
The much trumpeted container weighing 
regulation which exercised much of the 
freight industry last year is hoped to be 
the mere overture to a concerted effort 
to bring about significant behavioural 
change. This paper assesses the degree of 
compliance with the VGM regulation that 
has been achieved but also looks forward 
to what needs to be done to further ensure 
safety and sustainability in the global supply 
chain.

THE VGM RULING 
The new international regulations that 
clearly defined what comprises ‘gross mass’ 
for transporting packed containers by sea 
came into force nearly a year ago in July, 
2016. Then, it became mandatory for one 
of two weighing processes to be completed 
as a pre-condition for packed containers to 
be loaded on board a ship.  

It has thus far proven impossible to 
gather definitive information about the 
implementation around the globe of this 
SOLAS amendment. Anecdotes abound 
and do not immediately provide comfort in 
relation to material compliance.

RULE COMPLIANCE
Feedback from World Shipping Council 
members reported that 95% of shipments 
had a VGM value and there is little reason to 
believe that this will not continue to improve. 
However, some have cynically noted with 
amazement that the industry collectively 
learnt how to communicate a specific piece 
of information in just 24 hours between 30 
June and 1 July last year. Candidly, many 
recognise that it is impossible to rely upon 
the information given, albeit that nominal 
compliance has been achieved.

The stories include the apparent 
compliance in countries that, at the date 
of implementation, did not have a single 
calibrated weighing device. More worryingly, 
there are also plenty of stories that a 
significant percentage of declared VGM 
values are found on subsequent weighing 
of the packed container to be discrepant 
by more than 1 tonne. In addition, it is 
reported that voyage ‘deadloads’ (the 
difference between manifest weight and 
draft displacement measurement) have 
continued to be into 1,000s of tonnes.

Furthermore, there are rumours of both 

commercial and governmental obfuscation. 
In the first case, charges added for little or 
no action undermines stakeholder trust and 
relationships. For the latter, there have been 
reports of fines being levied, for example in 
relation to customs duties, where there has 
– entirely correctly – been a difference in the 
cargo weight declaration and the VGM value 
(which additionally takes account of the tare 
mass of the container unit, and dunnaging 
and securing materials).

ENFORCEMENT
Information is scant on any competent 
authority taking enforcement action in 
relation to the validity of the VGM value, 
but the inference is that many national 
governments are either too resource 
challenged or focused on more pressing 
regulatory issues. This would seem to 
compound the fact that in many states the 
maritime administration undertaking at the 
International Maritime Organization (IMO) 
to implement the amendment is not the 
government department charged at national 
level with enforcement.

Despite such anecdotal evidence, there 
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may be good reasons to be somewhat more 
positive about the progress made towards 
effective implementation of VGM globally 
in the months since July, 2016. These might 
include the fact that no incident attributed to 
weight mis-declaration has occurred during 
the period. There is little doubt that the vast 
majority of the supply chain industry is now 
aware that there is a specific requirement 
to communicate a mass value called VGM; 
this is no mean feat when considering the 
millions of shippers globally, albeit that 
the focus is on the much more focused 
waterfront interchange.

More importantly, a clear safety stake has 
been driven into the ground. Incrementally, 
the industry can continue to build out from 
this point with related safety and efficiency 
initiatives that will have the potential to 
restore something of utmost good faith 
through the supply chain. TT Club is already 
partnering again with Global Shippers 
Forum, ICHCA International and the World 
Shipping Council in order to promote 
awareness and active implementation of the 
CTU Code, outlining best practice in packing 
and securing cargo in freight containers, 
railcars and road trailers alike (all of which 
are Cargo Transport Units).

BIG DATA IMPACT
Developments in container scanning and 
garnering of ‘Big Data’ through digitisation 
offer increasingly realistic opportunities to 
ensure that the careful, the diligent, the 
safe trader will be ‘green-laned’, while the 
activities of the others (probably a minority) 
will be exposed and penalised. 

The cost of safety failures, however 
small the frequency rate, is always 
disproportionate; equally, the rewards for 
safe operations and practices generally 
accrue huge benefits. For those who, with 
integrity, are VGM compliant, well done. For 
those sailing close to the wind, beware the 
direction necessarily is changing.

CARGO INTEGRITY
TT Club believes that an insistence on 
accurate gross mass was merely the 
first step in achieving what it is calling 
'Cargo Integrity', not just within container 
trades but throughout the supply chain. 
The concept of ‘Cargo Integrity’ seeks 
to draw attention to other vital aspects, 
primarily related to ensuring that cargo is 
appropriately packed and secured within 
the carrying unit, whatever the type of 
cargo transport unit (CTU). 

The entirety of the packing process 
includes ensuring that the unit is both 
suitable and in good condition for the 
intended journey, correctly classifying and 
declaring the cargo that is packed, planning 
appropriate load distribution and making 
sure that all items are properly secured 

to prevent longitudinal or transverse 
movement during transport.

Due to heightened risk, transport of 
dangerous goods is a key focus within Cargo 
Integrity. Such goods make up an estimated 
10% of all containerised shipments worldwide 
but are implicated in more like 30% of 
incidents. As a result,  it is imperative that 
all stakeholders work together to safeguard 
people, cargo, assets, infrastructure and the 
environment from inherent risk as chemicals 
and other hazardous cargoes move through 
international supply chains. 

The varied aspects of Cargo Integrity are 
all important in not only safe-guarding the 
cargo itself but also the well-being of those 
handling the goods at warehouses, during 
inland transport, at ports and of course at 
sea. TT Club is committed to reducing the 
incidence of unstable loads causing traffic 
accidents or injuries when unpacking, and 
mis-declared dangerous goods causing fires 
both at warehouse facilities and at sea giving 
rise to unacceptable risks throughout the 
supply chain.

THE CTU CODE
TT Club has repeatedly publicised its 
findings that poor and incorrect packing of 
transport units contributes to some 65% of 
cargo damage claims, additionally causing 
injuries and fatalities, as well as damage to 
other property. The CTU Code is designed 
to address these fundamental issues, with 
in-depth guidance and information for 
all stakeholders in the supply chain - from 
shippers, cargo packers, forwarders and 
logistics companies through to road, rail and 
sea carriers, as well as ports and terminals. 

The Code legitimises the chain of 
responsibility for all stakeholders, providing 
a comprehensive framework to ensure cargo 
can complete the entire journey safely and 
successfully. The existence of the Code is 
testament that cooperation can create a 
valuable safety document; industry bodies, 

unions and governments all contributing. 
Nevertheless, TT Club urges a holistic 
perspective of siloed trade and fiscal practices 
that impede safety. Thus, while the industry 
must embrace and communicate this Code, 
using it in training and day-to-day operations, 
governmental stakeholders need to review 
how safety can be further enhanced. 
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