
SURVEY OF THE NORTH SEA

by Commander R olf K iær 
D irector o f the H ydrographic Office o f Norw ay

N orges s j0 k a r tu erk  (The H ydrographic Office o f Norw ay) in  1962 
raised the question  of w hat could be done about a new  survey of the  
North Sea. S im ultaneously  it had been stated  by the N orth Sea H ydrogra­
phic C om m ission (an union  of the hydrographers from  the countries 
bordering the North Sea) that no nation had ever m ade a system atic  survey  
of these w aters. T he depths show n on the ex istin g  charts w ere presum ably  
gathered from  various sources, m en-of-w ar, m erchantm en and fisherm en.

In order to determ ine the reliability o f the few  scattered depths already  
show n on the charts S j0 k a r tv e rk e t  presum ed that N orw egian shipow ners  
w hose sh ips ply betw een Norway and E nglish  and continenta l ports could  
also help in providing depths to the ex istin g  charts. W e got into  touch w ith  
the sh ipow ners Fred. O lsen & Co., Oslo, D et B ergenske D am pskibsselskab, 
Bergen, and Det N ordenfjeldske D am pskibsselskab, T rondheim , w ho w ere 
all w illin g  to co-operate w ith  the ships and m eans they had at their disposal 
in  surveying the tracks o f their liners crossing  the North Sea.

T he p lan  o f th is survey, outlined by the N orw egian  H ydrographic  
Office, w as that the liners in question  should  con tin u ou sly  register the 
depths by m eans of echo-sounders along their respective tracks on  3 to 4 
rhum b-lines interspaced 2 to 3 nautical m iles apart. T he positions w ere  
to be fixed by the Decca N avigational system  w hich  —  as is  w ell know n —  
covers a lm ost all th e North Sea area w ith  a m ost accurate position ing  
system . On the first crossing by each ship a surveyor from  the H ydrogra­
phic Office o f Norw ay w ould  be aboard the sh ip  in order to instruct the  
sh ip ’s officers in practical surveying work.

The realisation  o f th is  plan w ould give u s continuous profiles along  
a considerable num ber o f tracks crossing the North Sea.

As m ost of the sh ip s in question  are m ore or less passenger ships, the  
shipow ners m ade the reservation that the w ork should  be done “ off 
season ” (not during the tourist season). As w e also w anted  the D ecca  
observations to be as free as possible from  statics and night effects it w as  
decided that the w ork sh ou ld  preferably take place during th e m onths of 
spring and fall.

As on ly  a few  o f the sh ips in  question  have D ecca-receivers, D ecca  
Radar and Navigator A /S , Bergen, w as w illin g  to insta ll a set of portable 
Decca-receivers by turns in those sh ips w hich  were not fitted  w ith  per­
m anent D ecca receivers.



W e started the w ork early in  the Spring of 1963 as we then had the 
opportunity to send representatives on board the T /S  L eda  on a round  
trip Bergen - Stavanger - N ew castle - Bergen.

T he echo-sounder w as started off F eisten  light about 10 nautical m iles 
SW  of Stavanger and kept going to N ew castle on a rhum b-line situated  
about 3 nautical m iles south o f the sh ip ’s ordinary track. D ecca-positions 
were taken and plotted every ten  m inutes. As there is very poor coverage 
of the D ecca-system  off the W  and SW  coast of Norway, and the night 
effect also prevailed, the con sisten cy  of the positions w as rather erratic in  
the beginning. Later, observations im proved. From N ew castle the ship  
returned on a rhum b-line situated  about 3 nautical m iles to the north of 
the sh ip ’s ordinary track to Bergen.

T his first trial turned out to be very successful, ch iefly  thanks to the  
great interest in the work show n by the captain  of the Leda,  as w ell as by 
the sh ip ’s deck officers.

Fig . 1. —  S k e tch  sh o w in g  th e  t r a c k s  to  b e  so u n d e d  b y  N o rw e g ia n  l in e rs .
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F ig. 2. — Part of the North Sea.
Black numbers indicate the existing soundings in the area, 

red numbers soundings taken by the liners Leda  and Braemar.



The ship’s officers continued independently the depth recordings and 
decca observations during two more round-trips, running the ship’s 
ordinary track and another rhumb-line 3 nautical miles removed from the 
tracks run on the first crossing.

In the autumn the work was continued. Sj0kartverket then got the 
opportunity to send a surveyor on board the M/S B raem nr  plying between 
Oslo and Newcastle. The weather was bad on this first trip, but still we 
obtained fairly good depth recordings. The captain and the deck-officers of 
the M/S B ra em a r  were also most obliging. After the first trip, when the 
representative from the Hydrographic Office of Norway was on board, the 
ship’s officers continued the observations on their own along 3 more 
rhumb-lines. W hen these runs were finished, the track between Kristian- 
sand and Newcastle was covered by 4 lines of soundings about 2 nautical 
miles apart.

A crossing in the Skagerrak with a Norwegian naval ship also turned 
out successfully.

Fig. 3. —  T he C hief O fficer o f th e  Astrea  w ith  th e  D ecca-receivers.

The next work of this character will be made in the months of March- 
May, 1964. The M/S A strea ,  of the Bergenske Dampskibsselskab, will then 
continue the work by sounding lines between Stavanger and Rotterdam. 
Later on we shall continue with liners which have no permanent Decca- 
receivers on board. As mentioned earlier, the Hydrographic OfTice of 
Norway will install portable Decca-receivers on board these ships.

Up to now the deccometers have been read in intervals from 10 to 
30 minutes. The positions are plotted on board on conventional Decca- 
charts in order to keep a precise dead reckoning on the planned tracks. 
The exact plottings, however, are made at the office of the Hydrographic 
OfTice of Norway on special plotting charts on a scale of 1/600 000. The 
echo-sounding registrations are corrected by the usual reductions to obtain 
the true depths below the chart datum.



T he tracks w e have covered so far show  that the n ight effect can be 
considerable, especia lly  w hen  the ships are d istant from the stations. By 
reading the deccom eters w ith  such short intervals as was done a certain  
adjustm ent m ay still produce profitable results. In any case w e are 
obtaining m ore exact positions than w e m ay presum e w ere obtained to 
control the positions of the depths on the existing charts covering the 
North Sea.

The lim ited work w e have done up to date in resurveying the North  
Sea is insufficient to m ake an estim ate of the quality  of the previous survey  
work in th is area. The sea bottom  betw een N ew castle and the SW  coast 
of Norway, excluding the N orw egian  Deep and the characteristic holes  
farther w est in  the sea, is rather level. There is, how ever, a good agreem ent 
between the ex istin g  charts and the new  lines of soundings.

The H ydrographic Office o f Norway is looking forward to the con­
tinuance of th is enterprise in  close co-operation w ith  the sh ipow ners, 
m asters, and officers of N orw egian m erchantm en. W e are esp ecia lly  inter­
ested to see how  it turns out w ith  the liners w h ich  w ill be furn ished  w ith  
portable Decca-receivers.




