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Ferry safety partners seek green light for pilot projects

Four potential demonstration projects have been defined under the joint initiative by trade association Interferry and the International Maritime Organization to cut the alarming death toll on domestic ferry operations in developing nations.

A working group including government and industry representatives from pilot country Bangladesh has proposed trial projects based on four key issues – training, weather forecasting, vessel design and overcrowding – after a meeting in capital city Dhaka.    

Together with the IMO, where it has consultative status, Interferry has undertaken to provide technical resources and to seek financial aid for whatever trials the Bangladesh authorities choose to implement.  

Hopes of an early decision have been encouraged by indications of financial and practical backing from the World Bank, specialist German banking group KfW, the US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and UK training specialist Videotel, whose president is former IMO secretary-general William O’Neil.   

The working group met to devise action plans for a shortlist of demonstration projects drawn up following a three-day forum in Bangladesh, when the Interferry-IMO team met some 150 government department representatives, shipowners, union leaders and academics.  

The proposed training project is initially aimed at the large number of uncertified crew, many of whom are illiterate.  Short-duration courses using CD media would be arranged close to workplaces, with certificates awarded on successful completion.  The scheme would eventually be extended to improve the competence of masters and certified crew.   

The weather proposal calls for the setting up of a forecasting system, backed by FM radio-based communication to mariners, to guard against the frequently disastrous conditions affecting the Bangladesh river system.  The demonstration project would focus on the high-fetch confluence of three rivers at Chandpur.

Among the numerous issues of vessel design that could be addressed, retro-fitting of hydraulic steering was pinpointed as the most practical improvement in the short term - even though such equipment is not yet readily available in Bangladesh - with the reduced response time helping to avoid collision or grounding at times of high congestion or low visibility.   

Pre-purchase of tickets has been recommended to combat overcrowding, a notable danger during religious festivals and at weekends.  The incentive to passengers would be a guaranteed seat, while advance cash flow would help owners.  Interferry members would be asked to suggest pre-ticketing methods prior to implementation on the busiest routes.

Results from the pilot scheme will provide the basis for similar projects worldwide under the IMO-Interferry Memorandum of Understanding signed last year.  The ten-year initiative is aiming for a 90% cut in ferry fatalities in developing nations – conservatively estimated at more than 1,000 deaths a year.
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