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##Capt. Sam Lyness, an instructor
with the Annapolis Sail and Power
Squadron, shows students how
to compare a chartplotter image
with old-fashioned nautical chart.

Chartplotters Can Be Dangerous

I

f you’re one of those boaters whose
vessel is equipped with a chartplotter, you probably can’t stop singing
its praises. Chartplotters are much easier to use than the old paper
charts. They show you where
you are, instantly, without the
drudgery of plotting. And you
can program in your projected
course, along with several alternatives, and decide which is
best. What’s not to like about
modern technology? But veteran mariners who have had
experience with chartplotters,
both on Chesapeake Bay and
in blue-water transits, caution
that even the best ones have
some foibles as well.
The rap is that for all the
advantages of chartplotters,
they don’t really give you the
big-picture view you need once you
get out of the harbor. They aren’t as
precise as most boaters think. Updating their electronic charts can be difFollow us!
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ficult. Zooming in or out on a chart—
or superimposing satellite images or
radar—can make you lose other data,
such as depth soundings.

Indeed, even experienced boaters
such as Carol Rechner, an Annapolis
boater, sometimes find that although
they’re safely anchored a quarter of a

mile from shore in 15 feet of water,
their chartplotter shows them sitting
in the middle of an island they’ve been
trying to avoid. “Sometimes it doesn’t
exactly square with the GPS,”
Rechner says.
Moreover, that doesn’t cover
more basic potential problems,
such as the possibility that
your vessel’s electric power
may short out; your batteries may fail; the chartplotter
itself may blow out; or that
local interference, such as the
jamming exercises that the
military sometimes conducts
in the lower Patuxent River,
may temporarily render your
chartplotter useless.
“The big negative is that
people often become so chartplotter-focused that they get
too dependent on them, and they fail to
maintain a good lookout, be aware of
the situation around them, and follow
good navigation practices,” says AnPropTalk.com April 2016 41
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napolis boater Terry Slattery, who learned
piloting using paper charts but now uses a
chartplotter.
Along with many other mariners who
have used chartplotters extensively, Slattery recommends keeping a set of up-todate paper charts onboard and using them
in conjunction with your chartplotter to
check on the accuracy of the electronic
charts and to be sure that you have a bigpicture view of where you’re heading and
aren’t confined to a small screen.
Here’s a rundown on
pitfalls to avoid:
Chartplotters may be convenient, but they
don’t give you the broad-scale view that
paper charts offer. Raster-type electronic
charts are essentially digital pictures of
the paper chart you used to buy, but the
chartplotters’ small screens (typically
three-and-a-half to 12 inches wide) don’t
have room for details. The images get
fuzzy when you try to enlarge them.
Vector-type charts are compiled from
electronic data, making it easy to zoom
in and out for closeups, but some of their
data and features disappear when you
adjust the screen to cover a wider area. Or
they cover up other information when you

focus in on a harbor or other small area.
That usually doesn’t matter when you’re
in deep water, but it’s critical in close
quarters.
Today’s GPS-connected chartplotters
are astonishingly accurate, but boaters too
often take what they see on the screen as
so precise that they should be able to steer
closer to a buoy, shoal, or nearby vessel
than they ever would have dared with
paper charts. Too often they find out later
that the safety margin they used with the
chartplotter was insufficient.
“Don’t believe everything you see,”
says Al Ponzio, a Coast Guard-licensed
captain who has acquired long experience with electronic navigation both on
boats and in aircraft. His advice: depend
on your own eyes, aids to navigation, and
good judgment to help you make decisions about navigation and boathandling.
Use your chartplotter more as a guide.
Too many chartplotters use nautical charts that are flawed or out of date,
increasing the likelihood that you’ll be
missing key information or that the device
will err in calculating your position. Even
updated NOAA charts often are based
on geodetic surveys made in the 1960s—

TAKE US WITH YOU

ON THE WATER

UNLIMITED
TOWING

just

$158

before precision GPS. So they’re not
infallible, either.
It isn’t always easy to keep today’s
all-electronic vector charts current. Some
manufacturers will email you when new
updates are available, but you still have to
load them into your plotter, a task that’s
daunting enough for some boaters that
they simply don’t bother to do it.
Priscilla Travis, a Coast Guardlicensed captain from Kent Island,
recommends that boatowners take time
to learn about the features that their
chartplotters offer, from how to update
programs and set waypoints to what to
expect when you zoom in and out. “You
have to be conversant with the technology before you get underway,” she says. #

About the Author: Art Pine is a
USCG-licensed captain and a longtime Chesapeake Bay powerboater
and sailor. A similar article appeared
in the October “Anchor Watch,”
the Annapolis Sail and Power
Squadron’s newsletter.

Breakdowns happen more often
than you know and the average
cost of towing service is around
$600. But with Unlimited Towing
from TowBoatU.S., when you
need assistance on the water, all
you need for payment is your
BoatU.S. Membership card. Just
show the card and we’ll get you
on your way in no time.
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