IT and ship vetting 

DECK HEAD

Ship vetting – the means in which charterers test out ships – is not popular. Is there any way software can make it easier?

BODY

The average ship these days is subjected to over 10 inspections a year. 

The average vessel is subjected to 1-2 Chemical Distribution Institute inspections every year, with 2-7 from SIRE /OCIMF. 

There are 3-4 per year from terminals, 2-3 from independents, 1 from the P+I club, 1 ISM audits every year, 3-4 port state control audits, 1 annual flag state audit, 8 surveys from class, an annual inspection from the US Coast Guard. 

These inspections are expensive; Mike Shuker, Chief Safety and Compliance Officer with Greece shipping company Ceres Hellenic estimates that inspections cost on average $3,000 each.

When the vessel comes into port, the seafarers exhausted, they must tolerate important men coming onboard and asking difficult questions, with the threat that if they fail, the ship won’t be chartered again or be declared unseaworthy. 

There is often a lack of trust between shipowners and charterers, with shipowners unhappy about the choice of tests they are forced to follow, feeling like they are forced to jump through unnecessary hoops set for them by charterers. 

With such sophisticated software and communications tools coming onto the market, surely we should have a system which makes it easier for charterers to test the quality of a ship? 

SUBHEAD

OCIMF and SIRE 

OCIMF, the Oil Companies International Marine Forum, was established in 1970 as an association of oil companies with an interest in shipment and terminalling of crude oil and oil products. 

The Ship Inspection Report Programme (SIRE) was launched in 1993 to address concerns about substandard shipping.

Inspectors, working for oil companies, go onboard the ship and make a report based on quality of the vessel, its equipment and operational practices.

Under the SIRE program, all the vetting inspections which oil companies make on shipowners are put into a standard format, so they can be shared between the oil companies.

SIRE has put together a very large database of information about tankers. 45,000 inspection reports have been submitted to SIRE so far; currently there are over 10,000 reports on over 6,300 vessels, with inspections conducted over the last 12 months. Over 1600 reports are pulled out of the database every month. 

There are 275 fully accredited SIRE inspectors around the world, and 67 companies who can access reports from the database. 

Typically the Inspection Questionnaire reflects regulatory requirements and industry best practices. There are uniform vessel inspection protocols, including vessel inspection questionnaires, inspection reports, vessel particulars questionnaires, report managers. 

Crucially, the SIRE system does not indicate pass or fail, but provides qualitative data that can be evaluated by an experienced mariner to assist in the vetting process. 

Reports are available on the index for 12 months from the date of receipt, and on the database for 2 years. 

SIRE access is available, at a nominal cost, to OCIMF members, bulk oil terminal operators, port authorities, canal authorities, oil, power, industrial or oil trader companies which charter tankers as a normal part of their business.

It is also available, free of charge, to Governmental bodies which supervise safety and/or pollution prevention in respect of oil tankers (e.g. port state control authorities, MOUs, etc). 

The vetting is not based around pass or fail, but creating a “technical evaluation.” This information can be used as part of the assessment charterers make into which vessel to charter. 

The vetting is based on a standard questionaire, called the Vessel Inspection Questionaire (VIQ), which the inspectors complete. This is based on the 1994 OCIMF “Inspection Guidelines for Bulk Oil Carriers.” 

The questions on the questionaire are known to shipping companies and seafarers, so they can prepare for it. 

The questionaire is designed to be compiled in electronic form by the ship inspector using specially developed OCIMF software, so it is automatically filed in the database. 

Reports are made following the questionaire which are 6-10 pages long and easy to read and interpret. 

There is also a “vessel particulars questionaire” (VPQ) which shipowners fill in themselves, which is not a mandatory part of SIRE, but many charterers do not look at a ship unless there is both a VPQ and VIQ available for it.  

Many OCIMF members also assess the quality of shipowner management, its policies and its implementation of those policies. 


SUBHEAD

How OCIMF chooses a ship 

According to Paul Markides, director of OCIMF, quality charterers will review numerous elements of a prospective vessel to be chartered when deciding who to give their business to. 

With spot charters, brokers typically present the charterer with a range of different options at different prices enabling the charterer to take the cost into account when making his chartering decision. 

Contrary to popular belief, Mr Markides believes that charterers, especially OCIMF members, will often pay more for a ship they believe to be of superior quality. 

SUBHEAD

Self assessment

OCIMF is currently working on a system whereby shipping companies will be able to assess themselves, "self assessment" against set criteria and use this as a tool 
to improve the quality of their operations. 

The project intends to find a path through the different interpretations of the ISM code by shipping companies, and what constitutes "good practise."

The initiative is to design a self assessment system, whereby the shipping company tells the charterer what standard they believe themselves to be operating to, against performance indicators developed by OCIMF, referenced to a list of "best industry practises. 

There should also be a step-by-step format for submitting the reports electronically.

Companies involved in the group include BP, ChevronTexaco, IMT, Shell, TotalFinaElf and Vela. 

However Mr Markides does not believe that this will be a substitute for routine inspections of ships. 

SUBHEAD

A catch 22

Most tanker companies are reaching the conclusion that shipping has a real image problem, ie most oil companies don't trust them, politicians don't trust them, and so they get subject to so many rounds of vetting inspections and new regulations. 
 

The problem with vetting inspections and regulations is that they are not a very good way of ensuring the quality of the ship, ie they generally give shipping companies a bunch of hoops to jump through, and reward the shippng companies who manage to figure out what the hoops are and jump through them.
 

The result is that shipping does not genuinely get much safer, oil companies continue to distrust shipping companies, shipping companies have a bad image and the problem gets worse. 
 

Ultimately the people who know the most about safe shipping are the people who work for shipping companies, and they do not get involved in the process at all, either designing the regulations or assessing whether the ship complies with the regulations or is of high quality. Although they could do all of these things they are not trusted to do it.
 

Obviously this is a problem that cannot be fixed overnight, but there are initiatives which would help.. one of them would be if oil companies encouraged shipping companies to make their own assessment of their quality, and started to pick out the shipping companies they can trust and trusted them more.
 

Ultimately everybody wants the same thing, which is to have trustworthy, reliable shipping companies which are able to get on with the job of quality shipping, without the expense of making and complying with vetting inspections and regulation.
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Chemical Distribution Institute 

The Chemical Distribution Institute, based in the UK has its own inspection system which it is harmonising with the OCIMF SIRE system. The form was originally introduced by CEFIC, the European Chemical Industry Council. 

The CDI is gradually harmonising its safety measures with OCIMF, so the two groups can share information. 

Companies in CDI include Chevron, DOW, Lyondell, BP Norsk Shell, Du Pont, ExxonMobil, Hoechst, Akzo Nobel, BASF, ConocoPhillips, Petrobras and Kuwait Petroleum.
The databases are available to all participating companies, accredited inspectors, shipowners (marine) and terminal operators (terminals).
CDI produces report analysis software, which can, for example, show tables and reports of the number and percentage of non conformances, inspector observations, comments, non conformances by category. 
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RightShip

RightShip, of Melbourne, Australia, is a company formed by BHP Billiton Freight Trading and Logistics, and Rio Tinto Shipping, which aim to provide accurate and reliable online assessments on vessels, owners and managers. 

The system was originally developed by the two charterers for their own use, and now put on general sale. It covers dry bulk, petroleum (tanker), gas and liner ships, also terminals. 

Ships can be searched by ship’s name or Lloyd’s number, or other details such as ship type and size. 

RightShip claims that the system offers as much information about a vessel as Equasis, but also with a professional evaluation of the data, rather than just presenting the data for the user to interpret as Equasis does. 

There is information about any particular ship. Each ship has a 5 star rating scale. 3-5 stars means that the vessel is an “acceptable risk”. 

About 15 per cent of ships get 5 stars, and 65 per cent get three or four (acceptable). 12 per cent get two stars and 8 per cent get one stars. 

Two stars mean that users should contact RightShip for further review of the vessel’s risk profile.  A one star rating means that RightShip should conduct a “more detailed review” of the vessel owner. 

The risk rating is based around 42 criteria, covering structural integrity and the competence of management and crew.  Data includes yard, owner, operator/manager, vessel age, casualty history, port state control history, flag, conditions of class and class changes, trading patterns and cargo history. 

The vetting specialists look at this data and interpret it, so that instead of just getting a page of data, the user gets the data plus evaluation. 

Data is currently available for 31,000 ships. There are 300 vessels ratings every month, and the company physically inspects about 20 ships. 

If the ranking indicates higher risk, then we may carry out a physical inspection to verify the condition and operation of the vessel prior to recommending to our customer for use.  However if the system rates the vessel as acceptable risk, based on evaluating many factors, then a physical inspection is not done unless a client specifically requests it. 

Altogether in 2002 it vetted 3391 ships, of which 23 per cent were rated one or two stars, and after further investigation, 127 ships were considered unacceptable for the proposed trades.

Companies can also request their own specific criteria is considered, for example if they only wish to charter ships of a certain age.

RightShip has vetting specialists who physically inspect vessels and audit management and crew competence. 

Customers can quickly assess the risk of a nominated vessel for an intended voyage. 

A special petroleum services division assesses a vessel’s overall suitability, as well as looking at the specific requirements, including suitability of mooring arrangements, venting systems, hose handling and manifold operational performance. 

Mr Norman claims that his track record in spotting dodgy ships is quite high. “After the Prestige, the EU banned 55 ships from its ports.  All were already rated high risk by our system.  Before the Christopher was lost, we already rated it one star.  Our clients are able to avoid those kind of risks.”

One customer is Portman Ltd of Australia, a charterer of iron ore ships. Export marketing co-ordinator Jenny Proctor says her clients expect quick turnarounds, so it makes a big difference being able to vet ships instantly. “we get immediate evaluations of ships online, but any questions we have are also answered without delay,” she says.

Mr Norman says that he sees his role as an intermediary between shipping company and charterer, kind of like a shipbroker which has figured out a useful role for himself.

“A good vetting system helps a shipper or charterer find and use like-minded shipowners and managers,” says Mr Norman. 
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Linking to ship safety systems

Mr Norman suggests that there are electronic tools shipping companies can use to make the vetting process easier for them. 

“These range from simply maintaining up to date electronic copies of vessel certificates, to actively tracking the process of any defects and deficiencies  from Port State Control inspections,” he says. 
“To pass the audit successfully and become a preferred supplier in our system, the company must demonstrate that, on a continuing basis, they do follow up and actively manage these risk issues.” 

Mr Norman says there are possibilities that in future the vetting process can be developed, to take data directly from a shipping company’s fleet safety management data base, gaining updated certificate dates and data, along with port state control inspections reports directly, with a continuing active link between the performance of the shipping company and their status in our system. 

“Many people who carry responsibility for chartering ships have a strong commercial background but do not have equal experience in understanding and evaluating the complex factors that make up marine risk,” he says.

“We designed our system so shippers and charterers have an easy way to get an experienced perspective on marine risk. “ 
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Reducing the vetting workload 

Mr Norman is keen to reduce the amount of workload involved on both sides in the vetting inspection, by sharing information with similar projects as much as possible.

He recently formed a partnership with the Green Award program of the Netherlands, which recognises quality ships. 

“Shipping companies who have passed Green Award's rigorous evaluation process, are rewarded in the RightShip system by having their vessels more highly rated,” he says. 
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Equasis

Equasis is a free online resource for information about ships. It tells you if the ship has ever been held up by port state control, if it has ever had any deficiencies from port state control, and for most vessels, what the class status is. 

Once you’ve made your log in, and logged in, you can search for a ship with just 3 letters of its name. 

From the Lloyds Register Fairplay database you get the ship’s IMO number, call sign, type of ship, flag, owner, manager, gross tonnage, year of build, shipowner and manager address.

You can find out about its ISM code audit, P+I insurers and port state control deficiencies.

For most ships, you can find out the class data, if it is classed by Lloyds Register, ABS, ClassNK and Korean Register of Shipping. 

You can access information from 60 flag states, including survey information from class societies working for the flag state, with the sad exception of Liberia and Panama. 

Under the European Directive on Class, due to come into force in July 2003, and which requires the EU recognised societies to make certain information public, new data available through Equasis covers statutory inspections and certificates subsequently issued, including all outstanding statutory notes; and classification surveys and class certificates issued, including overdue class recommendations.

You can also search for all the ships operated by a specific ship manager. 

The data is only available by logging onto the Equasis.org website; it is not available as a web service, reportedly a source of some annoyance by a certain maritime bank, which wanted a fast way of searching for any new deficiencies for the 1000 vessels on its books. 

However it is still a phenomenally powerful system, and it is very new. It can do a lot to improve maritime safety. 
