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OCIMF and ship  inspections
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Ship  inspectors: while the whole industry is familiar with them, what are they looking for and what happens to their reports? Digital Ship talks to the Oil Companies International  Marine Forum in London

 

BODY 

Most people involved with tankers are used to seeing SIRE accredited  inspectors coming onboard at major ports, preparing the vessels for inspection, answering questions and providing documents. 

 

How the inspection  reports actually affect the shipping company's business, is less understood. Myths abound about what specific things specific inspectors are looking for. 

 

Digital Ship talked to OCIMF, which runs the SIRE system, to find out  how the system actually works. 
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Whether to charter the vessel

 

The charterer's decision of whether or not to charter the vessel is made on a variety of different criteria, of which the inspection is just one element; charterers l review information from numerous sources, including the vessel's detention and casualty record, its past experience with the vessel and its management. 

 

Charterers have their own complex systems (many automated) of actually assessing the ship from the data available and determining whether or not it is suitable.

 

It is worth noting that charterers do not want to fail ships, or to set impossibly high standards; the more ships which are deemed suitable for charter, the keener is the competion, and the more likelihood a vessel will be available immediately when required.

 

But obviously, if the vessel is deemed too high a risk, then it will not be charterered. Part of the reason for the whole process is trying to reduce the chances of sub standard ships being used to carry oil. 

 

Another consideration is that if a vessel is also detained by port state control, then while it may not be liable to charter costs  (if the shipping company can be proved to be to blame), it does mean that a very valuable asset, its cargo, is sitting idle, and will be late to arrive at its destination. Charterers want to avoid chartering a ship which might be detained. 

 

If two ships become available for the same price, but one of them has a minor deficiency, then the charterer may well choose the one without the deficiency with everything being equal. But having deficiencies reported does not necessarily blacklist the ship.
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The inspection process

 

The SIRE  inspection is geared around checking for items which can only be checked by physically having someone on the ship, checking that all the documents are there (logbooks, manuals, certification) and are correctly compiled, the necessary complement of seafarers is present, they can all speak a common language, there is a training policy  all charts are up to date, alarm systems are operational and tested, lifeboat drills are held, hoses, gauges, mooring equipment and pipelines are in good condition, planned maintenance systems are being followed and the ship is clean and tidy.

 

All the inspection questions are based upon IMO regulations and best accepted industry practices. (ie the ship should be compliant with all the questions anyway). 

 

To be accredited as a SIRE inspector, inspectors must have a Class 1 deck or engine certificate of competency and not less than 5 years of sea service including not less than 2 years at senior rank. They must pass a formal written examination, pass an onboard audit, undergo periodic re-auditing. They must conduct a minimum number of inspections every year and periodically attend refresher courses.

 

The inspector normally spends about 8 hours on board  the ship carrying out the inspection , normally accompanied by a senior ships officer or in some cases the ship’s superintendent

 

The inspector's report is sent to the shipping company, which has 14 days in which to make a comment on it (or explanation for any deficiencies).  The shipping company can  comment at any time during which the report stays in the system. 

Once any comment has been received, or after 14 days (whichever is the earlier), the report is made available through the SIRE system. SIRE participants can  access each report and the applicable comments. Government organisations, including port state control authorities , can access all the reports free of charge. 

 

The reports are made available on the system for 12 months, after which they are put in an archive for 12 months and then deleted. In most cases vessels are inspected  2-3 times a year ensuring that the most up to date condition of the ship is available.
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Standards of inspection

 

The questions the inspector completes are designed to be more objective than subjective, with yes and no answers and room for explanation from the inspector eg "is accommodation clean and tidy," "is a planned maintenance system being followed." 

 

The inspector does not pass or fail the ship, although he is required to make factual comments that accurately describe either the condition of the ship and its equipment or the standards of operations that are observed.  SIRE is operated under the maxim “by professionals-for professionals”  It thus requires a professional tanker mariner to understand the observations that are recoded in the reports.  As to making a decision, however, on acceptability, that is a matter exclusively for the report recipient.
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Preparing for inspection

 

The main preparation seafarers should make, according to SIRE manager Geoffrey Snow, is making sure that all the documentation is in one place together and ready for inspection.

 

Having the documents together can reduce the amount of time the inspection takes by up to 2 hours, he says.

 

All of the other issues ought to be continuously in order, since they are based on regulation.

 

Obviously there is always an element of preparing the ship for an inspection, the same way that people prepare themselves for a job interview, but despite the fact that they cannot keep a continuous watch on the ship, charterers  feel that regular inspections are  the most accurate way to  determine the physical conditon of a vessel and its operation. 

 

 

SUBHEAD 

Reducing the number of inspections

 

The total number of SIRE  inspections has remained constant for the last 5 years, at between 600 and 1000 a month. The number of reports being accessed though is steadily increasing,  from 1000 per month in November 2000 to 1800 in Feb 2003. Hopefully most of the people reading these reports are people who would otherwise need to conduct an inspection themselves.

 

Contrary to popular industry opinion, that vessels can routinely be subjected to up to 10 SIRE inspections a year, OCIMF says that vessels in its database are inspected on average 2.33 times a year. 

 

In 2002, 1315 vessels were only inspected once, 1177 vessels inspected twice and 860 vessels inspected 3 times. 5 vessels were inspected 9 times and 1 vessel was inspected 10 times.

 

Efforts have been made to reduce the amount of information inspectors need to collect, by allowing permanent information (eg about the vessel) to be sent directly by the shipping company to SIRE using an electronic Vessel Particulars Questionnare (VPQ).

 

Originally, inspectors were utilised to check many items that never changed though the entire lifetime of the vessel, , but OCIMF members realised it was moreefficient to use the inspector solely to assess the condition of a ship, its operational standards and of the risk that it might pose.  .

 

The "Vessel Particulars Questionairre" is sent directly to the SIRE System  by the shipping company, although is sometimes completed on the ship. 

 

The Classification Society is mainly responsible for checking the structure of the ship, not day to day issues about its running, and so its area is rather different. 

 

 

OCIMF is very keen to engage port state control inspectors in looking at the information in the SIRE database, so they can gain a level of understanding about the quality of a vessel when making decisions as to make their own inspection s. 

 

Most port state control inspectors are expected to look at 25 per cent of all vessels, but by using the SIRE data, OCIMF  hopes they can make a more informed choice of which vessels to inspect. 

 

OCIMF recently held a training course for port state control inspectors at BP Shipping's UK headquarters, which was attended by 19  Paris MOU inspectors . 
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ISPS code

 

So what additions will be made to the vetting questionaire to take into account the requirements of the ISPS code, coming into force in July next year?

 

Updated VIQs are now being finalised to take into account of recent legislative changes, including issues addressing security.Geoff Snow, manager of the SIRE Programme says that inspectors will seek to determine that shipboard security is effective. They will look for a security plan that is approved by the administration; whether the ship’s people understand the differing requirements for the three security levels, whether the operator has provided the ship with a copy of the ISPS Code, whether the security records for the port are in order, whether a security officer has been designated, and if he understands his duties, 

However he notes that inspectors are not planning to lengthen the amount of time given over to making and reporting an inspection (currently around 8 hours) as a result of the ISPS code. 

