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Marine navigation is currently experiencing its greatest reform 
since the introduction of radio communications and the 
development of radar – some argue even as big as the transition 
from sail to steam. The change is affecting everyone from deck 
officers to chart agents, fleet superintendents to inspecting officers 
and crewing managers to pilots.

In case you’ve been living underground for the last few years, 
I’m talking about the mandatory introduction of ECDIS to the 
world’s fleets. Electronic Chart Display and Information Systems, 
to give them their full name, are a specialized form of Geographic 
Information System (GIS) built to meet strict performance 
standards laid down by the IMO, the latest version of which, 
MSC.232 (82), was adopted in December 2006.

Common misconceptions about ECDIS
What is unique about ECDIS is that, together with correctly 
installed official electronic charts (ENCs, or RNCs in RCDS 
mode) and appropriate training, it satisfies the legal carriage 
requirements for charts, as laid down in SOLAS Chapter V.  

It is important to note that ECDIS is all too frequently confused 
with its lesser cousin ECS (simply, Electronic Chart Systems), 
which although subject to an ISO database standard (laid down 
in ISO 19379), does not meet the SOLAS carriage requirements 
and therefore cannot replace paper charts. Furthermore, readers 
should be aware that contrary to popular misinformation, ECDIS 
is in no way reliant upon a GNSS (GPS) input; it can continue 
to be effectively monitored in Dead Reckoning (DR) mode, 
with traditional visual, radar and sometimes other (manufacturer 
dependent) fixing methods.

As it stands, many ships say they have an ECDIS fitted, but the 
reality is less than 5% of the world’s fleet have installed a type-
approved system that satisfies all of the regulations associated with 
the rolling installation program mandated by the IMO in June 
2009. Furthermore, when the Manila amendments to STCW 
come into force on 1st January 2012, every deck officer who 
keeps a bridge watch is now required to have completed formal 
ECDIS training, both in generic principles and, in many cases (flag 
state dependent), the specific operation of each system he will use.

Navigation in a digital age: ECDIS 
training for maritime pilots
As ECDIS mandation looms, ECDIS training for port pilots is 
becoming increasingly important
Mike Pearsall, Business Development Manager, ECDIS Ltd., Fareham, UK

Mike Pearsall (author) training John Clandillon-Baker, editor of The Pilot.
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Aside from the expense and differences in flag-state regulations, 
the hardware and training requirements for shipping companies 
and their crews are actually quite clear-cut and simple; install a 
system and train your crews on that system.

Specialist ECDIS training for pilots 
In contrast, one group of seafaring individuals has been somewhat 
forgotten by this technological revolution. Pilots play an essential 
role in the shipping industry, by ensuring vessels complete the 
inherently dangerous initial and final stages of their voyage without 
incident. Their ability to do this, of course, relies on intricate local 
knowledge of an area, but almost certainly requires reference to 
a nautical chart, if not just to explain the situation and plan to a 
ship’s master. Given that ECDIS is now becoming that very chart, a 
pilot needs to understand it and differences they will witness.

In its role of fusing navigational information in a single display, 
an ECDIS screen can provide an up-to-the-second indication of 
the movement – and predicted movement – of the vessel. This can 
be of considerable reassurance to both the pilot and master, as tight 
turns are negotiated and the final stages of berthing or unberthing 
are completed.

More crucially, another benefit of ECDIS is the ability to tailor the 
display to the navigational task at hand whether that be ocean passage 
by day or anchoring by night. The mariner can specify the draught 
of his vessel and the system will automatically delineate between safe 
and unsafe water with a so-called ‘safety contour’. He can also choose 
what features to display on his chart, whether that be object names, 
light sectors or shallow water pattern, for example. When correctly 
configured, the system will also alert the mariner of pending dangers 
– a particularly useful safety feature, if correctly employed.

Courses underway in eCDIS Ltd’s e-Navigation Centre.
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The author training a group of delegates from the Port of London Authority pilots.

©
 2

01
1 

w
w

w
.c

pp
ho

to
.c

om
. A

ll 
ri

gh
ts

 r
es

er
ve

d.



Port technology InternatIonal   51 

VTMIS AND AtoN 
FeATurINg PMIS

The implication of this is that no two ECDIS are likely to 
be configured identically, so if a pilot arrives onboard with no 
knowledge or understanding of what to expect from a system, how 
can he impart his knowledge to the bridge team? How can he ask, 
for example, for soundings to be displayed, if he is not aware that 
this option is configurable? How can he alert Port State Control to 
deficiencies in a ship’s navigational fit if he is does not understand 
the legal aspects of ECDIS installation and employment?

Recently, there has been some debate as to how pilots should 
be trained in ECDIS but gradually it seems that the need to take 
ECDIS seriously is gaining momentum. The United Kingdom 
Maritime and Coastguard Agency states that to revalidate a 
Certificate of Competency (CoC), they “accept time spent as pilot 
as suitable”, but in light of the new STCW amendments, certificate 
holders must have completed [generic] ECDIS training. Those 
individuals who have failed to do so will have their CoC endorsed 
“Not for use on ECDIS-equipped ships” upon re-validation. At 
present there is no requirement to complete equipment-specific 
ECDIS training due to the plethora of systems available.

Summary
In summary, for those pilots who require a valid CoC to work 
within their authority, they will need to have completed an IMO 
1.27 ECDIS course in order to revalidate after 31st December 
2011, when the STCW amendments come into force. However, 
training is beneficial even for those that don’t require a valid CoC 
to work as a pilot, as Don Cockrill, Chairman of the UKMPA 
points out, “clearly from a professional perspective [ECDIS training] 
is desirable and there may be post-incident legal implications for a 
pilot that has not undertaken any appropriate ECDIS training.”

To date, ECDIS Ltd., global providers of flag-state approved 
ECDIS training, based in Southampton, UK, has trained pilots from 
Nigeria, Kuwait and the United Kingdom, and during the course 
of writing this article, the author has personally delivered an IMO 
1.27 generic ECDIS course to two groups of pilots from the Port 
of London Authority (PLA). Within the UK, the PLA has taken the 
lead in training their pilots in this new technology, and to assist the 
process, ECDIS Ltd. have developed additional bespoke modules 
for their course. These extra modules include familiarization with a 
range of different manufacturers’ systems, as well as an exercise that 
highlights an incorrectly and dangerously configured system that, to 
an untrained eye, might appear to be without fault.

John Clandillon-Baker FNI, PLA pilot and editor of The Pilot, 
the magazine of the United Kingdom Maritime Pilots’ Association 
(UKMPA), stated that he and his colleagues both “needed and 
wanted to undertake ECDIS training to better understand the 
new technology”. Realizing that “without paper, ECDIS is a 
fundamental feature of ship’s safety”, John said they were keen to 
“be able to utilize certain basic functions” and to ascertain faults 
with a system setup.

Kevin Vallance of Europilots, summed up in his report to Trinity 
House following the inaugural ECDIS Revolution conference, 
held last November. He said, “It appears to me that the challenge 
for pilots is that in embracing fully the benefits to safety of 
navigation that ECDIS can give us, we must also be wary of any 
problems – whether foreseen or unforeseen – that can occur.”
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PPUs
PPUs (Pilot Portable Units) have been developed to assist 
pilots with their specific needs in the course of their duties 
and are now into their fourth generation. Here, Peter 
Thornton, also of ECDIS Ltd., provides his summary:

•  PPUs do not need to be an ECDIS as they are used purely 
as a personal navigation aid. 

•  PPUs are becoming more widely used; countries like 
Canada have been using them for over 10 years now. 

•  Many PPU systems are ECS that have been developed 
by manufacturers with assistance from pilots in order 
to incorporate appropriate tools and displays for their 
geographic requirements, such as:

   •  Fraser River – Riverbed constantly changing, real-time 
water level information.

   •  Columbia River – Significant AIS requirement for 
calculation of meeting points.

   •  Halifax – Precise air drafts incorporated with tidal heights 
and GPS sensors for bridge clearances. 

•  PPUs can be tailored to local requirements such as wireless 
and webcam technology. 

•  PPUs provide many benefits, allowing pilots to create 
accurate navigation plans to use in conjunction with  
ship’s plans. 

•  PPUs provide another GPS source to use for a cross-
check of ships’ systems, although associated errors are still 
applicable.

•  Pilot Plugs are sensor feeds only and do not allow control 
of the ship from PPUs. The responsibility, therefore, remains 
with the ship to navigate and assess risks contained within 
the navigation plan/track control etc. 

There are no standards or legislation for PPUs and there is 
no desire for such ‘legislation’ – one of the benefits of PPUs 
being that they can be personalized and tailored to specific 
pilotage requirements. There are, however, guidance notes, 
such as those provided by the IMPA.

•  IMPA advice is “not to go anywhere that you would not go 
without them”.

•  However, it is recognized that the benefits are significant 
and PPUs should enhance navigation.

•  Pilot Ports provide sensor information only and not control 
of ship systems.

See IMO SN/Circular 227 Section 3.2 and Guidelines 
on the design and use of PPUs, prepared by IMPA with 
technical input from CIRM, for more details.


