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Introduction to IMO Conventions and Codes

International Maritime Organization (IMO)

International Maritime Organization (IMO) is the United Nations specialized agency responsible for
regulating shipping. Understanding the vocabulary used in IMO conventions and codes is essential for
anyone studying maritime law, safety, or environmental protection. The following explanation covers the
most frequently encountered terms, providing definitions, practical examples, and discussion of challenges
associated with each concept.

Convention – A formal, legally binding agreement between states that establishes obligations under
international law. The IMO adopts conventions such as the International Convention for the Safety of Life at
Sea (SOLAS) and the International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL).
Conventions are ratified by member states, and once entered into force, they become part of domestic
legislation. A challenge often faced by flag states is ensuring that domestic regulations keep pace with
amendments to conventions, especially when amendments are adopted frequently.

Code – A set of technical standards or guidelines that support the implementation of a convention. Codes
are not treaties themselves but are recognized as part of the convention framework. For example, the
International Code for the Construction and Equipment of Ships Carrying Dangerous Chemicals in Bulk (IBC
Code) provides detailed specifications that complement the provisions of the International Convention for
the Safe Carriage of Liquefied Gases in Bulk (IGC Code). While codes are technically “non‑binding,” many
states adopt them as mandatory requirements, creating a practical need for ship owners to comply.

Resolution – A decision adopted by the IMO Assembly or Council that addresses policy issues, procedural
matters, or the adoption of new conventions and codes. Resolutions often set the agenda for the
development of new regulations, such as the resolution that led to the creation of the International Ship
and Port Facility Security (ISPS) Code. Because resolutions are not legally binding, their impact depends on
the willingness of member states to implement the recommended measures.

Protocol – An amendment or addition to an existing convention that modifies or expands its provisions. The
Protocol of 1978 to the International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL
73/78) is a classic example, introducing new annexes that address oil, noxious liquids, harmful substances,
and garbage. Protocols can be contentious because they often require significant investment in new
equipment or operational changes, and not all flag states may have the resources to implement them
promptly.

Annex – A supplementary document attached to a convention, containing detailed technical standards.
MARPOL’s Annex I (Oil Pollution), Annex II (Noxious Liquid Substances), Annex III (Harmful Substances in
Packaged Form), Annex IV (Sewage Pollution), Annex V (Garbage Pollution), and Annex VI (Air Pollution)
each set specific limits and procedures. Annexes are periodically updated, and ship owners must monitor
changes to avoid non‑compliance during inspections.
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Flag State – The country where a vessel is registered and which holds responsibility for ensuring that the
ship complies with international regulations. The flag state issues the ship’s registration certificate, conducts
inspections, and can detain vessels that fail to meet safety or environmental standards. A common
challenge is “flag of convenience” registration, where ship owners select states with lax oversight to reduce
costs, potentially undermining the effectiveness of IMO regulations.

Port State – Any state whose ports a vessel enters or calls at. Port states have the authority to inspect
foreign ships for compliance with IMO conventions, a right known as Port State Control (PSC). PSC
inspections are a critical enforcement mechanism, especially for vessels flying flags of convenience.
Challenges include ensuring consistent inspection standards across different ports and handling the large
volume of vessels that require scrutiny.

Ship‑owner – The legal entity that has the ultimate responsibility for the vessel’s operation, maintenance,
and compliance. Ship‑owners must ensure that their vessels meet all applicable IMO standards, arrange for
crew training, and maintain necessary documentation. In practice, ship‑owners often delegate compliance
tasks to classification societies, leading to potential gaps in accountability if the delegated entities do not
perform thorough checks.

Classification Society – An organization that establishes technical standards for the design, construction,
and periodic survey of ships. Societies such as Lloyd’s Register, Bureau Veritas, and DNV GL certify that
vessels meet IMO and national requirements. They conduct class surveys, issue class certificates, and may
act as recognized organizations (ROs) for flag state duties. A persistent challenge is the potential conflict of
interest when societies both certify and market services, prompting calls for greater independence and
transparency.

Survey – An inspection or examination carried out to verify a vessel’s compliance with specific standards.
Surveys can be initial (during construction), intermediate (periodic), or special (triggered by an incident). For
instance, SOLAS requires a Special Survey every five years, covering structural integrity, fire safety
equipment, and navigation systems. Survey intervals and scope differ among conventions, and failure to
schedule surveys on time can lead to certificates being withdrawn, rendering the vessel ineligible to sail.

Certificate – An official document issued by a flag state or recognized organization confirming that a vessel
complies with a particular convention or code. Examples include the International Ship Safety Certificate, the
International Oil Pollution Prevention Certificate, and the International Ship Security Certificate. Certificates
are subject to renewal and may be suspended if deficiencies are discovered. The administrative burden of
maintaining multiple certificates can be significant, especially for vessels operating under multiple
jurisdictions.

Document of Compliance (DOC) – A certificate issued to a ship‑owner or operator confirming that a
management system meets the requirements of the International Safety Management (ISM) Code. The DOC
is complemented by the Safety Management Certificate (SMC) issued for each vessel. The DOC is crucial for
demonstrating that the organization has established procedures for safe operation, emergency
preparedness, and environmental protection. Maintaining an effective safety management system often
requires continuous improvement and regular internal audits.
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Safety Management System (SMS) – A structured set of policies, procedures, and practices designed to
ensure safe operation of ships and protection of the marine environment. The SMS is a core requirement of
the ISM Code, and it includes elements such as risk assessment, training, incident reporting, and corrective
actions. Implementing an SMS can be challenging for small operators due to limited resources, but the
benefits include reduced accidents and lower insurance premiums.

International Safety Management (ISM) Code – A mandatory code that sets standards for the safe
management and operation of ships and for pollution prevention. The ISM Code requires ship‑owners to
develop an SMS, obtain a DOC, and ensure each vessel holds an SMC. The code also obliges flag states to
audit and verify compliance. One persistent issue is the variability in audit quality among different
recognized organizations, which can affect the consistency of enforcement.

International Ship and Port Facility Security (ISPS) Code – A comprehensive security framework established
after the September 2001 attacks, aimed at preventing unlawful acts against ships and port facilities. The
ISPS Code requires the development of security plans, the appointment of ship security officers, and the
issuance of an International Ship Security Certificate (ISSC). Implementation challenges include the need for
continuous crew training, coordination with port authorities, and the cost of security equipment such as
CCTV and access control systems.

Marine Pollution – The introduction of harmful or hazardous substances into the marine environment, which
can affect water quality, marine life, and human health. IMO conventions address several types of pollution,
including oil, chemicals, sewage, garbage, and air emissions. The term “marine pollution” is also used in the
context of the Convention on the Prevention of Marine Pollution by Dumping of Wastes and Other Matter
(London Convention), which predates MARPOL but remains relevant for certain waste disposal activities.

Ballast Water – Water taken on board a vessel to improve stability, trim, and maneuverability. The discharge
of ballast water can introduce invasive species, leading to ecological disruption. The International
Convention for the Control and Management of Ships’ Ballast Water and Sediments (BWM Convention) sets
standards for treatment and management. Compliance challenges include the high cost of ballast water
treatment systems, the need for retrofitting older vessels, and the logistical complexity of documenting
ballast water operations.

Emission Control Area (ECA) – A designated sea area where stricter controls on air pollutant emissions from
ships are enforced, typically to protect coastal air quality. ECAs apply to sulfur oxides (SOx), nitrogen oxides
(NOx), and particulate matter. The most well‑known ECAs include the North American ECA, the Baltic Sea
ECA, and the North Sea ECA. Ship operators must use low‑sulfur fuel or exhaust gas cleaning systems
(scrubbers) within ECAs, creating operational and financial challenges, especially for vessels that travel
globally.

Scrubber – A technology installed on a ship’s exhaust system to remove sulfur oxides from emissions,
enabling the vessel to meet SOx limits while using higher‑sulfur fuel. Scrubbers can be open‑loop
(discharging wash water to the sea), closed‑loop (recirculating the wash water), or hybrid. The use of
open‑loop scrubbers is controversial because some ECAs and coastal states prohibit the discharge of wash
water containing sulfur residues. Operators must therefore assess regulatory risk when choosing a scrubber
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type.

Low‑Sulfur Fuel – Marine fuel oil with a sulfur content not exceeding 0.10 % Mass, as required in designated
ECAs and in global sulfur cap regimes. The 2020 global sulfur cap, established under MARPOL Annex VI,
reduced the permissible sulfur content from 3.50 % To 0.50 % For ships operating outside ECAs. The
transition to low‑sulfur fuel has increased fuel costs, prompting some operators to invest in scrubbers or
alternative fuels such as liquefied natural gas (LNG).

Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) – A cryogenic fuel composed primarily of methane, used increasingly as an
alternative to conventional marine diesel oil. LNG combustion produces lower NOx, SOx, and particulate
emissions, helping vessels meet strict air quality standards. However, LNG requires specialized storage
tanks, fuel handling systems, and crew training. The IGC Code provides safety standards for the carriage of
LNG, and the adoption of LNG is influenced by the availability of LNG bunkering infrastructure at ports.

Ship‑to‑Ship Transfer (STS) – The process of transferring cargo, typically oil or chemicals, between two
vessels at sea. STS operations are regulated by the International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea
(SOLAS) Chapter VIII and the International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL)
Annex II. Proper STS procedures require risk assessments, the use of qualified personnel, and adherence to
safety zones. Incidents during STS can lead to oil spills, highlighting the importance of robust operational
guidelines.

Ship‑to‑Shore (STS) Transfer – The off‑loading of cargo from a vessel to on‑shore facilities. This activity is
governed by the International Convention on Oil Pollution Preparedness, Response and Co‑operation
(OPRC) and the International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS). Shore facilities must meet
safety and environmental standards, and the transfer process must be documented in a Ship‑to‑Shore
Transfer Report. Coordination between ship operators, terminal operators, and authorities is critical to avoid
accidents.

Navigation – The art and science of planning and controlling a vessel’s movement from one point to
another. IMO conventions address navigation through SOLAS provisions on equipment (e.G., Radar, AIS,
ECDIS), chart requirements, and crew competence. Modern navigation heavily relies on digital tools, yet
challenges persist in ensuring data integrity, cyber‑security, and crew proficiency in operating advanced
systems.

Automatic Identification System (AIS) – An electronic tracking system that automatically transmits a vessel’s
identity, position, speed, and course to other ships and shore stations. AIS is mandatory for most
commercial vessels under SOLAS and is used for collision avoidance, traffic monitoring, and port state
control. While AIS improves safety, it also raises privacy concerns and can be manipulated for illicit
purposes, prompting discussions on data security.

Electronic Chart Display and Information System (ECDIS) – A computerized navigation system that displays
electronic nautical charts and integrates position data from GPS, AIS, and other sensors. ECDIS replaces
paper charts and is required on many vessels under SOLA

S. The system must be approved by a flag state and regularly updated with chart corrections. Operators
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must ensure crew training on ECDIS functionalities, as misuse can lead to navigation errors despite the
technology’s advanced capabilities.

Global Maritime Distress and Safety System (GMDSS) – An internationally standardized set of
communication protocols and equipment that enables ships to send distress alerts and receive safety
information. GMDSS equipment includes satellite terminals, VHF radios, and emergency position‑indicating
radio beacons (EPIRBs). Compliance with GMDSS is mandatory under SOLAS, and regular testing of
equipment is required. One challenge is ensuring that older vessels retrofit the necessary technology
without excessive cost.

Emergency Position‑Indicating Radio Beacon (EPIRB) – A device that automatically transmits a distress
signal, including the vessel’s location, to search‑and‑rescue authorities. EPIRBs are a critical component of
the GMDSS and must be carried on all passenger ships and many cargo vessels. EPIRBs can be activated
manually or automatically upon immersion. Maintaining EPIRB batteries and ensuring proper registration
are essential for reliable operation.

Ship‑to‑Ship Communication – The exchange of information between vessels, typically via VHF radio, AIS, or
satellite systems. Effective communication is vital for collision avoidance, coordinated maneuvers, and
emergency response. IMO regulations prescribe specific language and procedures for distress
communication, such as the use of the phrase “Mayday” for urgent assistance. Miscommunication can result
in accidents, underscoring the need for standardized protocols and crew training.

Marine Casualty – Any incident resulting in loss of life, injury, damage to vessels, or pollution. Marine
casualties are reported under the International Convention on Maritime Search and Rescue (SAR) and may
trigger investigations by flag states or port states. Accurate reporting and analysis of casualties help
improve safety regulations. However, under‑reporting remains an issue, particularly in regions with limited
enforcement capacity.

Marine Accident Investigation – A systematic inquiry into the causes of a marine casualty, undertaken to
prevent recurrence. The International Convention on the Establishment of an International Maritime
Organization (IMO) Legal Framework for Marine Accident Investigation provides guidance on investigation
procedures. Investigations involve collecting evidence, interviewing crew, and analyzing vessel data
recorders. Findings often lead to recommendations for regulatory changes, but implementation can be slow
due to bureaucratic hurdles.

Vessel Traffic Service (VTS) – A shore‑based system that monitors and manages maritime traffic within a
defined area, similar to air traffic control. VTS provides information, navigational advice, and traffic
organization to enhance safety and efficiency. VTS operations rely on radar, AIS, and communication links.
While VTS improves situational awareness, it also requires significant investment in infrastructure and
trained personnel.

Ship’s Logbook – An official record of a vessel’s operational data, including navigation, weather, incidents,
and crew activities. The logbook is required under SOLAS and serves as evidence during inspections and
investigations. Accurate logbook entries are essential for compliance, but maintaining them can be
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burdensome, especially on vessels with high turnover of crew members.

Crew Certification – The set of qualifications, licenses, and endorsements that a seafarer must possess to
perform specific functions on board. The International Convention on Standards of Training, Certification
and Watchkeeping for Seafarers (STCW) establishes minimum standards for training and certification. Crew
certification includes the Officer of the Watch (OOW) license, marine engineer certificates, and specialized
endorsements for handling dangerous cargo. Ensuring that crew members hold valid certificates is a key
responsibility of ship‑owners and flag states.

Seafarer Training – Educational programs designed to develop the knowledge and skills required for safe
ship operation. Training covers navigation, engineering, safety, security, and environmental protection.
STCW mandates a minimum of 24 hours of refresher training every five years for officers. The challenge lies
in delivering consistent training across diverse maritime academies and ensuring that training keeps pace
with technological advances such as autonomous navigation.

Marine Environmental Protection – The collective efforts to prevent, mitigate, and remediate damage to the
marine environment caused by shipping activities. IMO’s environmental framework includes MARPOL, the
Ballast Water Management Convention, and the International Convention for the Control of Harmful
Anti‑Fouling Systems (AFS). Implementing these measures often requires substantial investment in new
technologies, crew training, and monitoring systems, creating financial and operational pressures for ship
operators.

Anti‑Fouling System (AFS) – A coating applied to a vessel’s hull to prevent the growth of marine organisms
that increase drag. The International Convention on the Control of Harmful Anti‑Fouling Systems (AFS
Convention) bans the use of certain toxic substances, such as tributyltin (TBT), and requires certification of
compliant coatings. Switching to environmentally friendly AFS products can involve higher material costs
and may affect vessel performance, prompting operators to weigh environmental benefits against
operational efficiency.

Ship Recycling – The process of dismantling vessels at the end of their service life, with the aim of
recovering valuable materials while minimizing environmental impact. The Hong Kong International
Convention for the Safe and Environmentally Sound Recycling of Ships sets standards for ship design,
hazardous material inventory, and recycling facility certification. Compliance challenges include the lack of
fully operational recycling facilities that meet the convention’s standards and the economic incentives for
ship owners to use cheaper, less regulated yards.

Ship Design – The engineering and architectural process that determines a vessel’s structural layout,
stability, and performance characteristics. IMO conventions influence design through stability criteria, fire
safety requirements, and pollution prevention standards. Designers must integrate compliance
considerations early in the design phase to avoid costly retrofits. The emergence of new fuel types, such as
LNG and hydrogen, adds complexity to design decisions, as vessels must accommodate specialized storage
and propulsion systems.

Stability – The ability of a ship to maintain an upright position and recover from inclinations caused by
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waves, cargo shifts, or other forces. Stability criteria are defined in SOLAS and the International Maritime
Organization’s guidelines on intact and damaged stability. Stability calculations involve the vessel’s center of
gravity, metacentric height, and loading plan. Inadequate stability management can lead to capsizing, as
seen in historical accidents, emphasizing the importance of rigorous stability assessments.

Fire Safety – Measures and equipment designed to prevent, detect, and suppress fires on board. SOLAS sets
comprehensive fire safety requirements, including fire detection systems, extinguishing equipment, fire
doors, and crew training. Fire safety drills must be conducted regularly, and fire zones must be clearly
marked. The challenge is maintaining fire protection systems in harsh marine environments, where
corrosion and wear can compromise equipment reliability.

Life‑Saving Appliances (LSA) – Equipment intended to protect the lives of persons on board in emergency
situations, such as lifeboats, life rafts, immersion suits, and personal flotation devices. SOLAS mandates
specific LSA capacities based on vessel type and passenger numbers. Regular inspections and maintenance
are required to ensure functionality. Modern LSAs incorporate advanced materials, but their deployment
can be hindered by crew unfamiliarity, highlighting the need for frequent drills.

Hull Integrity – The condition of a ship’s hull structure, ensuring that it remains watertight and capable of
withstanding operational stresses. Hull integrity is monitored through periodic surveys, thickness
measurements, and non‑destructive testing. Damage to hull integrity can lead to flooding, which is a
primary cause of maritime accidents. Repairing hull damage often requires dry‑dock facilities, which can be
costly and cause operational delays.

Dry‑Dock – A specialized facility where a vessel is taken out of the water for inspection, maintenance, and
repair. Dry‑dock periods are scheduled according to classification society requirements and regulatory
deadlines. While essential for hull maintenance, dry‑dock availability can be limited, leading to scheduling
conflicts and increased operational costs for ship owners.

Ballast Water Management System (BWMS) – Equipment installed on a vessel to treat ballast water before
discharge, ensuring compliance with the BWM Convention. BWMS technologies include filtration, ultraviolet
radiation, and chemical disinfection. Installation of a BWMS often requires significant modifications to the
ship’s piping and control systems. Operators must maintain detailed ballast water records, and failure to do
so can result in fines and detention.

Port State Control (PSC) – The authority exercised by a port state to inspect foreign vessels for compliance
with international regulations. PSC inspections focus on safety, pollution prevention, and crew welfare.
Detentions are issued when serious deficiencies are identified. The effectiveness of PSC depends on the
consistency of inspection procedures across different ports and the willingness of flag states to address
identified deficiencies.

Inspection Regime – The systematic schedule of surveys, audits, and checks that a vessel undergoes to verify
conformity with IMO conventions. The regime includes class surveys, flag state inspections, and PSC checks.
An effective inspection regime reduces the risk of accidents and environmental incidents. However,
coordination between multiple authorities can lead to duplication of effort and increased administrative
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burden.

Enforcement – The set of actions taken by authorities to ensure compliance with maritime regulations,
including inspections, penalties, detention, and legal proceedings. Enforcement mechanisms vary among
flag states, port states, and regional agreements. Effective enforcement requires adequate resources, trained
personnel, and transparent legal frameworks. Weak enforcement undermines the credibility of IMO
conventions and may encourage non‑compliant behavior.

Compliance Monitoring – The ongoing process of tracking and verifying that vessels and operators adhere
to regulatory requirements. Monitoring methods include electronic reporting systems, satellite tracking, and
on‑board data recorders. The IMO’s Global Integrated Shipping Information System (GISIS) provides a
platform for sharing compliance data among member states. Challenges include data accuracy, privacy
concerns, and the need for harmonized reporting standards.

Data Recorder – Also known as the Voyage Data Recorder (VDR), this device captures a wide range of
navigational and operational data, similar to an aircraft black box. VDRs are mandatory under SOLAS for
most commercial vessels. The recorded data includes radar images, AIS information, bridge audio, and
vessel performance parameters. In the event of an accident, VDR data is crucial for investigations, but the
devices must be maintained and protected from tampering.

Cybersecurity – The protection of maritime information systems from unauthorized access, disruption, or
exploitation. The IMO has issued guidelines on maritime cyber risk management, emphasizing the need for
robust firewalls, encryption, and crew awareness. As ships become increasingly digitized, cyber threats pose
a growing risk to navigation, cargo handling, and safety systems. Implementing comprehensive
cybersecurity measures often requires investment in technology and training, which can be a barrier for
smaller operators.

Autonomous Ship – A vessel capable of operating with reduced or no crew aboard, relying on advanced
sensors, artificial intelligence, and remote monitoring. The IMO is developing a regulatory framework for
autonomous ships, addressing issues such as certification, liability, and communication protocols. While
autonomous technology promises increased efficiency and safety, it also raises complex legal and ethical
questions, including the allocation of responsibility in case of accidents.

Human Element – The influence of crew performance, decision‑making, and behavior on maritime safety
and operational outcomes. The IMO recognizes the human element as a critical factor in accident causation,
leading to initiatives such as the Human Element Training Initiative (HETI). Addressing human factors
involves improving training, fatigue management, and ergonomic design of shipboard equipment. Despite
these efforts, human error remains a leading cause of maritime incidents.

Fatigue Management – Strategies to prevent excessive work hours and ensure adequate rest for seafarers.
Fatigue contributes to reduced vigilance and impaired decision‑making. Regulations such as the STCW
Code limit maximum working hours and require rest periods. Implementing fatigue management programs
can be challenging due to operational demands, especially on vessels that operate around the clock.

Marine Insurance – Financial protection against loss or damage to ships, cargo, and third‑party liability.
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Policies such as hull and machinery (H&M) insurance, protection and indemnity (P&I) cover, and war risk
insurance are common. Insurance premiums are influenced by a vessel’s compliance record, age, and
operational profile. Non‑compliance with IMO conventions can lead to higher premiums or denial of
coverage.

Liability – The legal responsibility for damages caused by a vessel’s operation. Liability may arise from
collisions, pollution, or personal injury. International conventions, such as the International Convention on
Civil Liability for Oil Pollution Damage (CLC), establish limits and procedures for compensation. Determining
liability often involves complex jurisdictional issues, especially when multiple parties (owner, charterer,
operator) share responsibility.

Charter Party – A contract between a ship‑owner and a charterer that outlines the terms of vessel
employment, including freight rates, cargo type, and duration. Charter parties may contain clauses that
allocate compliance responsibilities, such as adherence to environmental regulations. Understanding the
interplay between charter agreements and IMO obligations is essential for risk management.

Freight Forwarder – An intermediary that arranges cargo transport on behalf of shippers, coordinating with
ship‑owners, ports, and customs authorities. Freight forwarders must be aware of IMO regulations affecting
cargo handling, especially for hazardous materials. Failure to comply with regulations such as the IBC Code
can result in cargo delays, fines, and reputational damage.

Hazardous Cargo – Goods classified as dangerous due to their chemical, physical, or biological properties.
The IMO classifies hazardous cargo under the International Maritime Dangerous Goods (IMDG) Code, which
defines packing, labeling, stowage, and documentation requirements. Proper handling of hazardous cargo
is critical to prevent incidents such as fires, explosions, or pollution. Training, documentation, and
segregation are key components of safe carriage.

IMDG Code – The International Maritime Dangerous Goods Code, a comprehensive set of rules governing
the transport of hazardous materials by sea. The code is updated every two years, reflecting changes in
classification, packaging, and handling practices. Compliance with the IMDG Code is mandatory for all
vessels carrying dangerous goods, and non‑compliance can lead to severe penalties, cargo loss, and
environmental harm.

Stowage – The arrangement of cargo aboard a vessel to ensure safety, stability, and efficient loading/
unloading. Stowage plans must consider weight distribution, compatibility of cargo types, and accessibility.
Incorrect stowage can cause cargo shift, leading to stability problems or damage. Modern vessels often use
computerized stowage planning software to optimize cargo placement while adhering to IMO regulations.

Marine Surveyor – A professional who inspects vessels, cargo, and equipment to assess condition and
compliance. Surveyors may be employed by classification societies, flag states, or independent firms. Their
reports are crucial for insurance claims, charter negotiations, and regulatory compliance. Surveyor
independence is essential to avoid conflicts of interest that could compromise the integrity of assessments.

Ship‑to‑Ship Transfer (STS) Permit – An authorization granted by a competent authority allowing two
vessels to conduct cargo transfer at sea. The permit outlines safety measures, environmental protections,

Read online: https://certificates.HealthCareCourses.org.uk/guides/
2914633/international-maritime-organization-imo

HealthCareCourses (An LSIB brand) · 22 Jun 2026



G U I D E

and emergency response procedures. Obtaining an STS permit requires a risk assessment and coordination
with both vessels’ owners and the relevant maritime authority. Failure to secure a permit can result in legal
action and fines.

Marine Pilot – A qualified professional who navigates a vessel through congested or hazardous waters, such
as ports, rivers, or narrow channels. Pilots are essential for ensuring safe passage, especially for large ships.
IMO conventions require that pilots be properly trained and certified. Pilotage fees and the availability of
qualified pilots can affect voyage planning and operational costs.

Port Facility – The infrastructure and services provided at a harbor to support vessel operations, including
berths, cargo handling equipment, and waste reception facilities. Port facilities must comply with IMO
standards for safety, security, and environmental protection. Inadequate facilities can lead to delays,
increased emissions, and safety hazards. Port authorities often collaborate with ship operators to implement
best practices.

Waste Reception Facility – A shore‑based installation that receives and processes waste generated by ships,
such as sewage, garbage, and oily water. Under MARPOL Annex V, ships are required to discharge waste
only at authorized facilities. The availability and capacity of waste reception facilities influence a vessel’s
ability to comply with discharge regulations, especially in remote ports.

Oil‑Water Separator (OWS) – Equipment installed on ships to separate oil from bilge water before
discharge, ensuring compliance with MARPOL Annex I oil discharge limits. OWS systems must be regularly
maintained and tested. Inadequate OWS performance can result in illegal oil discharge, leading to fines and
environmental damage. Monitoring of OWS efficiency is often part of PSC inspections.

Ballast Water Exchange (BWE) – The practice of replacing coastal ballast water with open‑ocean water to
reduce the risk of invasive species transfer. BWE is a temporary measure permitted under the BWM
Convention when a BWMS is not installed. While BWE reduces biological risk, it may not meet the stringent
treatment standards required for full compliance, and it can be operationally challenging in shallow waters.

Ship’s Radio Licence – An authorization issued by a flag state allowing the use of radio equipment on board
for communication, distress signaling, and navigation. The licence confirms that equipment meets technical
standards and that the crew is trained in its operation. Failure to maintain a valid radio licence can result in
penalties and loss of communication capabilities.

Shipboard Oil Pollution Emergency Plan (SOPEP) – A documented plan required under MARPOL Annex I for
vessels of 400 gross tonnage and above, outlining procedures for responding to oil spills. The SOPEP
includes details on spill containment equipment, reporting protocols, and crew responsibilities. Regular
drills are required to ensure readiness. Poorly prepared SOPEPs can exacerbate spill impacts and increase
liability.

Pollution Prevention Equipment – Devices and systems installed on vessels to minimize the release of
pollutants, such as oily water separators, sewage treatment plants, and exhaust gas cleaning systems.
Installation of pollution prevention equipment is often mandated by MARPOL annexes. Upgrading older
vessels to meet newer standards can be costly, leading some operators to consider vessel scrapping instead

Read online: https://certificates.HealthCareCourses.org.uk/guides/
2914633/international-maritime-organization-imo

HealthCareCourses (An LSIB brand) · 22 Jun 2026



G U I D E

of retrofitting.

Seakeeping – The study of a vessel’s response to waves and sea conditions, influencing comfort, safety, and
operational capability. Seakeeping analysis informs hull design, ballast management, and operational limits.
Poor seakeeping performance can lead to excessive motions, crew fatigue, and cargo damage. Designers
must balance seakeeping characteristics with other design criteria such as fuel efficiency and cargo capacity.

Fuel Oil Quality – The chemical and physical characteristics of marine fuels, including sulfur content,
viscosity, and calorific value. Fuel quality affects engine performance, emissions, and compliance with sulfur
regulations. The IMO’s fuel oil verification program (FOV) provides guidelines for testing and certifying fuel
quality. Inconsistent fuel quality can lead to engine fouling, increased emissions, and costly maintenance.

Ship Recycling Facility (SRF) – A yard specifically equipped to dismantle vessels in an environmentally sound
manner, meeting the standards of the Hong Kong Convention. SRFs must have appropriate waste
management systems, worker safety measures, and environmental monitoring. The global shortage of
certified SRFs has led some ship owners to continue using traditional shipbreaking locations, which may not
meet international standards.

Port Reception Facilities (PRF) – Shore‑based installations that receive ship‑generated waste, such as
sewage, garbage, and oily water. PRFs are essential for compliance with MARPOL discharge regulations. The
adequacy of PRFs varies widely among ports, influencing a vessel’s ability to manage waste responsibly. In
ports lacking PRFs, ships may be forced to retain waste on board, potentially exceeding storage limits.

Shipboard Management System (SMS) – A comprehensive framework that integrates safety, environmental,
and quality management practices aboard a vessel. The SMS aligns with the ISM Code and often
incorporates ISO standards such as ISO 9001 for quality and ISO 14001 for environmental management.
Implementing an effective SMS requires commitment from both ship‑owners and crew, as well as regular
audits and continuous improvement.

Marine Pollution Emergency Response – Coordinated actions taken to contain, mitigate, and clean up
pollution incidents at sea. The International Convention on Oil Pollution Preparedness, Response and
Co‑operation (OPRC) establishes a framework for cooperation among states. Effective response depends on
rapid notification, availability of response equipment, and trained personnel. Inadequate preparedness can
lead to prolonged environmental damage and higher cleanup costs.

Marine Protected Area (MPA) – Designated regions of the ocean where human activity is regulated to
protect biodiversity and ecosystems. IMO encourages shipping routes to avoid MPAs where possible, and
some conventions require vessels to reduce speed or follow specific routing measures when transiting these
zones. Compliance monitoring in MPAs can be challenging due to limited enforcement resources.

Ship’s Logbook Entry – A recorded observation or event made by the ship’s crew, documenting operational
details such as weather conditions, navigation changes, incidents, and maintenance activities. Accurate
logbook entries are essential for compliance verification, accident investigation, and performance analysis.
However, maintaining a thorough logbook can be time‑consuming, especially during high‑tempo
operations.
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Technical Authority – An organization, often a classification society, authorized by a flag state to perform
surveys, issue certificates, and verify compliance on its behalf. The technical authority holds responsibility
for ensuring that vessels meet IMO standards. Delegation of authority can improve efficiency but also raises
concerns about consistency and accountability across different jurisdictions.

Ship’s Safety Management System (SMS) Audit – A systematic review of a vessel’s safety management
practices, conducted by a recognized organization or flag state. Audits assess compliance with the ISM
Code, identify deficiencies, and recommend corrective actions. Successful audits result in the issuance or
renewal of the Safety Management Certificate. Poor audit outcomes can lead to detention, increased
scrutiny, and higher insurance premiums.

Marine Survey Report – A document prepared by a marine surveyor detailing the condition of a vessel,
cargo, or equipment after inspection. The report includes findings, recommendations, and any
non‑conformities identified. Survey reports are used for insurance claims, charter agreements, and
regulatory compliance. Accurate reporting is vital, as errors can affect liability assessments and operational
decisions.

Ship’s Hatch Cover – The protective covering over cargo holds, designed to prevent water ingress and
protect cargo integrity. Hatch covers must be watertight and are subject to inspection under SOLAS and
classification society rules. Failure of hatch covers can lead to cargo damage, loss of stability, and flooding.
Modern designs incorporate locking mechanisms and sealing gaskets to enhance watertight performance.

Navigation Bridge – The command area of a vessel where the captain and bridge officers conduct
navigation, communication, and monitoring activities. The bridge houses essential equipment such as the
gyrocompass, radar, AIS, and ECDIS. IMO standards require that bridge design ensures clear visibility,
ergonomic controls, and redundancy of critical systems. Human factors, such as fatigue and distraction, can
impact bridge performance.

Bridge Resource Management (BRM) – A set of procedures and training aimed at improving teamwork,
communication, and decision‑making on the navigation bridge. BRM draws from aviation crew resource
management concepts and seeks to reduce human error. Effective BRM involves clear role allocation,
situational awareness, and assertive communication. Implementing BRM can be challenging in multicultural
crews where language barriers exist.

Ship’s Engine Room – The compartment where propulsion machinery, generators, and auxiliary systems are
installed. The engine room must meet safety standards for fire protection, ventilation, and access. Regular
inspections focus on machinery condition, lubrication systems, and emission controls. Engine room
accidents, such as fires or explosions, are among the most severe maritime incidents, underscoring the need
for strict compliance with safety regulations.

Marine Diesel Engine – The primary propulsion system for many commercial vessels, converting fuel energy
into mechanical power. Engine performance is governed by IMO’s emission standards, particularly NOx
limits in Annex VI. Engine manufacturers must provide technical data for compliance verification, and
operators must maintain emission monitoring equipment. Upgrading to low‑emission engines can involve
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substantial capital investment.
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