
It has been almost a month since the 
inception of the IMO’s SOLAS Amendment 
requiring shippers to verify the gross mass of 
a packed container which came into force on 
July 1, 2016. Prior to the event itself, many in 
the shipping community were in near uproar 
citing a lack of communication, a lack of wide 
consultation on the measures and a lack of 
individual government preparedness for this 
new law.

It is true that many national 
administrations had not yet declared their 
own rules and approach to VGM, a TT Club 
report estimated that only 15 to 20% of the 
many nations who are signatory to SOLAS 
had done so. 

Coupled with that uncertainty was the 
requirement for equipment used to obtain 
VGM (By either Method 1; weighing the 
packed container in its entirety, or Method 2; 
weighing the individual cargo items, packing, 
packaging, dunnage and securing materials 
and adding the tare of the container) to be 
certified to the standards of the competent 
authority.

Some in the industry saw “tare weight” as 
a problem. Always written on the container 

doors, some said, at a recent ICHCA seminar: 
“…do you mean we actually have to go 
outside and look at the door?” To counteract 
such negativity, the shipping lines have made 
tare weights available on their web portals 
and BIC have produced a database of all tare 
weights for ISO containers registered with 
them, so it shouldn’t be difficult should it?

Also the manufacturers of new or modified 
weighing devices, from weighbridges to twist 
lock sensors and everything in between were 
assuring us of their capability and that their 
equipment would do everything the industry 
needed (and some came with additional 
safety benefits), but would they be able 
to meet the certification requirements 
on time? This led to many in the industry 
placing their orders for such equipment very 
late in the day with obvious consequences to 
delivery schedules.

To further compound the issue, how 
accurate should that equipment be able to 
weigh? Some nations specified 2% across 
the whole range of weight, some like the UK, 
2% to a certain threshold and then plus or 
minus an amount of kilos beyond that. Other 
nations plumped for 5%.

TOLERANCE
Next “tolerance” reared its ugly head, what 
did that mean compared to accuracy? It 
transpired that “tolerance” was the level 
at which a national administration might 
trigger its enforcement proceedings and 
issue penalties, either civil or legal and this 
ranged from £20,000 (US$26,400) and/or 
a jail term in the UK, to somewhat lower 
penalties in other countries. In fact, the 
penal consequences of not complying with 
the VGM requirements in some countries 
has led to some large shipper groups 
suggesting that they would rather take the 
occasional “hit” than go to the expense of 
complying.

So what is that expense? Well many ports 
in the USA and the UK have now declared 
their charges for provision of VGM as have 
third party providers in the supply chain. 
Other ports are following.  However, what 
appears to be causing concern amongst the 
shipper fraternity is the “add-on“ charges 
that are being applied to shipments to 
process VGM data and more exorbitant 
charges if that data was not available in 
advance. Some charges came not from the 
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ports themselves, but from intermediaries in 
the supply chain. No doubt much of this will 
work itself out over the coming months, and 
this was the intent of the circular from IMO, 
not to delay implementation, but to allow 
time for the transmission of the VGM data 
through the chain, and more importantly 
to allow the passage of transhipment 
containers. Following the UK lead this was 
judged to be three months to allow all 
such containers to pass through to final 
destination.

INDUSTRY CONFUSION 
The industry has been awash with questions 
and queries about the physical effects of 
this new IMO regulation, but was it that 
new? Well in fact no, there has always 
been an obligation on the shipper to 
declare the correct gross mass of the cargo. 
Unfortunately, just packing cargo into a steel 
box, regardless of nature of cargo or weight, 
is seen by some as a means to an end and 
the actual physical properties of that cargo 
don’t amount to very much. Consider that 10 
to 12% of all shipments of containers contain 
dangerous goods (remember Tianjin?), and 
you can see there could be a problem if that 
container‘s weight (or its contents) is mis-
declared and stowed in the wrong place on 
board the vessel.

What is new is the requirement for the 
shipper to verify that mass and report 
through to the carrier (Master) and the 
terminal representative. The other part 
that was added was that there was an 
obligation on the Master and the terminal 
representative not to load the container to 
the vessel unless they were in receipt of a 

VGM or took other measures to obtain one.
Some saw this as the IMO “stepping 

ashore” and it should be focussed on marine 
matters. During deliberations at the IMO, 
which ICHCA were fully involved with, it was 
pointed out that the vessel has absolutely no 
control over the contents of the container 
and relies on its landside partners to get 
this right. The IMO also had precedence in 
previous legislation concerning port and ship 
security (ISPS Code) and bulk carrier loading 
and discharging (BLU Code – now part of 
IMSBC).

The IMO also played its part in 
development of the CTU Code (Code 
of Practice for Packing Cargo into Cargo 
Transport Units (CTUs) along with the other 
UN agencies involved, ILO and UNECE. 
This Code refers to VGM but is far more 
reaching and goes into great detail about 
how to pack various cargoes into a range 
of CTUs and looks at weight distribution, 
proper lashing and securing etc. Some argue 
that “eccentric” weight distribution inside 
a container is far more of an issue than 
weight alone, for example rail operators 
and stevedores who still have to utilise 
swinging jib cranes (mobile harbour cranes 
for example) to handle containers.

So, many thought that the container 
supply chain would grind to a halt on July 
1, 2016 and world trade (60% of which is 
carried in containers – some 37 million of 
them) would stop, or at least suffer massive 
setbacks and bottlenecks. Did this happen? 
If it did – nobody told us.

The reality has been somewhat different, 
trade hasn’t stopped, containers are not 
piling up in ports waiting to be either 

weighed or for a VGM to arrive later on, 
in fact the casual observer wouldn’t even 
notice. What has happened is that the 
industry, by and large, got its act together. 
ICHCA and many other organisations such 
as TT Club, the World Shipping Council, and 
the Global Shippers Forum, communicated. 
This was in the form of seminars, workshops, 
e-workshops and more. They fielded 
questions from members and others and 
published those FAQs for all to see: http://
ichca.com/download/verified-gross-mass-
industry-faqs-june-2016. They worked 
closely with the IMO and some national 
administrations and got the message out.

INCREASE IN SAFETY 
It may not be that VGM is being obtained, 
properly, all over the globe today but we 
have made a major step forward towards 
improved safety. In some areas, no doubt, 
nothing has changed, some shippers will 
still be estimating the weight and calling 
that the “VGM” and transmitting it through 
without changing any of their practices. 
But there is now an obligation on national 
administrations to check and audit. Once 
the first penalties are imposed for non-
compliance that will start to ripple through 
the industry and make a secondary impact. 
It is always thus with new (and existing) 
legislation, unless it is enforced it doesn’t 
mean very much.

Is enforcement always the answer? 
No not really, the UK’s MCA has taken a 
new approach and expects the industry 
to behave responsibly, encouraging the 
“carrot” approach rather than the “stick”. 
This is partly why they were keen to 
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roll out quickly an acceptable approval 
scheme for those wishing to use Method 
2. It is also behind their drive at the IMO, 
which has been accepted, to highlight the 
roles and responsibilities of those in the 
supply chain with respect to the CTU Code 
(which embraces VGM as mentioned) and 
encourage that supply chain “mentoring” 
and “buddying”. If that fails, you will be 
prosecuted anyway of course.

CONCLUSION 
In summary what is the difference, what has 
changed? Well the world is now waking up to 
this new requirement, land locked countries 
not party to SOLAS are asking how to comply 
(Burkina Faso attended ICHCA’s seminar 
having been unaware of the requirement 
previously).

Shippers are taking measures to ensure 
they can provide a VGM (some are still doing 
what they always did – but the net will close 
in) ports and third party providers are offering 
weighing solutions. Manufacturers are 
coming up with sophisticated and innovative 
means to obtain the VGM, communications 
companies are offering transmission 
solutions. Industry organisations are 
communicating the requirements and how 
to deal with the anomalies, shipping lines 
are telling everyone “no VGM no load”, 
governments are preparing their response 
(if not already done so) and those that have 
not will eventually have to fall in line.

So, in effect, the legislators and industry 
have come together to make it work, after all 

it wasn’t the IMO that asked for this initially, it 
was parts of the industry. Morally of course, 
some 60 years after the first containers 
carried their pioneering cargoes, we should 
know exactly what is inside, we should know 
what it weighs and we should be able to rely 
on the skill of the packer to ensure the cargo 
is packed and secured correctly.

What happens next? Well the iterative 
process will continue and we will move 
more to full compliance. No-one realistically 
expected this to happen overnight but as 
stated we have taken a major step forward. 
Our crystal ball reveals that if Method 2 
compliance is lacking (and some nations 
are not going to audit this at all), and if we 
still have incidents with losses of containers, 
then the next call at IMO, some years down 
the road, will be for Method 1 only. This 
was the preferred option and the rest was a 
compromise. We shall see.

An issue of perhaps greater consequence, 
and empirical evidence is difficult, is poor 
packing and securing, the subject of the CTU 
Code. We see this increasing in prominence, 
as it should. At recent ICHCA seminars, 
many of those attending, were unaware of 
its existence, nor even that of the old 1997 
Guidelines. For an industry that is about 
logistics and the definition of that is (in the 
non-military sense) “The commercial activity 
of transporting goods to customers” and 
some would add “in good time” “right place 
right time” etcetera, there is not much point 
in the activity if those goods do not arrive in 
good and usable condition. Watch this space.
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