the originating HO.

The service is currently being trialled by Shell International Trading and Shipping, using a PC maritime electronic chart system. 

Subscribers to the Admiralty ECDIS service will automatically receive new ENCs as they become available, and the UKHO is happy with their quality. The shipboard ECDIS will automatically display the ENC when it is available, rather than the raster chart. 

UKHO will issue weekly updates to all of the charts.

UKHO is working on innovative licensing deals for the charts, which will enable shipping companies for example to purchase all the charts they need for a specific route, or owning a license for a specific time, for example three months. 

Shipping companies will still need to buy paper charts and keep them updated; under IMO legislation, the only chart system which vessels are technically allowed to rely on for navigation are ENCs, not raster charts.

Unless all ENCs are available for the whole route, then shipping companies still need to have the paper charts onboard, fully updated. 

UKHO is working on different purchasing mechanisms to make it easier for shipping companies which need to purchase both electronic and paper charts for the same route. 

SUBHEAD

Why UKHO for ENCs? 

There are plenty in the industry who are not keen to see UKHO dominate the electronic chart market in a similar way, and don’t see any reason why it should.

The proposed service, a one stop shop compiling together ENCs and getting them to ships, will also be provided by companies such as ChartWorld and C-MAP; it will be up to the market to decide. 

But UKHO does have a number of unique factors in its business case as to why it should be the major supplier of ENCs.

One of the strongest factor is the Admiralty Raster Chart Service (ARCS). 

Since ENC coverage is not broad enough for shipping companies to use them completely, apart from a very small number of short shipping routes.

Unless mariners want to move continually between ENCs and paper charts when the ENCs are not available, they will need another electronic chart system to complement the ENCs. 

The other alternative backup chart system is private vector charts, such as those produced by C-MAP and Transas. However UKHO points out that it accepts legal liability for ARCS, which is not available on private vector charts.

“As a government-authorised hydrographic office, the UKHO has a responsibility to ensure that the information contained within its navigational products is an accurate and adequate depiction of the facts and that the products are officially deemed fit for primary navigation,” says UKHO.
The ARCS charts also have a degree of IMO approval, with certain maritime authorities happy to allow shipping companies to use them as their main chart where ENCs are not available, reducing the number of paper charts that they need to carry. 

Another issue in UKHO’s favour is that many shipping companies will like to buy their electronic charts from the same supplier as the paper charts. 

It is actually possible to use vector charts as overlays to the ARCS charts, so that users gain the dual benefit of the raster charts legal liability, with the alarms etc that the vector charts can trigger. 
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Role of distributors

UKHO comments that it has no intention of distributing directly to end users, but it will put together a one stop shop service, which chart agents such as Kelvin Hughes and Thomas Gunn can then sell to shipping companies.


One of the major roles the distributor will play is keeping track of where the vessel is. Much of the chart data will be too expensive to e-mail to the ship and so will be posted by CD-ROM to the next port of call, a process the distributor will take care of. 

The distributors will also be the main point of contact between the ship and UKHO, explaining the service in detail and selling it. 
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Guide to chart types:

OFFICIAL VECTOR CHARTS (ENCS): The only electronic chart which shipping companies are allowed to rely on for navigation without paper charts, and only then if they have a backup official type approved chart display system (ECDIS) in case the main one fails. The data is in vector format, which means the computer understands what it is displaying (eg lighthouse, rock), and can sound alarms if the ship is about to hit something.

RASTER CHARTS: the UKHO has its own raster chart series of the world, called ARCS (Admiralty Raster Chart Service). The ARCS chart is just the paper chart displayed on a screen; the computer cannot understand what it is displaying and cannot sound alarms if the ship is about to hit something. UKHO accepts legal liability for ARCS (ie it will pay if a ship sinks due to a mistake on the chart). Under IMO legislation ships are not allowed to navigate solely using ARCS; they must have a backup paper chart system, but many maritime authorities do not require that ships keep a complete back-up of paper charts if they are using ARCS.

PRIVATE VECTOR CHARTS: Produced by C-MAP and Transas, these are vector format charts which the computer can understand (ie it can sound alarms if the ship is about to hit something). Although these charts may be of as high quality as the ENCs produced by hydrographic offices (indeed C-MAP does a great deal of work for hydrographic offices) the IMO has ruled that shipping companies can only rely on charts produced by hydrographic offices, and so if they use private vector charts they need a complete paper chart portfolio onboard.
