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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS
CONCERING PRINT-ON-DEMAND NAUTICAL CHARTS

AND NOAA’s PUBLIC/PRIVATE PARTNERSHIP 

FOR THEIR PRODUCTION AND SALES.

The Office of Coast Survey, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) makes the official nautical charts for the United States.  These charts are used aboard commercial vessels, federal vessels, and many recreational boats to enhance the safety and efficiency of navigation, and for other purposes.  The printed, paper version of the nautical charts is manufactured using large-format, inkjet printers and Print-on –Demand (POD) technology and, in a separate process, using lithographic printing.  This announcement deals only with charts printed using POD technology.

What is the product?

The Office of Coast Survey, NOAA makes the official nautical charts for the United States.  These charts are used aboard all commercial vessels, federal vessels, and many recreational boats to enhance the safety and efficiency of navigation, and for other purposes.  The printed, paper version of the nautical charts is manufactured using large-format inkjet printers and Print-on-Demand (POD) technology and, in a separate process, using lithographic printing.  This announcement deals only with charts printed using POD technology.

This official printed chart, both POD and lithographic, are required under federal regulations to be carried by certain classes of commercial vessels, and are carried by all federal government vessels.  (Note:  Changes to federal regulations in the future are expected to permit electronic charts to also meet this requirement.)  The product produced under this Agreement will meet federal chart carriage regulations.
History of POD and how long? 

NOAA experimented with POD concepts and technologies in the later half of the 1990s. In 2000, NOAA entered into a Cooperative Research and Development Agreement (CRADA) with OceanGrafix, LLC, of St. Paul, MN, to further develop those concepts and technologies, and to commercialize the results. Limited production and distribution began in the autumn of 2000 with NOAA charts and retail chart agents covering the mid-Atlantic states. Over the next year, production was expanded to include all waters charted by NOAA. In June 2005, the CRADA expired and a 3-year, no-cost contract was competed to continue the POD product and service.  NOAA’s POD chart now accounts for more than half of NOAA charts sold to the civilian maritime community, and sales continue to grow. 

Is there an incumbent and what is its status?


The incumbent is OceanGrafix, LLC., St. Paul, MN., whose current contract with NOAA expires December 31, 2008.  The incumbent will then be eligible to sign an Agent Agreement identical to that being announced here.

Which charts are available? 

The entire NOAA chart suite with the exception of 7 book charts and 10 small craft charts is available to print and sell. The NOAA POD charts come in 2 varieties targeted at the commercial mariner or the recreational mariner.  A sample of each is available at this Internet site.  You may print and examine those samples.

The 17 charts not available in POD are chart numbers: 

11451 
12205 
12285 
12352 
12364 
12372 
13229 
14786 
14842 
14846 
14853 
14886 
14916 
14926 
18423 
18445 
18652

What is the market and potential volume of sales? 

For the fiscal year 2008, approximately 400,000 NOAA charts were purchased. In 1985, 1.1 million NOAA nautical charts were sold.  A chart is often purchased when NOAA releases a new edition of a chart which occurs about 200 to 300 times each year
. The potential market includes domestic and foreign vessels plying US waters. Domestically, there are approximately 5 - 12 million recreational vessels while commercial vessels include fishing, tug, service, passenger, and cargo vessels in both coastwise and international trade.  NOAA believes that the recreational market has the greatest potential for further development.


What technology will be needed? 

Regarding software and process control, the partner will need technology to poll an FTP site for files not yet downloaded; parse XML files and use their contents for process control; read, down sample, crop, and reorient CRL and TIF raster images; compose both TIF and CRL files into 2000+ composite POD products; verify the accuracy of the composition, e.g., elements are not missing, chart elements do not overlap, color palette is correct, and overlays register correctly; communicate with, control, and verify the files set, POD product composition, and printing actions at remote print sites; make and track sales and individual customers and their purchases; and finally to communicate with NOAA regarding sales, production problems, technical issues, and system changes and enhancements. 

Regarding the physical product, the partner will need to research suitable types of papers, inks, and plotters.  At this time, NOAA is not identifying a suitable paper.

Are sample digital files available for testing?

Yes.  A full set of the files listed in the Agent Agreement, Paragraph 6, are available on CD upon request to one of the Points-of-Contact.   The sample will contain files of the following types.
1. Master order .XML – an ASCII file that describes each chart product in the NOAA Print-on-Demand chart suite
2. Chart.XML – an ASCII file that describes the composition of a chart each time the chart is changed

3. KAPP.XML – an ASCII file that describes a chart piece (main panel, inset, …) every time the piece changes

4. Original raster files for each chart piece in 762dpi .CRL  format

5. Value Added Files (VAF) – a file or files to be included on some products that are provided in 400dpi .TIF raster format.

6. Overlay files - files to be included on some products in that are provided in 400dpi .TIF raster format

7. Dates files – a set of ASCII .TXT files (current_time.txt, ChartInfo.txt, Dates.txt, DatesInfo.txt) that provide chart metadata

8. Subscription_Export.XML – metadata listing recently updated charts

9. Catalog_Export - an ASCII file that lists all available product and product types

What investment will an Agent need to make? 

The Agent will, at a minimum, need to invest in a large-format, inkjet plotter(s), software development and maintenance costs, labor for printing, and selling and order fulfillment costs.  
How many Agents will NOAA accept?
No determination has been made, but given the nature of the business and the known size of the market, and the effort and cost involved, the number of applicants is expected to be self-limiting.


Government’s reasons for adding Agents? 

NOAA requires multiple partners to print and distribute POD charts to ensure the availability of this product which is important to the safety and efficiency of navigation. Multiple partners increases the likelihood that product will continue to be available in the event of natural or man-made disasters, or business uncertainty.   Further, additional Agents is expected to increase the distribution of NOAA charts as Agents apply their expertise to increasing sales.

Operational flow of data and production events? 

Each night, Monday through Friday, excluding Federal holidays, NOAA posts XML and raster image files to a secure FTP site at 8:00 pm eastern time. The partner is responsible for downloading and processing these files the same night so that printing and distribution in response to sales can commence the next morning. Immediately alert NOAA to problems with any files or FTP site performance. 

How many different charts will need to be processed weekly?

Approximately 150 charts per week change and will need to be completely remade.  However, each chart also contains a box indicating the latest date through which Notice to Mariners have been applied.  This box must be changed on all 1,000+ charts each week.  Your software should be able to update this box for all charts, or completely remake each chart, every week as well has handle the changed charts.

What action is requested of me as a prospective Agent?

Contact NOAA.
NOAA is soliciting questions and comments on its intention, on the Agent Agreement, and is also soliciting non-binding statements of interest from entities interested in becoming a POD partner.  Respond by e-mail to PODagent@noaa.gov; by fax to 301-713-4019; by letter to Director, Office of Coast Survey, NOAA (N/CS), 1315 East West Highway, Silver Spring, MD, 20910; or by phone to David Enabnit, 301-713-2770 x132, or Richard Sillcox, 301-713-1968 x105.
By identifying yourself as a potentially interested party, NOAA will add you to the list to receive any further information distributed on this subject, and will solicit your thoughts about the arrangement and the Agreement.

What this Agreement is NOT?

This opportunity is NOT:

1. A government procurement whereby the government pays you.   No government funds will be provided.  You will receive compensation from your successful sale of these unique products. 

2. An opportunity for Agents to create their own products using government files.  The Agreement is only for the production and sale of official nautical charts as specified by NOAA.

3. An exclusive arrangement in which you receive sole rights to a public asset (the digital chart files, “official” status, and government support.)  The opportunity is available to more than one entity.

What is the schedule for application and production?

Interested parties may apply to become POD Agents at any time.  There is no closing date for applications at this time.  A determination will be made as to that applicant’s acceptance as soon as is practicable.  Commencement of production by accepted applicants is governed by the Agent Agreement which states that the Agent will make a reasonable commercial effort to print and sell NOAA POD charts.
What happens if NOAA discovers a cartographic error in a chart that I've already printed and sold?

Together, NOAA and Agent will make a good faith effort to notify recipients (end users) of the erroneous chart.  If the error is critical, NOAA will publish an item in the Local Notice to Mariners to facilitate this notification.  At its discretion, and considering the seriousness of any cartographic error, NOAA may cover the cost of your providing replacement charts to recipients that can be identified.  Finally, NOAA will explain the cause and nature of the error in a manner that you may pass on to your customers so as to protect your own “brand” as an official supplier.

� Note:  For fiscal year FY 2009, the number of new editions is expected to decrease to approximately 100 while NOAA transitions to a new chart production system.  
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