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THE WIDENING HORIZONS OF HYDROGRAPHY

by Rear A dm ira l G.S. R IT C H IE

President o f  the D irecting Committee,
International H ydrograph ic Bureau, M onte-Carlo

This short paper is an extract from Admiral R it c h ie ’ s speech at the Conference 
Luncheon for participants at the 17th Annual Canadian Hydrographic Conference, 
held 18-20 April 1978 at the Institute of Ocean Sciences, Patricia Bay, Sidney, British 
Columbia. In view of its pertinence to the global situation of hydrography today, this 
part of the speech is reproduced here, by kind permission of the Conference Organizers.

** *

Searching fo r  precedent and guidance in  m y present post, I am  
particu larly  struck by  the adm in istrative ab ility  and foresigh t w h ich  V ice 
A dm ira l Sir John P a r r y  brought to the establishm ent o f  the IH B  in the 
early years at Monaco. As President at the firs t  I.H . Conference held in  
London in 1919, A dm ira l P a r r y  saw w ith  c larity  a gleam  o f sunlight on 
a fa r  horizon f i f t y  years ahead. In  w in d in g  up a conference debate on the 
question o f m etrication  o f charts he said : “ I m ay say that, as fa r  as Great 
B rita in  is concerned (possib ly I ought to  say, as fa r  as I am  personally  
concerned —  w hich  is a d ifferent m atter) the M etric System, w ithout a 
doubt, is bound to come ” .

M etrication  has indeed come about, and the need fo r m assive changes 
to their charts w h ich  m etrication requires has presented m any hydrograph ic 
offices w ith  the opportun ity to im prove the style, readability  and appearance 
o f their charts at the same tim e. Here, I believe that com m on m em bership 
o f the IH O  has alm ost im perceptively guided these im provem ents a long the 
path towards in ternational standardization fa r beyond the lim its o f In ter­
national chart schemes themselves. W e  at the Bureau, w ith  da ily  access to 
all our Mem bers’ incom ing charts, are in  a unique position  to note this 
satisfactory trend. Delegates to the X lth  I.H . Conference probably noticed 
this trend in  the exh ibition  o f Member States’ charts w h ich  w ill no doubt 
be a regular feature at future Conferences.

During the last 25 years w e have seen the need for accurate large-scale 
surveys extending into deeper waters to m atch the increasing draughts 
o f m odern day shipping. M eanwhile, in the last ten years the sea su rveyor’ s 
coastal horizons have been w idened to revea l the need fo r  resource surveys 
and the charting, on su fficiently large scales, o f vast areas w h ich  are 
selected fo r exploitation , w ith  all the r ig  and p la tform  building, p ipelay ing  
and ship m ooring that these operations entail.



The impact of the Law  of the Sea Conference

As the L a w  o f the Sea Conference wends its w ay from  one venue to 
another w ith  its 1 500 delegates and technical advisers, w e surveyors stand 
po ised  to assess the surveying requ irem ents w h ich  the creation o f  Exclusive 
Econom ic Zones and the establishm ent o f an International Seabed A u thority  
w ou ld  b rin g  about, know ing as w e do that m any countries w h ich  w ill take 
over these exclusive zones do not have the necessary surveying capability. 
T h e  im portance o f these zones to the countries concerned m ay be seen 
w hen  it is rea lized  that in m any cases the areas o f sea w ill fa r exceed the 
national land area.

“ W ith  the interest created by the L a w  o f the Sea Conferences and the 
concept o f the 200-m ile econom ic zone, m any countries w ill refocus their 
hydrograph ic  activities to these broad new  horizons So reads a part o f 
the R eport o f  the Group o f Experts on H ydrograph ic Surveying and N autica l 
Charting w h ich  m et at the U n ited  Nations Headquarters in  Decem ber 1977. 
B r ie fly , this R eport recom m ends that countries w ithout hydrograph ic 
poten tia l should im m edia tely  consider the benefits o f establishing a hydro- 
graph ic service, and cogently  sets down the m any reasons fo r  this 
recom m endation . I com m end the read ing o f this Report to everyone concern­
ed  w ith  m arine transportation o r  sea resources exploitation. W e  w ho are 
a lready in  the hydrograph ic business must do everyth ing in our pow er in 
the years ahead to bring about w orld -w id e understanding o f the urgent need 
fo r  hydrograph ic expansion on the broadest front.

Th ere  are, how ever, dangers w hich I  see ahead that m ay h inder an 
advance on the broadest fron t in ternationally.

The need for simplicity

As the hydrograph ic survey systems get m ore complex, on ly  about a 
dozen o f the w orld ’s leading hydrograph ic offices, together w ith  their 
com m ercia l instrum ent makers, are engaged in the struggle to perfect these 
sophisticated systems fo r  m ak ing the sim ple navigational chart m ore rap id­
ly , m ore accurately and, they hope, m ore econom ically. W e  spend untold 
tim e im prov in g  the systems, perfec tin g  them, and describing them  to our 
fe llow s in  erudite papers that m ust often m ake d ifficu lt reading fo r  m em ­
bers o f the less advanced hydrograph ic services.

The danger I  perceive, adm itted ly  d ifficu lt to resolve, is that in  our 
chase a fter sophisticated perfection  we in the industrialized nations over­
look  the needs o f the Th ird  W or ld , those very  people w hom  w e are urging 
to start up hydrograph ic services from  scratch. W e  must try  to close this 
w iden in g  gap by g iv in g  m ore im petus to the developm ent o f the sim pler 
form s o f echosounding and electron ic fix ing, w ith  a m in im um  use o f 
autom ation  and data banking, and w ith  the m axim um  emphasis on reliab i­
l ity  and ease in fau lt find ing. Indeed, we should press fo r  accurate instru­
m entation  w hich can be e ffic ien tly  and continually em ployed by  m en who



have had m onths rather than years o f  h ydrograph ic tra in ing, or have 
attained the m in im u m  qualifications rather than a u n ivers ity  degree. These 
people are our sa iling com panions on the voyage tow ards the broad new  
horizons, and on ly  i f  w e can sail together shall w e  a rrive  at our desired 
destination  beyond those broad horizons.



The roaring breakers that fall almost unceasingly on the 
outer face o f the reef and surge over the flat are in strik­
ing contrast to the more placid lagoon waters with their 
thickets o f branching corals. Ju k e s  wrote v iv id ly  o f the 
heavy surf on Raines Island, part o f the Great Barrier 
Reef o f Australia, eighty years ago : “ The long ocean 
swell [com ing in from  “ almost unfathomable depth right 
up to the outer slope or submarine w all of the reef " ]  
being suddenly impeded by this barrier, lifted itself in one 
great continuous ridge o f deep blue water, which, curling 
over, fe ll on the edge o f the reef in an unbroken cataract 
o f dazzling white foam. Each line of breakers was often 
one or two miles in length, w ith  not a perceptible gap 
in its continuity... The unbroken roar o f the surf, w ith its 
regular pulsation o f thunder ... was almost deafening, yet 
so deep-toned as not to interfere w ith  the slightest nearer 
or sharper sound ” .

(J.D. Ju k e s  : “ Narrative of the surveying voyage of HMS 
Fly ... in Torres Strait, New Guinea, and other islands of the 
eastern archipelago... 1842-4& ”, published in 2 volumes in 
London, 1847 and cited in The Cora l R eef Prob lem , by W illiam  
Morris D a v is , 1928, p. 11. (Reprint 1976 by Krieger Publishing, 
Huntington, New York).)


