
36   Port technology InternatIonal www.porttechnology.org

VTMIS AND AIDS  
To NAVIgATIoN

Development of Vessel Traffic Services
In the summer of 1946 the British Admiralty, in conjunction with 
the Mersey Docks and Harbour Board, carried out experiments 
with naval radar equipment set up ashore at Liverpool. The 
demonstration confirmed the potential usefulness of shore-based 
radar. Similar experiments were carried out at Southampton, 
Halifax (Nova Scotia), Le Havre (France) and Long Beach (USA).

It is little known that the world's first harbour control radar 
was actually installed at the end of Victoria Pier, Douglas, Isle 
of Man. Air Vice-Marshall Sir Geoffrey Rhodes Bromet, KBE 
CB DSO who was Lieutenant Governor of the Island at the 
time, inaugurated it on 27 February 1948. The system was 
manufactured and installed by Cossor Radar Ltd.

In the same year, the Sperry Gyroscope Company together 
with Cossor installed the world's first specially designed port radar 
system at the Port of Liverpool. The First Sea Lord, Admiral Sir 
John HD Cunningham GCB MVO, inaugurated it on 27 July. 
Sir Thomas AL Brocklebank, Bart., Chairman of the Mersey 
Docks and Harbour Board, had taken considerable interest in 
the radar project from its original conception. As a ship owner 
he was particularly interested in the safety and quick turnaround 
of his ships. The delay of one hour could easily have extended to 
the loss of a tide, which in those days would have cost an average 
vessel the huge sum of £400. Such a system put Liverpool into 
the record books as being the pioneer of European Vessel Traffic 
Services (VTS).

Other countries quickly followed using a single radar system 
and a radio for communicating to vessels. At this time commercial 
radar, which made it possible under almost all weather conditions 
to observe vessel traffic from the shore, was comparatively new. In 
combination with radio, a traffic surveillance system was achieved 
and real time information exchange between the shore and ships 
became possible.

Current legislation
It was not until 1968, however, that the Inter Governmental 
Maritime Organization (IMCO) adopted Resolution, A.158(ES.
IV), ‘Recommendation On Port Advisory Services’, subsequently 
followed by Resolution A.587(14) in 1985, ‘Guidelines for Vessel 
Traffic Services’ and Resolution A.857(20), ‘Guidelines for Vessel Traffic 
Services’, adopted by the International Maritime Organization 
(IMO) on 27 November 1997.

So here we are 40 plus years later with Vessel Traffic Services 
(VTS) now having international approval under SOLAS Chapter V 
Regulation 12. However, it is the last 10 years or so that has made 
the difference. In 1998 the International Association of Marine 
Aids to Navigation and Lighthouse Authorities (IALA) published 
their long awaited ‘Recommendation (V103) on Standards for Training 
and Certification of VTS Personnel’. This was quickly followed by 
a series of model courses covering the training qualifications for 
VTS Operator, VTS Supervisor, OJT (On the Job Training) 
Instructor and OJT itself. They have also published guidelines and 
recommendations on accreditation, simulation, implementation and 
procedures. To have the recommendations on VTS training together 
with the various model courses and guidelines published and 
internationally accepted in such a short time is a credit to the IALA 
VTS Committee and surely miraculous for the shipping industry, 
where the approval of legislation seems to drag on for ages.

IMO Resolution A.857(20) is associated with SOLAS chapter 
V Regulation 12 and sets out the objectives of a VTS, outlines 
the responsibilities and liability of Governments involved, and 
gives guidance for planning and implementing a VTS, as well as 
for recruiting and training of VTS Operators. SOLAS Regulation 
12 states that: “Contracting Governments planning and 
implementing VTS shall, wherever possible, follow the guidelines 
developed by the Organization. The use of a VTS may only be 
made mandatory in sea areas within the territorial seas of a coastal 
state.” The last sentence clearly states that a VTS can only be 
established within the territorial waters of a particular Flag State, 
that is, not in international waters. This becomes very confusing 
for Masters when a Ship Reporting System (SRS) is operated 
from a VTS centre and uses ‘VTS’ in its call sign.

At the same IMO assembly session, Resolution A.851(20), 
‘General Principles for Ship Reporting Systems and Ship Reporting 
Requirements, including Guidelines for Reporting Incidents Involving 
Dangerous Goods, Harmful Substances and/or Marine Pollutants’ was 
also adopted. This is associated with SOLAS V Regulation 11, 
which states that, “a ship reporting system, when adopted and 
implemented in accordance with the guidelines and criteria 
developed by the Organization pursuant to this regulation, 
shall be used by all ships, or certain categories of ships or ships 
carrying certain cargoes in accordance with the provisions 
of each system so adopted.” It also states that, “ship reporting 
systems not submitted to the Organization for adoption do 
not necessarily need to comply with this regulation. However, 
Governments implementing such systems are encouraged to 
follow, wherever possible, the guidelines and criteria developed 
by the Organization.” This means that when vessels are transiting 
an IMO adopted SRS they should abide by the regulatory 
system for the SRS in question. If the SRS is a voluntary system, 
which is not adopted by IMO, the authority concerned should 
endeavour to follow the guidelines thus maintaining a common 
performance standard. 

Another important Convention is UNCLOS (United Nations 
Convention on the Law of the Sea). This international law, 
comprising over 200 pages, defines sovereign jurisdiction and 
freedom of action in key sea areas and most important the need 
for increased protection of the marine environment. Article 21 
of this Convention is extremely important for coastal states, 
which have a high degree of vessel traffic transiting through 
their waters where there is a SRS. This Article provides powers 
to the coastal states enabling them to adopt laws and regulations 
to ensure the protection of the environment in general and the 
safety of navigation as well as the regulation of maritime traffic in 
particular. Vessel traffic can be regulated passively by the utilisation 
of Traffic Separation Schemes (TSS), by interaction with the 
centre from which operations are being managed or both. Even 
though foreign ships can exercise their right of innocent passage 
through the territorial sea they should still comply with all such 
laws and regulations and all generally accepted international 
regulations relating to the prevention of collisions at sea.

Finally, a convention, dating back to 1936, is the Montreux 
Convention, which is unique to Turkey. Article 2 states that, “in 
time of peace, merchant vessels shall enjoy complete freedom 
of passage and navigation in the [Turkish] Straits, by day and by 
night, under any flag with any kind of cargo.” This Convention 
did not make any provision for the regulation of shipping for 
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the purposes of safety and environmental protection. However, 
in 1994 the Turkish government adopted new Maritime Traffic 
Regulations for the Turkish Straits and the Marmara Region. This 
introduced a new regulatory regime in order to ensure the safety 
of navigation, life and property and to protect the environment in 
the region but without violating the Montreux principle of free 
passage. The IMO adopted TSS, the Maritime Traffic Regulations 
for the Turkish Straits, as well as the Turkish Straits VTS, which 
have all contributed to a significant improvement in safety of 
navigation and protection of the local and natural environment.

Competent Harbour Authorities and the 
VTS Guidelines
The IMO guidelines on VTS state that, “The competent 
authority is the authority made responsible, in whole or in part, 
by the Government for the safety, including environmental 
safety and efficiency of the vessel traffic and the protection of 
the environment…The VTS Authority is the Authority with 
responsibility for the management, operations and co-ordination 
of the VTS, the interaction with participating vessels and the safe 
and effective provision of the service.”

Generally speaking, the Competent Authority of a Flag State 
has the responsibility for the safety of navigation around the 
coastline of its jurisdiction. That responsibility is often delegated 
to a VTS or other Authority, which in turn is responsible for 
managing the coastline in the area or areas concerned. If the area 
is within territorial waters, and a risk assessment has determined 
that the volume of traffic or the degree of risk justifies such 
services, then a VTS can be established. It is important to note 
that, at present a VTS may only be made mandatory in sea 
areas within the territorial seas of a coastal State. If the area is 
in international waters, such as Straits for example, a Reporting 
System can be established and be subsequently adopted by the 
IMO, (Resolution A.851(20)).

“The Government or Competent Authority should ensure that 
the VTS Authority is provided with sufficient staff, appropriately 
qualified, suitably trained and capable of performing the 
tasks required, taking into consideration the type and level of 
services to be provided and current IMO Guidelines on the 
recruitment and training of VTS operators. A VTS Operator is 
an appropriately qualified person performing one or more tasks 
contributing to the services of the VTS.” Since the adoption of 
Resolution A857(20), IALA have published the internationally 
accepted IALA Model Courses for VTS personnel. MSC 
Circ.1065 brings attention to all the IALA V103 Model Courses 
for training and qualifying VTS Operators (VTSOs).

The IMO definition of VTS in Resolution A.857(20) states 
that, “Vessel traffic service (VTS) – a service implemented by 
a Competent Authority, designed to improve the safety and 
efficiency of vessel traffic and to protect the environment. The 
service should have the capability to interact with the traffic 
and to respond to traffic situations developing in the VTS area”. 
So when a VTS is established it needs to have the capability to 
interact with vessel traffic and respond as and when necessary 
not only to developing traffic situations but prior to their 
development also. This means that VTSOs have a duty of care to 
monitor and look after the safety of navigation in their VTS area. 

SOLAS V regulation 11.6 states, “Any adopted ship reporting 
system shall have the capability of interaction and the ability to 
assist ships with information when necessary.” Like a VTS, the 
authority managing the SRS also has the right to interact with 
vessel traffic, assisting with information as and when necessary. 

SOLAS V regulation 12.3 states that, “The use of VTS may 
only be made mandatory in sea areas within the territorial seas 
of a coastal State.” In my opinion there seems to be a bit of an 
anomaly here. Both a VTS and SRS contribute to safety of life at 
sea, safety and efficiency of navigation and/or protection of the 
marine environment. Both can interact with vessel traffic and both 
provide an Information Service. SOLAS V regulation 12.1 has 
additional wording, “... adjacent shore areas, work sites and offshore 
installations from possible adverse effects of maritime traffic.” 

Resolution A.857(20) section 2.1.2 states that, “A clear 
distinction may need to be made between a Port or Harbour VTS 
and a Coastal VTS. A Port VTS is mainly concerned with vessel 
traffic to and from a port or harbour or harbours, while a Coastal 
VTS is mainly concerned with vessel traffic passing through the 
area. A VTS could also be a combination of both types. The type 
and level of service or services rendered could differ between both 
types of VTS; in a Port or Harbour VTS a navigational assistance 
service and/or a traffic organization service is usually provided 
for, while in a Coastal VTS usually only an information service 
is rendered.” Whilst a VTS can be any one of the three types, an 
adopted SRS as such is clearly of the coastal type, although there 
may be ports and/or harbours within the same area. 

End of Part 1. Part 2 will discuss ship reporting systems, the role of 
Navigational Assistance Service, liability issues, VTS training, and Vessel 
Traffic Services and Ship Reporting Systems.

NB: The opinion expressed in this paper is entirely that of Captain 
Hughes and not of any organisation he is connected with.

Captain Terry Hughes established VTS training in the UK in 1982 and has, 
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obtaining professional VTS qualifications for VTS personnel.  These qualifications 
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Terry Hughes with a view to providing a quality, specialised service for all those 
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Navigation as well as being a Younger Brother of Trinity House and a Livery 
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