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A Step-by-Step Guide to Cashing In On the US Digital Chart Giveaway!!! 
 

Most US recreational boaters are now aware that our federal government is busy giving away 

thousands of dollars worth of US nautical chart products for free on NOAAôs Office of Coast 

Survey (OCS) website (http://www.charts.noaa.gov/). Well, as one of the poor abused tax-payers 

actually paying for this outrageous give-away you might as well get yours too, right? Right! So, 

what are you waiting for, go get it boater! 

 

PREPARATION  (Thanks to Matt Andring for improvements to this section!) 

1. First you really need to get your poor old computer cleaned up; you wouldnôt go to sea 

with 5 years worth of bottom growth on your hull and prop would you? So fire up your 

cheap Asian-built computer (that was shipped to the US in a Panamanian-flagged, 

foreign-oil-fueled freighter whose non-English speaking crew were only able to safely 

navigate US waters because OCS has been working continuously for 200 years to 

maintain up-to-date US nautical charts) and clean up your computerôs hard drive. I use 

both Start Menu>All Programs>Accessories>System Tools>Disk Cleanup and a freeware 

program called CCleaner: http://www.ccleaner.com/  

2. Throw out old programs you never use. Go to Start Menu>Control Panel>Add Remove 

Programs to remove programs. 

3. Backup your files to an external hard drive then delete the files you donôt use regularly. 

Good targets for deletion are things like your enormous digital photo and downloaded 

videos files that youôll never look at again.   

4. Then run your disk cleaner programs again and defragment your hard drive (Start 

Menu>All Programs>Accessories>System Tools>Disk Defragmenter). Generally 

speaking you should try to keep 20 gigabytes or 15% of your hard drive empty, 

whichever value is less. I like to try and keep my computerôs C:/ drive at least one third 

free for faster performance. Plan to add a few gigabytes to your current total as you 

download the chart viewing software and chart files. 

5. Once you have this done make sure all your operating system software is up-to-date and 

that you are using the latest version of one of the OCS recommended internet browsers 

like Mozilla Firefox: http://www.mozilla.com/en-

US/firefox/upgrade.html?from=getfirefox.  

6. It goes without saying that you should have a fast internet connection because some of 

the files youôll be downloading are very large. If you were too cheap to pay for that, go to 

a public library (another tax-payer rip-off), and use their Asian-built computer and fast 

internet connection to download to your Asian-built portable hard drive you used for hard 

drive backups (or freeload off a friend with a fast connection).  

7. You will also need some kind of decompression software. Use the free trial-version of 

WinZip available here http://www.winzip.com/downwz.htm. 

 

THE OFFICE OF COAST SURVEY WEBSITE 

Now that your computer hard drive is clean and your internet connection is smokinô you are 

ready to rock (and not hit the rocks). But before you download the free charts the first thing you 

need is some software to open and view a chart with. The good news is there are a lot of free 

demo software options and the Office of Coast Survey (OCS) website is once again there to help 

http://www.charts.noaa.gov/
http://www.ccleaner.com/
http://www.mozilla.com/en-US/firefox/upgrade.html?from=getfirefox
http://www.mozilla.com/en-US/firefox/upgrade.html?from=getfirefox
http://www.winzip.com/downwz.htm
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you locate and retrieve them. Letôs just do a quick tour of Office of Coast Surveyôs website and 

nautical chart productsé.. 

 

1. Navigate to the OCS website (http://www.charts.noaa.gov/) and click on the tab labeled 

óNautical Charts &  Pubsô at the left end of the blue bar in the middle of the screen (Fig. 

1) or just type the following address directly into your browser 

http://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov/staff/chartspubs.html. 

 

 
Figure 1. Click on the óNautical Charts & Pubsô link circled in red on the Office of Coast Survey website home page 

(http://www.charts.noaa.gov/). 

 

2. Your eagle eye will notice that on the óNautical Charts & Pubsô page (Fig. 2) there is a lot 

more going on than just demo chart viewers and free charts so before moving on take a 

moment to run your eye down the three columns of links here and bookmark this 

webpage because it is the perfect navigation start point for future visits to the OCS 

website or for re-starting your current OCS visit after going off on a tangent somewhere. 

http://www.charts.noaa.gov/
http://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov/staff/chartspubs.html
http://www.charts.noaa.gov/
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Figure 2. The óNautical Charts & Publicationsô page is the best webpage to bookmark in your browser for 

reorienting yourself in mid-session or for return trips to the Office of Coast Survey website. 

 

3. Notice there are links here to valuable stand alone nautical chart products and 

publications you can download like the US Coast Pilot 

(http://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov/nsd/cpdownload.htm) and US Chart No. 1 

(http://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov/mcd/chartno1.htm). And notice that in addition to 

two types of downloadable digital charts, Raster Nautical Charts and Electronic 

Navigational Charts (RNCs and ENCs) there is also an On-Line Chart V iewer (another 

nice bookmark for your browser) you can use to preview charts before investing time to 

download them:  http://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov/mcd/OnLineViewer.html) 

 

4. There is also a very important link to the OCS Chart Updates webpage 

(http://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov/mcd/updates/LNM_NM.html) which can generate a 

list of all corrections specific to the current edition of any US chart by chart number from 

the USCG Local Notice to Mariners, NGA Notice to Mariners and even the Canadian 

Coast Guard Notices to Mariners (the Canadians may have free universal health care but 

they donôt give away their charts!). With exceptions, commercial mariners
i
 are required 

by law to carry the latest paper charts for the areas they sail with all current notice to 

mariners updates noted on the chart. Hmmm, up-to-date charts, sounds like basic good 

http://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov/nsd/cpdownload.htm
http://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov/mcd/chartno1.htm
http://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov/mcd/OnLineViewer.html
http://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov/mcd/updates/LNM_NM.html
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seamanship, right?! But for some reason, as a recreational boater, you escape this basic 

seamanship requirement which doesnôt make sense. Itôs like saying, óHey, you are a 

relatively inexperienced driver so we donôt require you to have all the tools you need to 

drive safelyô. What?! Suffice to say it is beginner-level good seamanship to carry all the 

current paper charts aboard your boat when you are underway at all times AND maintain 

them up-to-date by manually correcting them for all the notices to mariners for the area 

you intend to sail. Why carry paper when we have free digital charts? Again, good 

seamanship means every hour or so while underway (depending on how fast you are 

moving) manually plot your óGPS Fixô on your paper chart or at least record the lat-lon, 

time, course and speed in your log so when you lose your electronics (it will happen!) 

you can figure out where you are from your last fix and continue navigating by dead 

reckoning! Ohhhhhhé 

 

5. You may have noticed NOAAôs paper charts are $20 apiece ($22 for the cool Print On 

Demand charts that are only printed after you order them and so come completely 

corrected for all notices to mariners: http://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov/pod/POD.htm) 

so if you want to go on a long trip it gets expensive fast to have paper charts on board. If 

you are a recreational boater and you need an up-to-date paper chart but donôt have the 

money to run out and buy 5 ($100 ka-ching) or 10 ($200 Ka-Ching!!) or 20 ($400 KA-

CHING!!) new printed charts, check out OCSôs experimental BookletChartsÊ 

(http://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov/staff/BookletChart.html). These are the same NOAA 

nautical charts using the same chart numbers you might buy for $20-22 in full size print 

format but are reduced in scale (scale bar still allows you to measure distance accurately) 

and divided into 8 İ x 11ò format pages for easy printing on a home color printer. These 

charts are also up-to-date like the $22 Print On Demand charts as of the day you 

download them so if you download and print them just before you leave on your voyage 

you know you are good to go. I think this BookletChartÊ product is a great way to have 

inexpensive up-to-date printed charts aboard your boat as a back up to your RCDS or 

ECS so print out your local chart (you really need a decent color printer with ódouble-

sidedô printing capability) and try it out. If you like it tell OCS you appreciate it and then 

call your Congressional representatives and TELL THEM WHAT A GREAT JOB OFFICE 

OF COAST SURVEY IS DOING (itôs the only way to keep our nationôs nautical chart 

maker well-funded turning out products for us)! 

 

GET YOUR FREE DEMO CHART VIEWER  

1. OK, if you are not already there, start on the OCS óNautical Charts and Publicationsô 

page (http://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov/staff/chartspubs.html), click on the link óRaster 

Navigational Charts: NOAA RNCô (Fig. 3). On the webpage that appears scroll down 

and skim the information there enough to learn that a óraster nautical chartô (RNC) is 

simply a digital image of an actual NOAA paper chart; so if you zoom in too far 

everything gets fuzzy and grainy like holding a photo too close to your face. This may 

seem like a drawback but I kind of like it because it keeps me from over-zooming the 

chart in my computer or chart plotter display. By comparison, an ENC is an óelectronic 

navigational chartô composed of a vector database of digital point, line and area chart 

features so if you zoom in there is no fuzziness, everything still looks like crisp discreet 

points, lines and area objects which can fool you into thinking your boat is in safe waters 

http://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov/pod/POD.htm
http://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov/staff/BookletChart.html
http://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov/staff/chartspubs.html
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when really there is no data there and you might be in danger. At your earliest 

inconvenience read up on ENCs and RNCs by returning to the Nautical Charts and 

Publications page (the one you bookmarked, right?) and clicking on the link óDifferences 

Between RNCs and ENCsô, 

http://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov/mcd/learn_diffRNC_ENC.html 

 

 
Figure 3. To find both a list of links to free demo chart viewer software and to navigate to free RNC file downloads, 

click on óRaster Navigational Charts: NOAA RNCsô. 

 

2. Focusing on getting and using raster nautical charts first, understand that a RNC is 

displayed in what NOAA refers to as a Raster Chart Display System (RCDS). The chart 

plotter on your boat is an RCDS and so is the chart viewer software we are going to 

download. Some chart plotters and PC-based chart viewers also handle ENCs as well as 

RNCs. NOAA wants you to refer to these more capable (and by far most common chart 

display units) as an Electronic Chart System (ECS). For professional mariners there is 

something called an Electronic Chart Display and Information System too (ECDIS). 

What is the difference between and ECS and an ECDIS? NOAA (the National 

Organization for the Advancement of Acronyms!) explains it as follows: 

 Question - What are ECS and ECDIS? 

Answer - Electronic chart systems encompasses any electronic system that uses digital 

chart data. The chart data can be vector or raster and no specific format is currently 

http://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov/mcd/learn_diffRNC_ENC.html

