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Worldwide support as Interferry forum bids to be voice of future    

Interferry’s far-reaching influence will be underlined in Hong Kong from October 5-7 when a near-record 250 delegates are due to join forces for the trade association’s 33rd annual conference.

The multi-national gathering of operators, shipbuilders, equipment suppliers and authorities is set to explore the theme ‘The best of east and west – inspiration to meet challenges and maximise growth’.

They will be discussing commercial, technical and political topics ranging from emerging markets and ship finance to seafarer shortages and the latest round of safety and environmental regulations.

Some 40% of participants are from Europe, with the balance shared between North America, the Far East and Australasia.  The largest national contingent comes from Australia and includes Robert Clifford, founder and chairman of pioneering fast ferry builder Incat, who is to be honoured as only the second holder of the Interferry Person of Distinction award.     

With China, Scandinavia, the UK, the US and Canada prominent among the further 20 nationalities represented, delegates will bring a global perspective to some of the hottest issues affecting the industry’s future. 

“Final attendance could rival the all-time high of 270 set in Athens in 2005,” says Len Roueche, CEO of Interferry, where membership has doubled in the five years since the association was granted consultative status at the International Maritime Organization.  

“Support is at a peak because the ferry community is more united than ever in sharing its experience to reduce the impact of global economic events.  Meanwhile we recognise the need to promote our worth as a prime mover of people and goods.  Our voice must be heard to ensure a workable regulatory climate that will foster long-term, socially acceptable growth.”

Session 1 of the conference features a keynote address by Pansy Ho, CEO of Hong Kong-based TurboJet, where current Interferry president Jen-Ning Wang is a director.  The company is one of the world’s largest operators of high-speed passenger ferries and last year carried 14 million passengers.

With total passenger capacity in the Pearl River Delta market expected to double by 2010, Ms Ho is expected to highlight concerns over pier capacity and crew recruitment.  

Session 2 examines the future development of Hong Kong ferry services with input from TurboJet consultant Dr Tsui Shung Yiu and panellists including Roger Tupper, director of the Hong Kong marine department.

Session 3 looks at labour shortages and potential solutions in Hong Kong, the Philippines and the US.  Speakers include regional RINA/IMarEST representative Nelson Yu, who notes: “Hong Kong once had 100,000 registered seafarers but that figure has dropped to about 1000.  Different stakeholders should work closely together to fulfil demand.”

Session 4 reviews Asian ferry operations.  Case studies include the potential for high-speed ferry services in mainland China and the leading role of jetfoils in Japan’s inter-island transport network.  In addition, Paul Gannaway of Singapore’s Batam Fast Ferry will call for an end to ‘knee-jerk’ responses to significant maritime incidents.  

“Safety, security and commercial regulations occasionally converge into bureaucratic whirlpools, resulting in efficiency losses which are ultimately passed on to the travelling public,” he argues, suggesting that industry partners and authorities must work together to develop ‘”plausible, pragmatic and legally defensible solutions to these technical quagmires.”       

Session 5 discusses terminal operations and design in the US, Europe and Hong Kong.  Among several case studies, one will explain how to meet complex community concerns in expanding city-centre terminals, while another will stress the importance of seamless passenger access systems in creating a vital first impression of quality.

Session 6 is devoted to Interferry activities including a joint initiative with the IMO to reduce ferry fatalities by 90% in developing nations.  Updates on the pilot safety project in Bangladesh will include a progress report on trials of a crew training DVD produced in association with Videotel Marine International.   

Session 7 analyses how operators Sea SA of Australia and Hawaii Superferry have overcome lengthy legal challenges and environmental objections to break into new markets.  

The session also focuses on transport authority strategy in developing a public water transport system in Dubai.  By 2020, the coastal population is expected to approach five million due to the construction of artificial islands and peninsulas that will see the water frontage extended to 1500km compared with just 79km in 2001.   

Session 8 examines finance in the ferry industry, with special emphasis on the trend for bank and private equity fund ownership over recent years.  Speakers include Professor Alfred Baird of Napier University, Scotland, who will query the demands for high returns placed on operating companies.  “What are the long term implications?” he asks.  “And what is likely to happen as the credit crisis worsens?”          

Session 9 features the long-established Interferry student program, which invites competitive entries from maritime faculties to encourage ferry-related research.  

This year’s winners are Camille Azzi, 26, studying for a PhD in naval architecture at Glasgow/Strathclyde University, UK, with a paper on a new design tool to assess shipboard fire hazards; and Timothy Latta, a 20-year-old logistics management undergraduate at the Australian Maritime College, whose presentation explores the benefits of integrated marketing communications by operators, tourism departments and local businesses.       

Session 10 assesses technical developments designed to meet emerging regulations.  Presentations will cover the design implications of SOLAS ‘Safe Return to Port’ requirements due in force from July 2010; the use of natural gas as a clean burning fuel for ships; and the potential for further reduction of diesel engine air emissions through new technologies such as exhaust gas recirculation and diesel particle filter.

Further details of the conference are available at www.interferry.com      
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