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Interferry in fast ferry safety initiative 

Global trade association Interferry, representing more than 170 companies in 25 countries, has used its consultative status at the International Maritime Organization to promote safety proposals about evacuation trials and seatback heights on fast ferries.

Revisions to the High Speed Craft (HSC) Code will be submitted to the IMO Maritime Safety Committee for final approval in May following recommendations from the latest meeting of its Design & Equipment Sub-committee.

The sub-committee drafted two key changes based on Interferry interventions.  These included a proposal to amend Chapter 4.8 on timed tests of marine evacuation systems, which currently require a full complement of passengers and crew to take part.

Noting the high number of injuries – and one death – reported during such trials, Interferry successfully argued that only a sample of those on board needed to actually disembark into survival craft.  The time required for a full evacuation could then be calculated from the sample results, reducing exposure to unnecessary risks. 

The submission was based on work undertaken by the DNV High Speed Light Craft and Ferry Committee.  This concluded that full-scale demonstrations proved little since they generally took no more than 76% of the most common required evacuation time of 17 minutes 40 seconds.    

Interferry expertise also proved crucial when the sub-committee considered specifications for ‘high seatbacks’, a term referred to but not defined under Annex 10 of the HSC Code.

Supported by two executives from Australian seat manufacturer Beurteaux, the Interferry delegation countered a proposed definition of 700-850mm with the aid of crash test videos showing that passenger safety could be assured with seatback heights below 700mm.

It was also pointed out that there are no existing certified seats of the proposed height, which if accepted would entail additional expense to the industry in having to develop, test and certify a new seat.      

Interferry maintained that injury criteria were more relevant than a prescriptive regulation.  After lengthy debate, a compromise proposal was reached requiring either specified injury criteria or a seatback height of 850mm. 

‘Safety first’ vital for customer confidence

Interferry CEO Len Roueche underlined the link between ferry safety and public confidence in a paper presented at this month’s China Maritime conference in Hong Kong.*

In a session on how to achieve safer, more profitable passenger shipping, his analysis put the international industry on alert for fall-out from disasters such as the Red Sea tragedy in February, when the Egyptian-owned al-Salam Boccaccio 98 sank with the loss of some 1,000 lives.

The ‘Safety First’ message from Mr Roueche warned: “Of course a ferry operator that experiences a major accident may see a dramatic fall in customer volumes.  But the impact is much wider.  The industry’s safety record affects its public image and that has an impact on willingness to travel by ferry.

“Although one might argue that accidents in the developing world will have little impact on operations in the developed countries, the Egyptian accident certainly has a different twist.

“The ship involved was like many others in the region that have been sold on from major operators in Europe, so this may affect the confidence of European customers.”

Emphasising that the ferry industry could not rest on the laurels of high safety standards in developed nations, Mr Roueche’s paper included updates on two safety initiatives targeting operations outside the IMO mandate for international voyages.

In January Interferry signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the IMO for a ten-year project aiming to reduce the annual 1000-plus deaths on third world domestic ferry services by 90%.  A joint funding campaign is underway with appeals to the public and private sectors. 

With Bangladesh selected as a pilot country for the project, the next step is to carry out research into the main problems.  A working group will then be established to oversee three pilot schemes in different parts of the country, each focusing on a particular issue.  

After this, a government-backed project is planned to develop national regulations on the findings in areas such as overcrowding, hazardous weather, terminal management, vessel design and management, passenger-carrying and stowage arrangements, crew training and certification systems.  The lessons learned will act as a model for projects in other countries.

Meanwhile Interferry is also working with the Norwegian classification society DNV to help develop standardised rules for domestic ferry operations that would have far-reaching safety and commercial benefits.

The DNV Ferry Committee, which includes several Interferry members, started work on the project two years ago and has produced a White Paper that is now being reviewed by the trade association’s board.

The White Paper addresses vessels as defined under SOLAS and the HSC Code but which are outside these regulations because they are in domestic operation.

Its core objectives would enable

· operation to a safety standard similar to that on international voyages

· lower construction costs, because yards could build in series for different markets  

· a second hand market for domestic ferries

· competition in domestic markets where cabotage is lifted

*Mr Roueche was unable to deliver his paper in person after mechanical problems delayed his flight from Interferry HQ in Vancouver by 18 hours.  The presentation was made on his behalf by Neil Baird, managing director of event organiser Baird Publications, who is also an Interferry member.
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