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DRAFT RESPONSE TO IALA ON THEIR PROPOSAL

ON VTS INFORMATION AND ECDIS

(C. Drinkwater – G. Spoelstra)

At its last meeting, the IHO Transfer Standard Maintenance and Application development Working Group (TSMAD) considered the IALA proposal on VTS symbols for ECDIS. However, the Working group felt that it was not in a position to give its formal endorsement to the proposal. Please be assured that this conclusion is not an any way related to the content and quality of the IALA proposal but arises from the Working Group’s Terms of Reference and, primarily, the philosophy on which S-57 is based, as explained below. 

S-57 is a standard for the exchange of digital hydrographic data in general, not just ENC data. In order to understand its philosophy, one can look at S-57 as a set of building blocks (bricks, doors, window frames, etc.) held by a builder. If the builder wishes to build a house utilizing those materials, he need a “building plan” which describes in detail how those materials should be put together. In other words, the materials together with a “building plan” are needed to define the product, in this case a house. Currently, the IHO has published only one “building plan” for use in conjunction with S-57. This “building plan” is the ENC Product Specification which describes in detail how the various S-57 “constructs” or building blocks should be put together in order to form an ENC. This philosophy is an integral part of S-57 and means that the standard can not be used without a “building plan” or, using the correct terminology, a Product Specification.

The ENC is a defined and approved product and the associated product specification can not be altered easily. The IALA proposal, if implemented in conjunction with S-57 should, therefore, form a separate product and be defined by a Product Specification. I assume that an S-57 solution is being sought because, if one ignores Radar, ARPA and GPS information, an S-57 ENC is the only set of official chart information which can be read by an ECDIS. This requirement is, however, currently rather difficult, if not impossible, to satisfy because the communication infrastructure used in VTS is not supported by the low level technical structure of S-57. This is because S-57 is designed for file-based bulk exchange of data, whilst VTS (if I understand things correctly) is based on broadcasting formatted messages. The TSMAD is, therefore, not in a position to evaluate the IALA proposal because it can not be fully implemented in S-57 and non-57 applications are currently not be Working Group’s responsibility.

Another major problem would be the Presentation Library. I assume that IALA also chose to base its proposal on S-57 because the ECDIS Presentation Library follows an S-57 like approach. However, with the identification on new ideas and applications, like the IALA proposal, the capacity of the ECDIS Presentation Library is running out. To overcome this problem, the IHO may have to consider having product dependent presentation libraries instead of one overall ECDIS Presentation Library, although clearly some overall coordination of contents would be required.

IHO may also have to study the possibilities of using other data encapsulations (S-57 currently invokes ISO 8211 only), or even the complete separation of data content and data encapsulation in the future, leaving the choice of encapsulation for particular S-57 products to those implementing the standard. 

So much for the problems, we now need to consider potential solutions. Irrespective of the TSMAD’s current Terms of Reference, this is a task where the IHO has some role to play. The IALA proposal may be a good example of where the additional capabilities described in the two paragraphs above are required and it may be possible to use it as a “strawman” for their development. However, such development must be a common effort involving all interested parties (i.e. IHO, IMO, IALA, IEC and possibly ISO for its work on generic exchange standards).

Please accept my sincere apologies for the long delay in responding to your proposal but, as I hope I have been able to explain, the matter is one of some complexity involving both technical and philosophical issues. An initial ad hoc solution, even if possible, could cause extreme inconvenience to the maritime community in the future as additional applications are identified and developed as will certainly be the case. We now need to decide how best to go forward. I suggest that you and I first discuss the matter by ‘phone.
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