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Interferry forum traces the line between security and profit

Tackling terrorism and tackling new markets provided the main talking points at trade association Interferry’s 31st annual conference this month – reminding delegates of the delicate balance between the demands of security and commerce.

Representatives of 47 ferry operators worldwide were among 225 senior-level delegates drawn to Long Beach, California, by the upbeat conference theme of Partnering for Profit.

Umpteen speakers described how, in the search for economic survival, their companies had evolved from providers of traditional ferry services into diversified market innovators.  But attention often turned to life-or-death meaning of survival as top security experts traced the global impact of 9/11 on future shipping activities.

Rear Admiral Brian Salerno, US Coast Guard director of inspections & compliance, warned in his keynote opening address: “Ports with high capacity ferry systems score very highly from the risk perspective because they are considered to be very attractive terrorist targets.  

“Threat factors include boarding of vessels, missile attack and small vessel attacks, but our ferry security analysis has concluded that the greatest threat is from vehicle-borne improvised explosive devices.” 

He went on to admit: ““It’s a challenge to find means of preventing attacks while minimising costly delays.  We are still several years from developing a way that is acceptable to the industry while offering a reasonable chance of detection.  Meanwhile man’s best friend, the dog, is the best method.”

Capt Jim Bamberger, branch chief of maritime passenger security in the US Transportation Security Administration, confided that trials of vehicle scanning equipment had resulted in an average screening time of 33.7 seconds compared with 23.8 seconds for ‘K-9’.  

However, a pilot scheme involving trace detection technology – with passengers ‘fingerprinted’ to check for explosives handling – had reduced the average time to 14.7 seconds, albeit with several false alarms.  

Further passenger, vehicle and baggage screening methods would be tested in the future, he added, because “we have to find the most innovative technology that is not invasive to passengers and that fits in with existing operational systems.”

Beth Gedney, director of safety, security and risk management for the US Passenger Vessel Association, responded with a no-holds-barred warning on the consequences when security measures and commercial reality veered out of step.

Recalling that large ferries ranked first and cruise ships fourth in the ISPS Code risk assessment, she stressed: “The partnership with our regulators has to be developed because it can affect our profitability.  Security was not supposed to hold operations back but to enhance commerce.

“The idea frequently derails when operators and regulators confer.  There’s a difference between policy intent and policy application.  Stringent application of screening standards doesn’t always create safer operations if it doesn’t make practical sense.”

Complaining that the US government had provided only 8-10% of security implementation costs, she continued: “Ferry operators can’t be the inventors and manufacturers of security equipment, that’s the job of your government partners.  

“Airlines might be able to carry on their business while customers stand around with their shoes in their hands, but ferry passengers will vote with their feet and choose another mode without the inconvenience – or just stay at home.”

Ferry operators re-invent their service offering

Stay-at-home passengers were far from the thoughts of most speakers in a conference programme largely dedicated to ways of winning custom from an increasingly discerning or experience-hungry travelling public.

Geoff Dickson, vice president food and retail services at Canada’s BC Ferries, whetted the appetite in the opening session, Selling the Product, by describing how flat food and beverage sales had been lifted through upmarket franchise agreements.

“We saw how hospitals, universities and airports had seen a ten-fold increase going this way because the public recognises well-known brands,” he explained.  “Last year we opened a 12,000 square foot shoreside shopping and eating complex and sales have doubled to $8 million.”

Darrell Bryan, executive VP and general manager of Seattle’s Clipper Navigation, revealed that 45% of the company’s business was now non-marine after diversifying to become a package vacation and short breaks specialist.    

“We realised we are competing not so much with other modes of transportation but with other destinations,” he declared – adding that average sale per person had risen from $91 to $234.

In similar manner, DFDS Seaways managing director Soren Jespersen outlined how the company has won new and younger customers by focusing on event packages and on-board rock concerts.  “Looking ahead I can see that 75-80% of our business will be based on mini-cruises,” he predicted.

James Bennett, technical manager of Australian fast ferry builder Austal Ships, emphasised that “providing a nice hull for passenger comfort is not enough.  If the cabin’s no good, you won’t get the on-board spend.”

Jen-Ning Wang, executive director of Hong Kong’s TurboJet fleet – operating 200 sailings a day round-the-clock to Macau – observed wryly:  “A pleasant toilet is also most important, not forgetting reliability – in our experience, passengers become very angry if you break down in the middle of the sea!”

Jeff Ellison, CEO of Australia’s SeaLink Travel Group, told how diversification had grown what used to be a small operation out of Adelaide serving the 4,200 strong population of Kangaroo Island.  The company now runs its own coach fleet, owns travel agencies, packages events, offers outdoor education and adventure trips and has acquired a ski tour operator to cultivate the customers of the future.   

“The residents now travel twice as much – an average of five times per person per year – but we also attract 150,000 visitors,” he reported.  “We had to grow to survive.”

Tom Fox, founder and CEO of New York Water Taxi, described a similar evolution:  “We turned our focus to tourists, and not so much commuters, because they are less time and money sensitive.  Price isn’t a worry so long as they get their picture of the Statue of Liberty.

“We formed major tour operator partnerships and last year carried 60,000 Chinese tourists.  We also developed the destination by creating waterfront attractions – there’s a beach, for instance, that hosts a volleyball league.” 

Frustration in the air as ‘clean’ initiatives go unsung

Energy and the environment dominated the event’s technical sessions, starting with BP Marine’s CEO Kevin James outlining his blueprint for meeting air quality standards.

His three-part vision for the future encompassed wider use of low sulphur fuel; more abatement technology - such as seawater scrubbing – together with shoreside solutions like ‘cold ironing’ use of mains power in port; and the growth of emissions trading.

“Energy efficiency is becoming increasingly transparent to consumers so it is important that shipping remains at the cutting edge,” he urged.  “But this really is the beginning, not the end – for the most cost-efficient environmental solutions we need to plan long-term.”

Mahesh Talwar, owner of California-based OceanAir Environmental, described how host Interferry president Greg Bombard’s Catalina Channel Express operation had switched to low NOx engines, saving a million gallons of fuel per year – or $2.2 million – and cutting emissions by 800 t/pa while increasing speeds by up to eight knots.  

“What you put in comes out – this shows how you can afford to be green without harming the bottom line,” he declared.

Dr Zabi Bazari, head of ship energy services and performance monitoring at Lloyd’s Register, asserted: “Reducing fuel consumption is the major win-win situation for reconciling profitability and sustainability – in fact it’s the only one.”

The conference ended with an open-floor discussion in which delegates expressed frustration that the industry’s ‘green’ efforts were under-recognised.  

“There are no regulations to stop the oil dripping off my neighbour’s car,” said Matt Nichols, chairman and CEO of Seattle shipyard Nichols Bros. “We do a great job in making a difference but get no credit for being as clean as we can be.”

Christopher Wright, president of the Nova Scotia-based Mariport consultancy, quipped: “There’s one major polluter right here in California – the fetish with lawns and gas-powered lawn mowers.  Of course, it wouldn’t be politically correct to regulate against that.”

The last word went to roundtable moderator Hume Campbell, managing director of Australia’s Riverside Marine.  “Why are we still using lifeboats when they kill the crew?” he asked.  “If a 747 cabin attendant told you the parachute was under your seat, you wouldn’t get on.”
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