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Summary
The International Maritime Organization (IMO) is the United Nation’s agency responsible for global maritime safety and preventing pollution from ships.  It sets international laws and treaties that govern many aspects of the construction and operation of ships.  This newsletter describes the workings of the IMO.

 Although naval vessels are exempt from IMO convention, many Navies now comply with various elements.  Navies are also looking at international conventions such as SOLAS and STCW to replace their own out-of-date standards, and the commercial off-the-shelf marine equipment that navies are increasingly turning to, are being developed to meet ever-more-stringent IMO requirements.  For these reasons, the IMO is of increasing importance to Navies.  

Background 
The International Maritime Organization (IMO) is the United Nation’s agency responsible for global maritime safety and preventing pollution from ships.  It was formed as IMCO under the United Nations in 1948, in the wake of various safety treaties (Safety of Life at Sea or SOLAS) that arose after the RMS Titanic disaster of 1912.  Today, it is the forum in which governments, maritime industries and other organizations develop laws and regulations governing all aspects relating to marine safety, pollution control and security.  
What is IMO? 

IMO is physically located in London, UK.   As a UN organization, its voting members are representatives from the member states (at last count 162).  The USA is represented by the US Coast Guard.  Non-voting members include representatives from inter-governmental organizations, e.g., the European Commission, and non-governmental bodies,  e.g., International Association of Classification Societies (IACS) and the International Standards Organization (ISO).   The principle products of IMO are the laws and treaties that govern almost all of the world’s shipping, e.g. SOLAS  and MARPOL.

As a UN organization, its workings can be very bureaucratic; yet it can also move quickly when needed, such as with the adoption of a new Port and Ship Security Code in the wake of the recent terrorist attacks.  Every year, IMO must identify objectives and adopt an agenda to follow, decide on how the work is to proceed and how it will be financed, and  – as a result of the work – develop and vote on specific laws and treaties to be enacted.  As with any international agreement, those treaties must be ratified by member states before coming into effect.    

Structure:  At the highest level is the Assembly, which is composed of all member states.  It approves the work program, votes the budget and determines the financial arrangements of the Organization.  The Assembly meets every two years.

The Assembly also elects the Council, with representatives from 30 member states that is the executive arm of the Assembly and carries out the administrative functions.  

The two principal technical committees are:

Maritime Safety Committee (MSC), which oversees matters concerning construction, operation, manning, navigation, handling of dangerous cargoes, etc.  . SOLAS   falls under this committee

Marine Environment Protection Committee (MEPC) is concerned with prevention and control of pollution from ships.  MARPOL falls under this committee

The MSC and MEPC are assisted in their work by nine sub-committees that are also open to all Member States. They deal with the following subjects:

        Bulk Liquids and Gases (BLG)
        Carriage of Dangerous Goods, Solid Cargoes and Containers(DSC)
        Fire Protection (FP)
        Radio-communications and Search and Rescue (COMSAR)
        Safety of Navigation (NAV)
        Ship Design and Equipment (DE)
        Stability and Load Lines and Fishing Vessels Safety (SLF)
        Standards of Training and Watchkeeping (STW)
        Flag State Implementation (FSI)

Conventions:  The IMO’s actions are implemented through Conventions.  These treaties are evaluated and amended on a regular basis, and new ones added as needed.  Some of these conventions are: 

International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS)
International Convention on Load Lines (ICLL)
Convention on the International Regulations for Preventing Collisions at Sea (COLREG)
International Convention for Safe Containers (CSC)
Convention on the International Maritime Satellite Organization (INMARSAT) 
 International Convention on Standards of Training, Certification and Watchkeeping for Seafarers (STCW), 1978
 International Convention on Maritime Search and Rescue (SAR), 1979

International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships, 1973, as modified by the Protocol of 1978 relating thereto (MARPOL 73/78)
International Convention Relating to Intervention on the High Seas in Cases of Oil Pollution Casualties (INTERVENTION), 1969
Convention on the Prevention of Marine Pollution by Dumping of Wastes and Other Matter (LDC), 1972
International Convention on Oil Pollution Preparedness, Response and Co-operation (OPRC), 1990
 International Convention on the Control of Harmful Anti-fouling Systems on Ships, 2001 
How it works:  The hierarchy of function is as follows:

· MSC and MEPC:  Lay out the overall plan of action, generally consisting of evaluating existing conventions or proposing new ones.  The proposals can come from any member state, but the Assembly must vote on the overall plan of action.   The committees meet every six months to determine a plan of work (each action is called an Agenda Item); it then assigns tasks to the various sub-committees.   

· Sub-committees (e.g., Stability and Load Lines and Fishing Vessels’ Safety or SLF) carry out the actual work during the annual meetings and during the intersessional (i.e., between meetings) correspondence groups, which are called on as-needed basis.  The subcommittees themselves establish groups to address specific Agenda Items:

· Working Groups (e.g., Intact Stability Code) address specific Agenda Items and make recommendations, e.g., to amend an existing convention, and for follow-on work to be taken up in the following meetings. 

· Drafting Groups meet outside hours to draft specific text as directed by the Working Group or Plenary 

In addition, Correspondence Groups (e.g., Large Passenger Ship Safety) are established by Working Groups to address Agenda Items, and their work is carried out intersessionally.

Recommendations from the working groups are then approved in the plenary sessions at the sub-committee and committee levels; it usually takes between one to three sessions before a resolution to adopt a particular change comes before the committee.  If approved and ratified by member states, there is usually an “entry into force” date established so that the change can be phased in; for complex changes (e.g., the elimination of single-skin tankers) the phase-in period can be many years.    

A first-hand look: SLF 45
The 45th meeting of the Stability and Load Lines and Fishing Vessels’ Safety (SLF) subcommittee took place 22-26 July 2002.  The head of the US delegation, Mr. Paul Cojeen, who is the chief of the US Coast Guard Office of Design and Engineering Standards Naval Architecture Division,G-MSE-2, graciously invited the author to be a member of the delegation.  Other delegates included individuals from the Coast Guard, American Bureau of Shipping and the US maritime industry, who are noted experts in their field.  Prior to the actual SLF, the delegation held several working group meetings in the USA to coordinate their positions on the Agenda Items that had been developed during the previous meeting (SLF 44).  

The sub-committee meeting lasted one week.   The entire subcommittee met in plenary sessions in the large assembly hall, which had translation services for the various delegations.  As with any international body, these plenaries were quite formal.  Working groups met in smaller rooms with no translation facilities (work is almost always conducted in English) and were much less formal. Papers had to be produced by Thursday for translation and distribution on Friday.  The working days were fairly long; sessions started between 0800-0900, and though they were supposed to end at 1730, frequently went later.  The days were punctuated by several breaks; these turned out to be vitally important to the actual working of the groups, as it was the time for the delegations to re-group and strategize, get rudder orders and, most important, to engage other delegations in off-line discussions to resolve differences and coordinate approaches.  It is almost impossible for any one nation to dominate the proceedings; for that reason, the head of delegation must be politically adept at gaining allies to support particular actions.  

The week unrolled as follows:

· Monday:  Entire sub-committee met in plenary, discussed results of SLF 44 and agreed on the agenda.  Working groups were established in the following areas, generally along Agenda Item lines:   

· Subdivision and Damage Stability, to revise SOLAS Chapter II-1

· Load Lines, to revise the 1966 Load Line Convention

· Intact Stability, to consider revisions to the Intact Stability Code (I was assigned to this WG)

In addition, Working Groups were assigned discussion topics:

· Large Passenger Ship safety

· Fishing Vessel Safety Code

· Tuesday & Wednesday:  Working Groups met and discussed specific Agenda Items.  On these two days the real work was done – discussions and debates over the merits of proposals and coordination of actions by various delegations.  For the Intact Stability Group, the issues centered around potential changes to the weather criteria currently in place, and whether performance criteria based on numerical calculations and model tests could be developed.  Another issue, as to whether the Intact Stability Code should be mandatory (it is at the moment only a guide; Damage Stability code is mandatory), was put to one side since only the full MSC could decide.     

· Thursday: The Groups made their recommendations for actions to be taken by the Committee, and for future Agenda Items.  Intersessional Correspondence groups were established, including the Intact Stability Correspondence Group .  The final reports were submitted for translation and distribution

· Friday:  The SLF subcommittee met in plenary and reviewed the results of the groups.  It approved Agenda Items for the intersessional groups and for the next SLF 46, which will take place 8-12 September 2003.   The results of SLF 45 were later posted on the IMO website.    

I was particularly impressed by the professionalism of the US delegation, who were clearly experts in their fields, and to whom other delegations showed great respect, both for their knowledge and for their ability to smoothly coordinate their work both among themselves and with the other members states.  

Why IMO is important to Navies
In IMO parlance, the Flag State Authority sets the technical requirements for commercial vessels carrying that nation’s flag; for the US it is the Coast Guard.  As part of that authority, the Coast Guard enforces the IMO Conventions adopted internationally; classification societies also require compliance with IMO conventions for critical areas such as damage stability.   As the standards for commercial vessels -- especially passenger-carrying ones, -- come under more scrutiny for safety and pollution prevention, they are becoming stricter.  

IMO has recently enacted a new Port and Ship Security Code that is intended to improve the monitoring and control of vessel access, communications and movements.  It requires vessel owners to develop risk management plans and to undertake a series of plans and equip vessels to meet the defined threats.  

Although naval vessels are by law exempt from any IMO convention, many Navies are now voluntarily complying with elements such as MARPOL as pressure to conform to international laws grows.  In addition, as the size of engineering staffs diminish and the need for reliable third-party oversight becomes more pressing, many Navies are turning to commercial standards and practices, in particular to have classification societies to develop and maintain standards for naval design and construction.   They are also looking at developments in international conventions such as SOLAS and STCW to replace their own out-of-date ones; for as commercial standards become stricter, they begin to converge with those of the Navies.  

As navies increasingly turn to commercial equipment, it is also important to realize that many maritime safety devices are developed to meet IMO requirements which are become increasingly stringent.  For example, commercial marine water-mist systems intended to replace Halon are developed and tested  in accordance with IMO requirements.   Emergency escape breathing devices (EEBDs), which used to be manufactured only according to military specifications, are now developed as commercial items to meet the IMO EEBD requirements recently adopted.  

For these reasons, the IMO is of increasing importance to Navies.  In particular, the following conventions bear watching:

· SOLAS:   As performance-based stability criteria become more stringent, they may approach the levels required by Navies

· STCW:  As naval manpower and training requirements are under increased pressure to downsize, use of STCW and related infrastructure may prove to be a “force multiplier”

· MARPOL 73/78:  Pollution control is becoming of increasing importance to Navies as a symbol of their national commitments to the environment.     
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