Royal Arctic Lines and electronic charts

Henrik Loft Sørensen, from the technical department of Danish Shipping Company Royal Arctic Lines, writes about his experiences with electronic charts. 

Electronic charts improve safety of navigation but there are many problems. 

Most Danish shipping lines today, to a bigger or lesser degree, have chosen to make use of Electronic Chart Systems, ECS or ECDIS.

The consensus among navigators using ECDIS is that these systems more or less will be indispensable over time.

There is no doubt that the systems provide many positive contributions in the daily work of a navigator and I frequently hear that they increase the situational awareness, especially in waters with dense traffic.

The financial advantages by using ECDIS should lie in the reduction of the number of paper charts and nautical publications to be carried and in the freeing of resources when the navigators did not any longer have to manually correct the charts and publications.

I am absolutely positive that the motivation to take up the use of ECDIS shall not be through the financial benefits mentioned in the beginning but through the increased safety of navigation, and it is hard to assess safety benefits financially. 

ECDIS COURSE

In order to obtain approval to navigate only with ECDIS, the minimum requirement is that at least one of the ships navigators have completed an ECDIS course approved by the National Maritime Administration. 

All the navigators employed by the Royal Arctic Line had passed such a course by the end of 2002. 

It is not a requirement that this course uses the equipment that is used by the shipping line, and it is not a given fact that the shipping line has installed the same equipment on all ships. 

But as there are major differences between the different equipment it is in my view unfortunate, if the course attended is not based on the equipment onboard the ship. 

In my view it is clear that in such a case the gain from the course is limited.

CONFUSION OVER CHARTS

The by far major problem in the use of ECDIS lies in the charts to be used. 

The confusion appears to be complete amongst shipping lines and chart distributors and even among the various authorities around the world.

You must use an ENC in order to use the system as an ECDIS. If no complete ENC coverage is available for the ships area of operations you have to use other available charts, and then your system turns into an ECS, (Electronic Chart System). 

The ENC coverage is at this point in time very limited, and it is difficult to get an overview over which parts of the world that are covered by ENCs. 

Now this fact alone does not give cause to much confusion, it is merely stating the fact that the availability of ENCs is limited, and thus the possibility to use ECDIS in practice is limited.

The confusion begins, when we start speaking about other types of charts than ENCs, in particular ARCS charts.

By 2001 IMO has made it possible to reduce the number of paper charts on board if official raster charts are being used in the ECDIS system. This can be compared to using ARCS, as these charts are official.

In my view, IMO made a mistake, by leaving the decision on the number of paper charts to be carried to the individual administration in the flag state.

As examples: Norway- no reduction is possible; Denmark – a very small reduction is possible. Holland – no paper charts at all is a possibility; Germany – leave the decision with the master of the ship and; England – a significant reduction is possible.

It is worthwhile to note that England allows a significant reduction in the number of paper charts, as the country itself is the supplier of the ARCS charts. 

At the end of the day, changing the flag of the ship seems to be the only real option whilst common rules would have been preferable.

NON-OFFICIAL CHARTS

There are a number of alternatives to the aforementioned ARCS charts. 

E.g. C-MAP has almost worldwide coverage of vector charts where the data is based on existing paper charts. 

Unfortunately these charts have not obtained the status as official,  because of the frequency of the updates and the lack of a controlling authority to approve the contents. 

How big a part of the scales are weighed by these facts is more or less depending on the flag of the ship and thus the flag state administration.

The obvious advantage by using C-MAP charts is therefore in the available safety features, which are inherent in the vector charts.

LICENSING 

Another significant part of the problem with electronic charts is the licensing. Until recently it has only been possible to have a 12 months subscription on more or less all typed of electronic charts.

This is not a complication as long as the ship is travelling on a fixed route.

But it is by far not all ships, which fall into this category, and for ships engaged in tramp the buying of electronic charts may soon develop into a financial nightmare. 

Fortunately, some of the distributors are in the process of changing this business approach and in the future it should be possible to buy licenses for shorter periods.

As a representative for the operators I will encourage others to make the distributors aware of their need in his respect. At the end of the day, we are the customers and the ships are the users.▄ 

