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The Port of London is one of the UK’s busiest ports. It comprises 
over 70 different independently owned and operated terminals 
and port facilities, which handle a wide range of cargoes. Each 
year, over 50 million tonnes of cargo is handled at Port of London 
terminals. London is also an increasingly popular destination for 
international cruise ships.

The movement of about 100 commercial ships takes place each 
day. This amounts to more than 30,000 vessel movements a year. 
In addition, there are numerous smaller vessels – for example, 
vessels on intra port trade and private recreational and leisure 
craft. The Port of London Authority (PLA) is responsible for 
navigational safety in this busy port area. 

The PLA area of responsibility is the tidal Thames – stretching 
from the outer estuary into central London and upstream as far 
as Teddington in west London. This is a distance of about 150 
kilometres. The PLA provides navigational, pilotage and other 
services for ships using the Port of London. This includes the 
maintenance of navigational channels, moorings, lights and buoys, 
and the provision of hydrographic, tidal and other information.

The PLA VTS system
The ability to monitor and track vessel traffic accurately and reliably 
is now a fundamental component of navigational safety. The PLA 
therefore operates a very modern Vessel Traffic Services (VTS) 
system. Central to this is a network of 14 radars to oversee the river 
and estuary. This gives seamless coverage from Greenwich in the 
west, all the way out into the Thames estuary as far as Clacton and 
the Sunk to the north, and North Foreland in the east. The VTS 
operation covers an area of 400 square miles, making it the largest 
in the UK by area. It is also the country’s most complex. 

The information from these radars is correlated with a mass of 
other information from agents, pilots and from the ships within 
a highly sophisticated computer network. This provides a real-
time picture and a comprehensive record of all movements at 
Port of London Authority’s two VTS stations. These are situated 
at the Port Control Centre in Gravesend and the Thames Barrier 
Navigation Centre at Woolwich. These two centres are working 
24 hours a day, 365 days of the year.

Port Control Centre upgrade
A £1 m major upgrade of the Port Control Centre at Gravesend 
was completed in November 2004. The upgraded centre was 
formally opened by Mrs Gwyneth Dunwoody MP, Chairman 
of the House of Commons Transport Committee. The upgrade 
involved all key elements of VTS: Communications, Traffic 
Image and the Port Management Information System. These 
enhancements should enable the known and anticipated challenges 
faced by the Port of London in the next decade to be met. 

Key features of the upgrade included: 

•  A comprehensive update of computer software and equipment 
including the full integration of AIS and digital charting  

•  An improved layout and more ergonomic workstations for 
operators 

•  New VHF radio arrangements 
•  Greater use of CCTV monitoring 

An eye on the future
The upgrade has been undertaken with an eye on the future. The 
new facility improves operating efficiency and meets the latest 
requirements, including new legislation and reporting requirements. 

The entire layout of the Port Control Centre was completely 
changed and modernised in the upgrade. This included a modern 
new layout, the planning of which carefully considered the 
practical ergonomics of how to arrange the working area. The goal 
was to achieve a highly coordinated work space. As part of this, 
the old console-based layout was replaced by flat desks. The result 
has been a very good working environment and close integration 
of VTS and port coordination functions. Another aspect of the 
redesign has been improved presentation of key information on 
new overhead displays.

A central theme in the redesign has been to achieve as much 
‘future proofing’ as possible. The more open design means 
individual pieces of equipment can be updated as required. Built-
in flexibility and integrated functions allow staff to log into 
different work stations.

A modern VTS system for the  
Port of London
Barry Goldman, VTS Manager, Port of London Authority, London, UK
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The heart of the new VTS arrangements is an upgraded 
computer network supplied by Sofrelog. This includes three screen 
working and the use of new plasma flat screen display technology. 
The technology provides the ability to adjust data layers to suit 
specific needs. Features include the ability to centre screen or 
window on a specific track.

In the communications field, a new Voice Communications 
System (VCS) supplied by Frequentis offers fully integrated VHF 
and telephone communications. There is new capability to link 
VHF/telephone, and it is touch-screen operated.  Enhanced 
VHF arrangements for the estuary area enable simultaneous 
reception at three different locations with the ability to exclude 
a site in the event of interference. Choice of one of the three 
transmitters is based on received signal strength. The addition of 
extra transmitter/receiver stations and a change to the estuary 
sector’s Port working frequency from VHF Channel 12 to VHF 

Channel 69 has reduced the problem of radio interference from 
the continental mainland.

The call sign has also been changed in accordance with national 
doctrine. The new call sign, ‘London VTS’ replaces the old call 
signs of  ‘Port Control London’ and ‘Woolwich Radio’.

Ensuring under keel clearances of the larger vessels demands 
careful monitoring and a network of 12 tide gauges feed 
information back remotely to the VTS centres. The task of 
coordinating pilots to join ships bound for the Port of London as 
far away as Margate and Harwich and to ensure ships are not kept 
waiting is also undertaken at the Port Control Centre. 

Enhanced security
The capabilities of the PLA VTS system are now a key component 
in security arrangements for London. The latest enhancements 
integrate the Automated Identification System (AIS) within 
London’s VTS system. This significant step in the Port of London’s 
VTS arrangements provides even more data about vessels, their 
cargoes and their positions. 

In response to the requirements of the International Ship and 
Port Facility Security Code (ISPS), the PLA has been designated a  
Strategic Authority – overseeing the Port’s compliance with the  
requirements of the Code. The PLA is an active member of 
the Thames Counter Terrorism Partnership, headed by the 
Metropolitan Police, and also including the police forces of Kent, 
Essex, and the City of London. The PLA continues to work 
closely with the police and other response agencies.

A key feature of the VTS upgrade has been to further improve 
continuity and resilience. In the unlikely event of a major system 
failure, all functions can be switched to the alternative Control 
Centres at Gravesend or Woolwich. The PLA network of 14 
radars provides substantial overlap of the areas covered, in addition, 
each radar is itself equipped with two alternative transmitters, an 
uninterruptible power supply and a back-up generator.

A CCTV network now monitors key points on the river and is 
being expanded with further new cameras. This not only enhances 
security in line with the ISPS Code, but also helps to assist the 
navigational safety provided by VTS.

The complexities of a modern VTS centre place increased 
demands on an experienced and well-trained VTS staff. All PLA 
VTS operators are qualified to the V103-1 international standard. In 
addition, V103-2 supervisory certificates are now standard for Duty 
Port Controllers at Gravesend and Duty Officers at Woolwich. The 
on-watch team at Gravesend is headed by a fully qualified Class 
1 pilot. To maintain professional standards, the upgraded Sofrelog 
system includes a sophisticated VTS simulation facility, which is used 
to provide continuous professional development of VTS staff.

The combination of well skilled staff, continuous training and 
up to date technology means that the Port of London VTS is able 
to fulfil its three main roles to shipping; namely an information 
service, a traffic organisation service, and the provision of navigation 
assistance. This enables the highest standards of VTS to be provided 
for users of the Port of London, whether it is monitoring a ship 
on a routine passage or the control of an emergency situation. The 
latest upgrade ensures that the evolution of the Port of London VTS 
system continues and is able to handle the challenges of modern 
shipping and the world of the 21st century. 

The Port of London Authority provides navigational, pilotage and other services 

for ships using the Port of London. London is one of the top three ports in the UK 

and handles over 50 m tonnes of cargo each year. The Port of London comprises 

over 70 independently owned and operated terminals and port facilities, which 

handle a wide range of cargoes. London is also an increasingly popular destination 

for international cruise ships.

Web site: www.portoflondon.co.uk 
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A central theme has been to achieve as much ‘future proofing’ as possible, with 
the £1 m major upgrade to the Port Control Centre. All PLA VTS operators are 
qualified to the V103-1 international standard.


