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Part 1 of this article was originally published in edition 43 of  
Port Technology International and is available for download at 
porttechnology.org journal archives.

Ship Reporting Systems
The Dover Straits has a worldwide reputation for being 
one of the busiest waterways in the world. The Dover Strait 
Traffic Separation Scheme (TSS) developed out of a series of 
experiments begun in 1967 but it was not until 1971, after a 
series of accidents, that the authorities were galvanised into 
action, taken through the IMO, resulting in its official formation. 
The scheme was the first to be set up in the world under radar 
surveillance. It was also the first to be adopted by the IMO and 
coincided with the revised COLREGS of 1972, which includes 
Rule 10. The adoption was not finalised until 1977. Since then 
many other TSS in various Straits around the world have been 
adopted by IMO. 

More and more Ship Reporting Systems that incorporate a 
TSS are being adopted by the IMO. Most if not all of the areas 
are operated from a VTS centre. The Straits of Gibraltar, Strait 
of Bonifacio, Straits of Malacca and Singapore, Gulf of Finland, 
Torres Strait, Great Barrier Reef (REEFREP) and the Great Belt 
(Storebælt) are some to name but a few. The latter named is the 
major of the three Straits of Denmark that connect the Kattegat 
to the Baltic Sea. The waters are international and the adopted 
SRS BELTREP is operated from the Great Belt VTS centre. 

In 2004, IMO adopted Resolution MSC.161(78), which 
gave approval to the REEFREP SRS to provide Navigational 
Assistance, “in circumstances where information available 
to REEFCENTRE may assist on-board decision making 
REEFREP may initiate interaction with an individual ship to 
provide this information.” This may include circumstances where 
a ship may be standing into shallow water (for example, in areas 
of restricted navigation where there is radar/AIS coverage) or 
deviating from a recommended route. The Australian authorities 
are naturally very keen to protect the Great Barrier Reef, which 
is the largest coral reef system in the world as well as being the 
largest World Heritage Area.

In 2006, IMO similarly adopted Resolution MSC230(82), 
which gave approval to the BELTREP SRS to provide individual 
information to a ship particularly in relation to positioning and 
navigational assistance or local conditions. Like the Australians, 
the Danish authorities are keen to ensure the safety of navigation, 
particularly in the vicinity of the Great Belt Bridge, which could 
be considered to be an offshore installation, albeit joined at both 
ends to the shore. Unfortunately, a ship has already collided with 
this Bridge causing a fatality on the ship itself.

Australia and Denmark are two examples of states where the 
protection of their individual environments from possible adverse 
effects of maritime traffic is of extreme importance. In both cases, 
their adopted SRS were upgraded by IMO for the provision of 
navigational assistance to individual vessels. 

Navigational Assistance Service
IMO Resolution A.857(20) already approves and currently 
only recognises Navigational Assistance Service (NAS) as one 
of three types of service that a VTS can provide to vessel traffic. 
IMO have used carefully chosen words by stressing that, “when 

the VTS is authorized to issue instructions to vessels, these 
instructions should be result-oriented only, leaving the details of 
execution, such as course to be steered or engine manoeuvres 
to be executed, to the master or pilot on board the vessel.” In 
other words, one should not instruct a ship what specific course 
to steer or what specific speed to proceed at. NAS itself can be 
provided through an Information Service (INS) using the correct 
terminology, being guided by Resolution A.918(22) Standard 
Marine Communication Phrases (SMCP). Information provided by 
a VTS should at all times be based on fact whereas advice is based 
on a professional opinion.

There is much confusion over the term ‘Navigational 
Assistance Service’, with different interpretations on what it 
actually means including, dare I say, Shore Based Pilotage (SBP). 
This latter term is a misnomer, as an act of pilotage can really 
only be carried out by a Pilot on board a ship itself. IMPA 
and EMPA both agree that there is no substitute for a Pilot 
on the bridge of a ship. In some VTS centres, Pilots do provide 
navigational assistance and their valuable local knowledge 
certainly enhances this type of service. How NAS is provided, 
who provides it and when is up to the VTS Authority, the ship's 
Master or both. It is a service to assist onboard navigational 
decision-making and to monitor its effects. The key words here 
are assist and monitor. 

Authorities are starting to look carefully as to how they 
can best provide advice to vessels that appear to be navigating 
in such a manner as to cause concern. The SMCP provides a 
terminological hierarchy where important message markers can 
be used as the sequence of events unfolds. The main message 
markers are Information, Warning, Advice and Instruction. There 
is some confusion as to the meaning of the words Advice and 
Instruction. Advice is based on a recommendation whilst Instruction 
is based on a regulation, which could be local or national. As 
the word Advice is based on a recommendation, in my opinion 
it would be more assertive to use the word Recommend instead 
of Advice, or both. Resolution A857(20) 2.3.4 is confusing by 
stating that, “When the VTS is authorized to issue instructions 
to vessels, these instructions should be result-oriented only...”. 
The word “instructions” in this context is misplaced and in my 
opinion should be replaced by advice. 

The difficulty arises as to what terminology should be used 
when it becomes increasingly apparent, even after information 
and warnings have been provided by the VTSO, that a vessel 
is not changing its course to avoid some navigational hazard. 
There is a strong temptation by the VTSO to tell the vessel 
to steer a specific course. The VTSO will not necessar ily 
know what sort of compass the vessel has or even what errors 
the compass has. The VTSO may not be aware of how the 
environment is affecting the vessel or if there are any small 
targets in the vicinity of the vessel in question. All the VTSO 
knows from monitoring the vessel's track is that the vessel is 
in imminent danger of grounding or having a collision, for 
example. Every vessel is at the centre of its own compass. 
This means that a VTSO could recommend a true course of 
xxx degrees, a true bearing of xxx degrees or even a compass 
direction. The word steer has not been used. Under the pressure 
of stress, individual human factors vary considerably, which is 
why specific training in the provision of NAS, particularly on a 
simulator is extremely important. 
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Liability issues
IMO Resolution A857(20) 2.2.1 states that, “In planning 
and establishing a VTS, the Contracting Government or 
Governments or the competent authority should ensure that 
a legal basis for the operation of a VTS is provided for and 
that the VTS is operated in accordance with national and 
international law and that that a VTS authority is appointed and 
legally empowered.” This means that the relevant authorities 
must take into account the legal implications, which may arise if 
there is a shipping accident, caused by the failure of the VTSO 
to carry out his or her duties properly. 

Even with apparently well-regulated VTS operations in 
force, many incidents and accidents are occurring in VTS areas 
and, quite naturally, Protection and Indemnity (P&I) Clubs 
are becoming increasingly worried as to why this is so. More 
and more reports by various marine accident investigation 
organisations are including an in-depth look at the VTS 
operations performed at the time of the incident/accident. A 
considerable number of accidents investigated find that a lack 
of improper communications, ship/ship or ship/shore, were the 
root cause.

Are VTS regulations lacking? Is the standard of VTS training 
not high enough? Or is it down to just plain good old human 
factors? Whatever the cause, there has yet to be a judgement 
against any VTSO. It is more likely that the authority responsible 
for managing the VTS will be taken to task, as has already 
happened in South Africa. Over the years VTS has developed 
almost in a total legal vacuum and only now, when the systems 
are actually in operation in many parts of the world, are 
hurried questions being asked about regulatory aspects, legal 
responsibilities and liability. 

VTSs around the world provide different services to all kinds of 
vessel in a wide range of geographical, weather and sea conditions. 
Furthermore, the common law and policies of the countries in 
which VTSs operate will often be different from each other. Most 
VTSs will have their own statutory structure, which will govern 
their creation and operation. The nature, size and funding of the 
organizations which run the VTSs will differ. No act or omission, 
which may give rise to a possible claim against the VTS, will be 
the same. Moreover, distinct issues may also arise when a TSS is 
introduced, especially in circumstances where it is part of a VTS. 

When considering questions of legal liability and, as stated in 
Resolution A857(20), a clear distinction must be made between 
a port or harbour VTS and a coastal VTS, as the two cater for 
fundamentally different situations. Each potential claim against a 
particular VTS will have to be considered separately, taking into 
account not only the specific facts, which gave rise to the claim, 
but also the specific characteristics of the VTS in question. 

The VTSOs should not have to worry about liability issues 
when carrying out their VTS duties. They know they have a duty 
of care with respect to the safety of navigation in their area. The 
authority that employs them should have a risk management 
policy, and carry out risk analysis checks at regular intervals, as 
well as taking steps to mitigate any known risks.   

VTS training
Resolution A857(20) requires a Competent Authority to 
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.” It is important that all operational 
personnel are not only trained to the IALA V103 standards 
but have been found competent to operate as well. The VTS 
Authority should also have standard operating procedures in place, 
for both external and internal situations that might arise.

 Operational competence is assessed dur ing On the Job 
Training (OJT), as this is the final phase of training for a 
VTSO. There is a misconception that a certificate received after 
successfully completing an accredited V103/1 (VTS Operator) 
training course allows the person to operate as a VTSO. The 
OJT is equally if not more important, as training is specific for 
the area to which the newly trained VTSO has been posted. 
The V103/1 certificate of competence provides a professional 
and internationally accepted level for all those operating in a 
VTS centre.

The IMO Standard Marine Communication Phrases (SMCP) 
were compiled to assist in the greater safety of navigation and 
of the conduct of the ship, as well as to standardize the language 
used in communication for navigation at sea, in port approaches, 
waterways and harbours, and on board vessels with multilingual 
crews. It is not a perfect document and there are some anomalies 
contained within it, which unfortunately conflict with 
Resolution A.857(20). These conflicts can make it difficult for 
VTS instructors to provide what they consider to be the correct 
interpretation.

One of the problems facing VTSOs is language and the 
difficulties in communicating with multilingual crews aboard 
vessels, particularly in times when a vessel is navigating in 
a haphazard way. The SOLAS Convention requires English 
to be used on the bridge as the working language for bridge-
to-bridge and bridge-to-shore safety communications, as well 
as for communications on board between the pilot and bridge 
watch-keeping personnel, unless those directly involved in the 
communications speak a common language other than English. 
The use of the English language in a VTS centre is not generally 
a problem, but it is on many ships and this is a worrying concern 
with VTS authorities. Although VTS is now included within 
SOLAS, the International Convention on Standards of Training, 
Certification and Watch-keeping for seafarers (STCW) does not 
yet include a requirement for knowledge of or even an awareness 
of VTS. However, IMO have tentatively agreed that awareness of 
VTS is important.

As far as OJT is concerned, it is extremely important that 
VTSOs are fully aware of their duties and responsibilities, their 
VTS and/or SRS area of responsibility and what they can or 
cannot do. Many VTSOs are unaware that Standard Operating 
Procedures (SOP) exist and if they are, when they are to be used. 
The need for training, updating and continual assessment cannot 
be stressed enough. Good training and the use of simulation are 
very important to maintain continued proficiency and often 
prepare the VTSO for the unexpected. 

Vessel Traffic Services and Ship Reporting 
Systems
It is becoming increasingly clear, that a number of SRS areas 
are being operated from VTS Centres. This scenario creates 
a confusing situation with the Masters of vessels visiting or 
transiting these areas. The various acronyms and radio call signs 
that are being used by different authorities are also confusing. 
Masters talking to a VTS centre (using a VTS call sign) can quite 
naturally think that, even though the ship is in a SRS area, the 
VTS centre will also provide the types of service as laid down in 
Resolution A.857(20). 

A situation could arise in fog whereby a Pilot is taken sick 
whilst on the bridge and the Master, not knowing exactly 
where the ship is, requests navigational assistance from the VTS, 
which itself is managing a SRS. Does the VTS centre provide 
navigational assistance in the form of information or take a more 
active role in the on board decision-making, in other words be 
more assertive? In certain circumstances other traffic in the same 
area may have to be re-routed to avoid a new navigational hazard.
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Captain Terry Hughes established VTS training in the UK in 1982 and has, 

together with IALA and its VTS Committee members, been instrumental in 

obtaining professional VTS qualifications for VTS personnel. These qualifications 

are now internationally recognised (IMO/SOLAS).

International Maritime Consultancy was established in 1996 by Captain 

Terry Hughes with a view to providing a quality, specialised service for all those 

connected with Vessel Traffic Services (VTS) and Management (VTM). 

For the last 27 years Terry has been involved in training many VTS Operators from 

various parts of the world as well as carrying out operational inspections at VTS 

Centres for various Maritime Administrations. As an independent Vessel Traffic 

Management Consultant he has undertaken expert witness projects in VTS related 

legal cases in the UK, Europe, United States and South Africa. 

Captain Hughes is a Fellow of the Nautical Institute and Royal Institute of 

Navigation as well as being a Younger Brother of Trinity House and a Livery 

Member of the Honourable Company of Master Mariners. He is currently 

Chairman of the Personnel & Training WG in the IALA VTS Committee.

Contact can be made with Terry through his website: www.maritime-vts.co.uk

abouT THe auTHor

enquIrIes 

Is there really a difference between the two operations? A 
VTS centre managing a SRS, albeit in international waters, can 
be likened to a coastal VTS. They both have the authority to 
interact with vessel traffic and to receive and provide information 
as and when required. Some now have the authority to provide 
navigational assistance. But is this enough? In my opinion there 
are certain areas that justify being able to provide any one of the 
three types of service offered by a VTS in territorial waters, in 
order to safeguard the safety of navigation and protection of the 
environment whether man-made or natural. Those specific VTS 
centres managing an adopted SRS could be specially designated 
by IMO SOLAS V Regulation 12.3, which states “the use of VTS 
may only be made mandatory in sea areas within the territorial 
seas of a coastal State”. Does this mean that an authority can 
establish a ‘voluntary’  VTS in international waters?  

In adopting Resolution A.857 (20), IMO recognised “that the 
use of differing VTS procedures may cause confusion to Masters 
of vessels moving from one VTS area to another”. VTS procedures 
are already being used in certain SRS areas. Radio call signs are 

themselves very confusing with the words, VTS, VTIS, Traffic and 
Port Control, for example, being used by different authorities. If 
and when IMO agree to designate VTS status to certain SRS, it 
is important that, in order to maintain a common performance 
standard, the use of current VTS procedures should be encouraged, 
rather than re-invent a whole new set of processes and procedures. 
Cooperation and understanding between the ship and the shore is 
essential for the safe operation of vessels in a VTS area.  

Masters should make the best use of VTS at all times in 
navigational decision making. As in any navigation situation, ships’ 
Masters and mariners are expected to exercise good seamanship 
and comply with the Collision Regulations. At no time should the 
authority of the Master be compromised by participation in an SRS 
or VTS. Whatever the outcome, the authorities concerned with VTS 
will always need to ensure that their personnel are trained to the 
highest IALA standards.

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


