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VTMIS AND AtoN 
FEATURING PMIS

This article aims to explain the implementation of the 
e-navigation concept in the Flanders Port Area:

  The collection of radar and AIS data is handled by the VTS 
authority in the Flanders Port Area for the benefit of other 
maritime stakeholders. Voyage-related data is gathered by the 
maritime stakeholders in such a way that we strive to the ‘one-
stop shop’ concept.

In the Flanders Port Area, the VTS plays a role as a ‘connector’ 
to exchange information nationally and regionally. Nationally 
AIS and voyage-related information is exchanged via a regional 
network with the other maritime stakeholders (local port 
authorities, pilot organization, MRCC, VTS). The VTS authority 
also exchanges radar, AIS and voyage-related information 
regionally (NorthSea AIS, SafeSeaNet).  

Besides the electronic exchange of maritime information it 
is equally important that Port Coordination Centers house the 
maritime stakeholders responsible for an efficient port planning. 
Being located in the same centre allows easy communication 
between VTS operators of these different maritime stakeholders 
to take appropriate action, which adds an extra level next to the 
electronic exchange of maritime information.

The presentation of maritime information is done internally 
in the VTS centers by consolidating internal data with data 
from the regional network. This is done in such a way that the 
VTS operator is not overloaded with information, but so that 
critical information is available when needed. Different decision-
supporting tools are available to the VTS operator.

Introduction
The mission of the shipping assistance division is to organize 
safe and efficient shipping from and to the Flemish seaports 
located in the Flanders Port Area: Ostend, Zeebrugge, Ghent 
and Antwerp. This paper presents the investments made in 
technical infrastructure, the established agreements (regionally and 
internationally) and the operational teams involved and how they 
cooperate to achieve the mission by using e-navigation.

The long-term strategy and vision and background of these 
investments are the concretization and realization of a ‘chain 
approach’, with the goal of a streamlined organization and 
coordination of shipping from open sea to the quay wall in the 
port, and vice versa, in cooperation with all stakeholders.

The shipping assistance division

Maritime & Coastal Services
The shipping assistance division is a division of the Maritime 
& Coastal Services Agency of the Government of Flanders. 
The Agency is responsible in Flanders for the affluent and safe 
shipping to and from the four Flemish seaports, the management 
of the coast, and the hydrographical and hydrometeorological 
services. The pilotage organization is responsible for the piloting 
assistance. The fleet is responsible for the transport of the pilots, 
for Search and Rescue (SAR) vessels and for providing vessels 
for other maritime assignments. The organization is responsible 
for the maintenance of the coastal defense against the sea, the 
hydrographical office and for the recreational ports along the coast. 
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Figure 1. Maritime and Coastal Services Agency.
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The shipping assistance division is organized into a Vessel Traffic 
Services, an MRCC responsible for SAR, and cooperation with 
the port captain office of each of the four Flemish ports.

VTS
Since the radar treaty was signed between Flanders and The 
Netherlands in 1978, there is a bilateral nautical management 
between Flanders & The Netherlands in the form of one-cross 
border VTS for the Scheldt area: the Scheldt Radar Chain 
(abbreviated SRK in Dutch). Its mission is to organize safe and 
efficient shipping from and to the ports along the Scheldt.

This VTS is organized into a number of operational teams, a 
technical team, and commissions supervision of these activities. 
This VTS consists of three VTS centers in The Netherlands along 
the river Western Scheldt, and two VTS centers in Flanders (one 
in the Port of Zeebrugge and one in the Port of Antwerp). This is 
a fully integrated VTS system (operational since March 1st 1991), 
working with identical VTS systems, procedures and training. 
These centers operate 24/7 and assist the ships and provide the 
necessary information, and keep the traffic image up-to-date 
based on information from radar, VHF communication and 
VTMIS system. These tools allow the VTS operator to anticipate 
possible situations that can affect the safe and efficient shipping.

The common nautical authority is responsible for the nautical 
coordination of the shipping traffic in close relationship with 
all other maritime administrations. This is a joint Flemish-
Dutch team located in Flushing. The technical and functional 
management is carried out by the joint Flemish-Dutch team 
BET-SRK, located in Flushing. Next to these technical and 
operational teams a number of commissions supervise the 
operations and investments of SRK.

MRCC
The shipping assistance division coordinates and supports the 
search and rescue activities at sea from its MRCC in Ostend. 
The MRCC is responsible for the coordination between several 
regional maritime administrations from the Flemish Community 
and the Province of West-Flanders, and several federal maritime 
administrations from the Belgian Government.

In 2005 the Flemish and federal government signed an 
agreement to establish and cooperate in a coastguard structure 
which incorporates all maritime competences in regard to the 
North Sea. This established the Coast Guard centre (operational 
24/7) being made up of two components: the MRCC Ostend 
(representing the safety competences of the Flemish authority), 
and the MIK in Zeebrugge (representing the secur ity 
competences of the Federal Belgian authority).

The basic principles of the Coast Guard are:

Equality between different parties

Respect for legal responsibilities and competences

 Optimum use of infrastructure and means so as to avoid double 
costs.

Cooperation with the four Flemish ports
To guarantee fluent and safe shipping, the shipping assistance 
division manages and follows up on the agreements between the 
Government of Flanders and the Port Captain’s Service of each of 
the four Flemish sea ports.

Subsidies are available (within the budgetary restrictions 
of the Agency for Maritime & Coastal Services) for the non-
commercial activities of the Port Captain Service for activities 
concerning shipping assistance and safety.

Next to these subsidies, investments are made into VTS projects 
supporting these activities of the Port Captain Service: radar and 
AIS system, CCTV system, VTMIS system (and the coupling of 
this system to other maritime administrations). Follow-up of these 
agreements is done in the form of indicators.

The chain approach
The concretization and realization of a chain approach aims to 
achieve a streamlined organization and coordination of shipping 
from open sea to the quay wall in the port, and vice versa. In the 
Flanders Port Area the principles are legally foreseen in:

Flemish Law (Decrees): ‘Shipping Assistance Decree’.

Common Nautical Management Treaty (Flanders & The 
Netherlands).

Figure 2. The central broker system.
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The goal of the chain approach is to link all stakeholders so that 
each forms a link in the chain.

A number of investments have already been realized to be able 
to exchange voyage-related data and position-related data in the 
Flanders Port Area. At the base of this information exchange 
lies a fiber optics network owned by the Flemish Government. 
This network connects all locations of the different maritime 
stakeholders in the Flanders Port Area. This network forms the 
basis that supports exchange of voyage and position-related 
data between different stakeholders. Further investments are 
planned to stimulate this chain approach in the form of port 
coordination centers.

Exchange of voyage-related data
Since organizing safe and efficient shipping requires cooperation 
between different maritime administrations, the electronic 
exchange of information regarding the voyage of a ship is a 
technical tool to assist in this mission.

In the Scheldt region a regional e-maritime network was 
setup to exchange XML messages between the VTS authority, 
the port authorities, the pilot organization and the inland water 
authorities: the Central Broker System (CBS). These XML 
messages are generated by the VTMIS systems of each of the 
maritime administrations and are distributed by the CBS based on 
a publish/subscribe mechanism with the necessary access rights. 
This allows information to be entered into one VTMIS system 
to be distributed to other VTMIS systems without the need for 
ship agents/captain to report to the same information to different 
maritime administration twice. Regular consultation meetings are 
organized to adapt the CBS messages to new/updated regulations 
or to add extra information that needs to be exchanged.

This CBS is also being used by the Belgian SafeSeaNet 
National Competent Authority (represented by the shipping 
assistance division) to gather data from the Local Competent 
Authorities and to send it the EU SafeSeaNet system.

Exchange of position-related data
SRK set up an AIS base network covering all of the working 
area. This regional AIS information is available to all maritime 
administrations in the Flanders Port Area in the form of 
a website or an NMEA stream. The regional AIS information 
is exchanged with the interregional North Sea AIS system to 
enable interregional AIS position information to be obtained. 
In the Flanders Port Area, this North Sea AIS traffic image is 
integrated into the VTS system of the MRCC in Ostend to get 
a broader traffic image, which from an operational point of view 
is particularly interesting when coordination is needed between 
neighboring countries. It is also available to the port authorities 
(but only for those ships sailing to their port), the MIK and the 
pilot organization for planning purposes.

Radar track information from the VTS services of SRK is also 
being exchanged with the VTS systems of the ports. This makes it 
possible that track information for tracks corresponding to non-
AIS ships, which have been labeled by the VTS organization, is 
passed on without the port authority having to re-label that track 
on their own VTS system.

Further exchange of position-related data has been realized in 
the benefit of the pilots onboard a ship. Since they were equipped 
with a display unit visualizing their position on an ENC chart in 
combination with the AIS information of ships equipped with 
AIS transponder, they were lacking information regarding the 
non-AIS equipped ships sailing along them.

Since the VTS organization tracks and labels the inland vessels 
on their radar system, this information was available ashore. A 
special interface was developed to distribute these labeled tracks 
to the display units of the pilots on board a ship, improving the 
real-time information available to the pilot.

Port Coordination Centre 
Next to being able to exchange information electronically 
and automatically it is very important that there is a direct 
communication between the different maritime authorities 
involved in the follow-up of a ship’s voyage. It is even better if 
these operators are located in one operational room, allowing 
direct one-to-one communication. That is why the shipping 
assistance division is investing in the port coordination centers 
that allow together several stakeholders (pilotage, VTS, port 
captain service, tugboat & port logistics partners, etc.) to be 
brought together in one room and on to one working floor.

In the Port of Zeebrugge preparations are being made to 
house the port coordination centre on the sixth floor of the 
building next to the Vandamme sea lock by 2013. This sixth 
floor will provide an operational room where all consoles of the 
different stakeholders will be located at the front of the building 
providing a direct visual view on the Port, with the information 
presented on different screens on the console. At the back side 
of this floor a meeting room will be available in case of special 
circumstances or in case of an incident so that the representatives 
of all involved stakeholders can come together in one room, 
where all operational data is available to be able to take the 
appropriate decisions. 

In the Port of Antwerp there are plans to build a new Antwerp 
Coordination Centre in between the locks in Zandvlie (to be 
operational in 2013). This building will house the operational 
people of different stakeholders in one operational room up 
in the tower, while downstairs offices will be available for 
administrative purposes. Also for the canal Ghent-Terneuzen 
discussions about a coordination centre have started.

Conclusion 
The shipping assistance division acts as a connector to exchange 
information nationally and regionally. Organizing safe and 
efficient shipping in the Flanders Port Area is achieved through 
the r ight balance between the technical investments, the 
dedication of the operational teams, and the necessary agreements 
between different stakeholders.

Establishing the necessary technical infrastructure was necessary 
to provide the operational people from different stakeholders with 
the means to exchange information. But even further optimalization 
is being expected by bringing the operational teams of the different 
stakeholders together in one port coordination centre.
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