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50 years of containerisation
Believe it or not, we have been living and working in the 
world of containerisation for 50 years. Love them or hate them, 
containers have revolutionised the logistics chain and transformed 
many of our ports and the vessels that ply their trade between 
them. The number of containers moving around the globe is truly 
staggering: at over 27 million TEUs, that is over 17 million boxes 
and the vessels themselves are steadily growing in size.

The new generation of ‘triple E’ class container vessels being 
built by Maersk will be truly impressive, each over 400 meters 
long and with a capacity of 18,000 TEUs. According to Maersk’s 
own website, if that number of boxes were on a train, the train 
would have to be 110 kilometers in length.

These enormous vessels are so called ‘triple E’ because of their 
economy of scale, energy efficiency and environmental impact. 
They will initially be able to call at very few ports but the 
industry, as is usually the case, will catch up very quickly. Ports 
face headache-inducing logistics and handling challenges when 
presented with such a large volume of containers in one go. 
However, it also opens up opportunities for ports. The industry 
is being pushed inexorably down a path of ever increasing 
efficiency, which drives superfluous waste out of the supply chain 
process.  Major shippers, such as Walmart, are actively seeking 
greener efficiencies from their supply chain partners.

That ‘waste’ includes idle equipment, inefficient operations, 
over-manning and unproductive journeys with empty or 
underutilised containers. There is also an emphasis on reducing 
emissions, which is the subject of much current debate.

Safety concerns
Whilst it is also true that containerisation has revolutionised cargo 
handling productivity, safety and security, there are still some 
serious issues that need to be addressed. Serious injuries to port 
personnel and vessel crews alike were pretty commonplace in the 
days of universal break bulk cargo, but containerisation has not 
eliminated this completely and has presented some new dangers 
of its own. Whilst this article was being prepared, news came in 
of a fatality as a container dropped on to a port worker in Peru 
and two senior staff were injured severely in a US port by heavy 
container handling equipment. An operative is fighting for his life 
in Rotterdam after his straddle carrier overturned.

Moving large heavy boxes around means we are using 
large pieces of handling equipment and they all have inherent 

challenges. People and machinery do not really mix very well 
and if there is a conflict then invariably the machinery wins. 
Containers themselves are very unforgiving and the environment 
they are handled in creates challenges, working at height being 
just one. It comes as no surprise then that the industry is beset 
with continuing serious and fatal injuries to personnel.

This is not to suggest that the industry is complacent, far from 
it, but the challenges it faces are issues that are not easy to resolve. 
Vessel design needs to be examined, with an eye to eliminating 
the need for personnel to be working at height and juggling 
heavy and awkward lashing bars. Similarly the utilisation of semi-
automatic and fully automatic twistlocks should be looked at, to 
remove the need for so many staff in the first place. Such issues 
are at the forefront of the minds of terminal and vessel planners 
and equipment manufacturers. For example, there are currently 
two manufacturers offering products that eliminate the need for 
personnel to be in the dangerous area under the ship to shore 
crane. The products do this by providing a mechanical solution 
for automatically collecting and inserting twistlocks.

Other port developers are improving the semi and fully 
automated container terminal concept and remote controlled 
quay cranes are on the horizon. However, there will always be 
a tremendous lag from the more traditional ports in the world’s 
developing regions and older technology will still be in use  
for decades.

A weighty problem
By far one of the biggest challenges is what actually goes in the 
container itself and whether the originator of that cargo has done 
what he or she is supposed to have done, for example, is the cargo 
as declared on the Bill of Lading? Is the cargo lashed and secured 
inside the container in a sufficient manner that will withstand 
the rigours of a high stowage position on a large container vessel 
going through a severe tropical storm? Are there non-compatible 
cargoes stowed together in the same unit? Are there undeclared, 
dangerous goods? 

Last but not least, the topic that is engaging much of the 
industry in debate at the moment: is the gross weight of the 
container and its contents actually the same as it is declared to be? 
If any of the transgressions mentioned above are present, singly or 
in combination, then the consequences can be disastrous to the 
container, its contents and personnel in the vicinity, or even to 
the entire vessel! What about the rest of the route the container 
will take before and after its sea journey? It is not uncommon 
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occurrence for containers to turn over whilst they are en-route 
inland and there is much evidence of vehicle and rail cars 
overturning because of badly stowed and secured contents in the 
containers they are carrying.

What about the container itself? Is it safe? Is it well maintained? 
Can it stand up to the rigours of the journey in its own right? 
Most of the world’s containers are covered by what is termed 
an Approved Continuous Examination Programme (ACEP). 
This is designed to identify container defects which require the 
unit to be withdrawn from service until it has been adequately 
maintained. However, one major shipping line was found to be 
at fault and could not produce adequate evidence that its own 
ACEP programme was utilised properly.

There are even a significant number of containers out there that 
are not up to ISO standard in terms of their stacking capability. 
These are now to be given their own unique identification 
characters so that ship planners are alerted in good time.

In recent months the cargo world was shocked to realise 
that counterfeit refrigerant gas was being introduced into some 
reefer containers. Even worse, three workers were killed as the 
machinery exploded.

International solutions
The reader then will not be surprised to learn that the industry 
and its regulatory bodies and trade associations are embarking 
on a number of revisions to its guidance and are developing  
new international legislation in an attempt to counter some of 
these threats.

Significantly, there are calls for the International Maritime 
Agency (IMO), the only UN agency based in London, to embrace 
‘verification’ of container gross weights into the provisions of 
The Safety of Life at Sea Convention (SOLAS). The IMO has 
agreed to take these measures after lobbying from many national 
administrations and the combined efforts of some powerful trade 
associations, including the World Shipping Council (WSC), 
International Chamber of Shipping (ICS) and the Baltic and 
International Maritime Council (BIMCO).

ICHCA International have called for such new legislation to 
have comprehensive guidance attached, the rationale being that if 
you merely add another piece of legislation, saying that shippers 
must provide a verified weight before the container is loaded, it 
may well be ignored. After all, there is already a well established 
legal principle that cargo weight must be accurate on presentation 
and there is clear evidence that some shippers are either blissfully 
unaware or actively engaged in false declarations.

The idea of such guidance has been readily taken up and the 
various trade associations are actively seeking their members’ 
views. This is no easy task though; not one solution fits all and 
just by way of example; SOLAS applies to vessels of 500 gross 
registered tonnes or above, but there are many smaller craft 

carrying containers around the world’s waterways that will 
therefore not be covered by any new legislation. Therefore, 
provision for when these smaller crafts containers are transferred 
needs to be in place. Another example of problems with the 
proposed legislature is: what if the shipper has no means of 
accurately weighing the container and what does that mean for 
the inland leg of the journey where other regulations are meant 
to apply? The industry has some way to go before it concludes its 
findings, but international legislation is definitely on its way.

The containers themselves must be in good condition and the 
US is leading on an IMO initiative to produce guidelines for 
ACEP schemes mentioned above. We at ICHCA are becoming 
aware of difficulties though, with sub-standard corner castings and 
container floors, and expect to see some international guidelines 
on this shortly.

Back to that matter of what is inside the container and whether 
it is stowed and secured properly. There have been numerous 
incidents around the world where containers and their contents 
have been destroyed because either the contents were unsuitable 
for this type of shipment and/or they were inadequately 
packed. As previously mentioned, this has led to many vehicles 
overturning and killing the driver and/or innocent bystanders.

There have been some excellent guides for safe packing 
of Cargo Transport Units (CTUs)  produced recently by trade 
bodies, individual companies and their insurers, in fact there is 
so much information out there it is hard to know where to turn! 
Nevertheless incidents are at an unacceptable level and in this 
modern age of hyper-communications, can any shipper or packer 
of goods into a container plead ignorance?

Several UN agencies have agreed, therefore, to work jointly 
on a revision of the Guidelines for Packing of CTU’s that was 
originally published in 1997. The previously mentioned IMO 
have asked International Labour Office (ILO) to update the 
Guide and indeed elevate it to the status of an approved Code 
of Practice. Such a code would afford national administrations 
greater leverage in local enforcement. The first meeting of 
the ‘Group of Experts’ met in Geneva in October 2011 and 
started the monumental task of updating the guidance into a 
comprehensive set of documents that will, hopefully, become the 
bible for container and CTU packers. The code will cover the 
packing of CTUs in all modes of transport, including sea, rail, 
road and inland waterways.

Final thought
All of this affects sea carriers and port operators, as well as those 
with whom the container load originates. The inexorable rise in 
container movements, if all this works, does not have to correlate 
to a similar rise in accidents and incidents! All it requires is 
that the industry works together in a spirit of harmony and 
cooperation.
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