
THE HVDROGRAPHIC OFFICE: WHAT CHANGE AFTER 200 YEARS? 

Mark Hambrey 
The Hydrographic Office at Taunton is approaching its 200th birthday. After sue~ a long ~st?ry ~ 
such an achievement, many will be reflecting on its successes and failUTes, 1ts CTganiSa~w~ 

ib ·t·.: ... 'T''hispaper aims to look at some of the difficulties now facing the cartographiC Side of respons 1 looc;.,. ~ ' • d · the t 
the Hydrographic Office and to see if they are any different to those expenence In pas· 

INTRODUCTION 
The Hydrographic Office (HO) was formed by Order 

in Council in 1795 and first sold charts to the mercantile 
marine and commen:ial users in 1823. It has developed a 
reputation for being able to supply a quality product; one 
which is widely available throughout the world and w~ich 
can be continuously updated by means of correctiOns 
(called "Notices to Mariners"). The ''Product" of ~Y 
comprises a compact series of some 3300 charts at varymg 
scales covering all the major ports and shipping routes of 
the world together with supporting documentation. Com
bined with the other specialist work in a variety of subjects, 
the Hydrographic Office is regarded as being a national and 
international centre of hydrographic activity and expertise. 

Some publications, for example Admiralty Sailing Di
rections, are printed by commercial printers, but the 
Admiralty Chart proper is compiled, printed and distributed 
from Taunton. 

The act of chart compilation is, and always has been, a 
detailed art. Many sources are used to make the 2 dimen
sional representation of the 3 dimensional world. And to 
ensure that the necessary "Product Requirements" of accu
racy and reliability are retained, the chart compilation 
procedure remains steeped in tradition and precedent; using 
knowledge and skill to accurately decide on horizontal and 
vertical datums, the preference of one survey to another, the 
reasoning for inserting this and omitting thaL It should be 
no surprise to hear that a typical New Metric Chart could 
still take many months to compile from many different 
types of source information. This lengthy procedure is 
necessary because the ocean floor cannot be seen: unlike a 
road on land, diversions and amendments cannot readily be 
shown or enforced. 

The nautical chart has to be a reliable and authoritative 
selective display of all known data. 

The very nature of a chart demands the continual 
incorporation of new data onto the historical base of the 
chart. Accordingly, it is very likely that the latest New 
Metric Chart to role off the printing presses in Taunton will 
reflect in many ways the 200 year history of the Hydro
graphic Office. On it one could well see the names or the 
works of famous people, for example - Hurd (the 2nd 
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Hydrographer of the Navy), Beaufort (the 4th), Bligh (of 
Mutiny on the Bmmty fame), or Cook (Cap~ James, 
perhaps the greatest navigator and explorer of all time). And 
every chart has another historical sttength. For ~y_years 
we have kept record copies of charts after each prmtmg of 
the chart and detailed records of documents used in their 
production. These records show how the style of charts have 
evolved over the years: fewer cartouches and views on 
charts, an increasing number of specialist notes, and a units 
change from fathoms to metres, for e~ple. ~ut what this 
also means is that through our extens1ve archives, we are 
able to identify the source of any sounding on the chart, and 
then find the actual survey, chart, or report responsible. Our 
archives are therefore extensive, with some 150,000 record 
copies of BA charts, 100,000 survey~, 45,000 maps, ~d 
over 1 million Notices to Mariners. Th1s makes the compil
ers art interesting and fascinating, as well as testing. 

W11A T'S NEW? 
The navigational chart piece of the "Product" jigsaw 

has evolved over time. In the early days all charts were 
based on whatever limited source information was to hand. 
It was often a copy of a survey drawn at sea, and many did 
not have any graduation or reference positions. Accord
ingly, the early series represented an amalgam of different 
scales, sizes, and styles. Today we have a uniform set of 
chart sizes and an internationally agreed set of symbols. 
And we have restyled the content of the chart to cope with 
the new requirements of international shipping and the 
home leisure marlcet by adding specialist information, for 
example on datum transfer and local facilities. We have also 
restyled the presentation of the whole "Product" to be more 
acceptable to our customers and our reproduction task. And 
the United Kingdom Hydrographic Office continues to 
actively participate in international gatherings aimed at 
bettering the standards of the Hydrographic Community. 

Product appearance may have changed subtly, but has 
our methodology? 

The production of a nautical chart consists of2 discreet 
parts: compilation, where the original information is as
sessed. selected, and merged into a hand drawn graphic of 
the chart; and reproduction, where the hand drawn graphic 
is converted into a format acceptable for the production of 
printing material. 

Except for minor changes to style and routine, the 
actual compilation procedure has little changed over the 
recent pasL There is still a requirement to handle and assess 
a large volume of data, to make judgments on that data, and 
to present it to the traditional high standards demanded by 
our profession. And there is still a requirement to continu-
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ally update our products over time: a real strength of our 
"Product". We may therefore produce a subtly different 
compilation drawing with new symbols and compilation 
code~ th~reon, but the trusted methodology of doing so 
remams mtacl 

However, the reproduction process has changed sig
nificantly. Gone are the days of Copper, Enamel, and Stone 
printing bases with their necessary large pool of highly 
skilled draughtsmen to hand transfer the compilation detail 
to those bases. Today, all the detail on the compilation 
drawing can be captured in digital (vector) form via raster 
imaging and Graphic Workstations. This enables direct 
plotting on high quality photoplotters for printing plate 
production by photographic processes. This change to digi
tal methods has reduced staff numbers and throughput times 
considerably. It has also permitted in-house digital chart 
files to be maintained to aid future updating of all chart 
information. 

In this reproduction area we have had to significantly 
review our working procedures. We no longer require a 
large pool of expert cartographers per se, but we increas
ingly require people with cartographic expertise who have 
an aptitude for IT. 

SO WHAT? 
The world is a rapidly changing place and the Hydro

graphic Office is on the edge of another period of change. 
Advances in technology - as already seen in the reproduc
tion area- are now such that the traditional routines used in 
the compilation area can be seen to be appropriate for 
review. It is now likely that .this chart compilation area will 
soon experience distinct changes in working routines simi
lar to those seen through the gradual evolution of IT in the 
reproduction area. Assessment of raster files and on-screen 
judgment decisions associated with automatic printing of 
correctional information can be seen as real achievable 
goals. 

But what has brought this about at this particular mo
ment in time? 

There are 3 main reasons. Firstly it is the reducing price 
of IT equipment, secondly it is the availability of powerful 
hardware and user friendly software, and thirdly it is the 
wide pool of people with a respect for the "Product" and 
with an aptitude for IT work, both within and without the 
Hydrographic Office. 

Together these three provide the necessary incentive to 
progress a review of HO methodology, to plan in business 
terms for an investment in IT, and to accept the consequen
tial changes in working routines. The HO now lives in the 
new era of rapid communications but with a continuing 
requirement to supply its customers with high quality goods 
speedily. In jargon speak this is customer satisfaction 
(measured through price, quality, and time) with the "Prod
uct". Readily available IT gives us the opportunity to supply 
this "Product" (or a better one) quicker and cheaper. 

But there is another major observation to make when 
looking at the current situation: the wider political consid
eration. 
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The Hydrographic Office is a Ministry of Defence 
(MOD) body, and it is quite clear that in these days of rising 
Public Sector Borrowing Rate and of public expectation of 
a "Peace Dividend", that any MOD establishment will be 
under increasing pressure to realise a reduction in costs. Not 
surprisingly therefore, the HO has been under distinct pres
sure to reduce it's overall costs: in our case, the HO cost to 
central Government as funded through the MOD vote. For 
some time, therefore, it has been accepted for long term HO 
financial planning that any investment in IT has to produce 
a significant reduction in input costs. As the largest input 
cost to the HO "Product", excluding survey costs, is staff 
costs, this Government/MOD pressure to reduce input costs 
more bluntly means IT must produce staff reductions. 

Furtheirnore, it is current Government policy to move 
from highly centralised Civil Service Departments to or
ganisations where authority is shifted to the front-line 
closest to the "customer" and where responsibility is dele
gated to the lowest possible level. The policy found 
expression in the "New Management Strategy" which led 
to the formation of2 types of Agencies. These are Executive 
Agencies, which are essentially self-governing bodies with 
only the loosest of ties with the centre, and Defence Support 
Agencies, which remain an integral part of the Ministry of 
Defence but which have been granted certain delegated 
freedoms to operate in a more commercial way. The Hydro
graphic Office became the first Defence Support Agency on 
1 April 1990. The Chief Executive is Rear Admiral JAL 
Myres RN, who also fills the traditional role ofHydrogra
pher of the Navy - in direct line of succession to the first 
Hydrographer, Alexander Dalrymple. 

These wider political considerations are important for 
any thoughts on "What Change". 

WHAT'S CHANGED? 
What is different between what is happening now to 

the Hydrographic Office and what has happened in the 
previous 200 years? 

On the face of it, arguably very little. 
Our "Product" has never stopped evolving: it has done 

so in content, coverage, style, and methods over the 200 
years. There is no reason to think that this evolution will 
cease: maintenance and review of the "Product" is neces
sary as knowledge of ocean areas and their potential use 
(defence or commercial) increase. 

And in the past our relationship with central govern
ment has always been the subject of much discussion. 
"Jealous eyes grudged every penny spent on it" is a phrase 
attributed to the early days of the Hydrographic Office. But 
we must accept this central concern, and the fact that any 
Government will always try to reduce (or be seen as trying 
to reduce) its expenditure. 

However, what has changed is the potential for change; 
that unquantifmble feeling that something big is likely to 
happen somewhere very soon. When we examine this, there 
are significant differences from the past 

The HO has previously seen a gradual introduction of 
IT procedures, particularly into the one specific area of 
chart reproduction, on a carefully planned development 
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route for the "Product". Now, through technological ad
vance, we have the prospect of rapid and significant 
changes to the way in which we actually handle and process 
all the data associated with the core work of the HO. These 
could offer the potential to change the nature of our "Prod
uct" and will require careful implementation. 

Also, as mentioned above, we have previously seen 
regular Government/MOD reviews of our performance and 
the structure needed to conduct our work. But in the past, 
these have tended to examine outputs only: a particular type 
of product is required and people are required to do it - the 
product itself was the important piece: it was in itself its 
own justification. This is changing. Today, it is increasingly 
the case that product validity and input costs are regarded 
as the important pieces: is the task requirement valid, where 
are the staff to do it coming from, and can it not be done 
cheaper elsewhere? The task is no longer its own justifica
tion: product validity considerations are. And they have the 
potential to significantly change asJ}ects of our "Product". 

And this latter point raises the question as to whether 
the HO should supply a service for the public good (and can 
therefore subsidise any market loss sector of our "Product") 
or whether we should supply only those parts of the "Prod
uct" which are commercially viable. This could be 
considered a relatively simple business decision, but surely 
not when noting that the HO has a responsibility to satisfy 
various complex national and international shipping regu
lations and obligations for the availability and supply of 
charts. This is the pertinent and crucial question affecting 
the degree of Government involvement in hydrographic 
responsibility. 

These considerations suggest that the HO will be under 
increasing pressure to implement new IT working methods. 
They also suggest that there will be an increasingly strong 
debate over the HO/Government relationship. Both of these 
factors could alter the "Product" as it has come to evolve 
over 200 years. They are the real and new identifiers of 
change in the Hydrographic Office; they are the differences 
from the past 

CONCLUSION: 
Leibnitz said: "The present is saturated in the past and 

pregnant for the future". This is very true for the Hydro
graphic Office at the present time. We have a glorious past 
and a tremendous potential. But how we develop our strat
egy to cope with the inevitable changes of the next few years 
is important for the quality and standing of our ''Product": 
something which all in Taunton hold very dear. In this 
context at least, nothing has changed over the last 200 years 
and hopefully will not change over the next. 
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A LIMITED EDITION OF HISTORIC VIEWS OF 
HONG KONG FROM 1847 

The archives of the Hydrographic Office at Taunton, 
Somerset, houses the national collection of hydrographic 
information in the shape of papers, charts and records dating 
from the work of pioneering eighteenth century surveyors. 

While many of the items of this national asset are of 
historical importance and are occasionally studied by schol
ars of maritime history and others, the bulk have remained 
undisturbed for many years. 

However, in a commercial venture in keeping with the 
Hydrographic Office's new proactive role as a Defence 
Support Agency, some of the historical items are being 
brought into life again using the original copper printing 
plates held in the achieves. 

The first plates chosen to be printed are an unusual set 
of three views making up a panorama of Hong Kong har
bour in 184 7. They were made to be aids to navigation, but 
are also a most attractive and interesting record of the 
Crown Colony only five years after it had been claimed for 
Britain by Queen Victoria's Navy. The prints show the 
mainland and islands surrounding the harbour, with evi
dence of Britain's mercantile power already clear in a 
number of buildings and warehouses on the waterfront 
There is a lively contrast between the picturesque Chinese 
fishing boats and the trim British frigates moving around 
the harbour. 

A specially employed printer works on each print by 
hand, using the traditional copper plate technique. A thick 
black ink made from pigments and oils, is rubbed into the 
engraved lines. The plate is then placed face up on the press 
and covered by a sheet of high quality paper. The press 
forces the paper onto the plate, pulling the ink from the 
lines. After each roll through the press the plate must be 
cleaned and re-inked. 

Artists ihen colour the prints using water colours. Al
though this would not have been done when the prints were 
first produced,it is a decorative technique commonly used 
at the time on other topographical engravings. 

A special edition of300 sets of these Hong Kong Views 
is being produced. The plates will then be returned to the 
achieves for posterity. The Hydrographic Office expect that 
they will be highly collectable, and hope that this will be 
the first of a number of similar projects. 
Further details may be obtained from: 
The Marketing Branch, The Hydrographic OtTace Taun
ton Somerset TAl 2DN Telephone: 0823 337900 ext 
3437/3467 

from a Hydrographic Office press release 
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