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Action dates 

IMO's conventions are regularly amended and revised. This list shows the latest to enter into force - and the changes that will occur during the next few months. 
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Convention or Code

1 February 1999 
1988 (GMDSS) amendments to SOLAS 

By 1 February 1999, all merchant ships covered by the SOLAS convention must be converted to the Global Maritime Distress and Safety System (GMDSS) and contracting Governments are required to provide shore-based radio facilities. 

The GMDSS was introduced by amendments to SOLAS which were adopted in 1988 and entered into force on 1 February 1992. It is essentially a worldwide network of automated emergency communications for ships at sea. The basic concept of GMDSS is that search and rescue (SAR) authorities ashore as well as shipping in the immediate vicinity of the ship in distress will be rapidly alerted through satellite and digital selective calling equipment to a distress incident so that they can assist in a coordinated SAR operation with the minimum of delay. 

The GMDSS requires ships to carry equipment designed to improve the chances of rescue following an accident, including satellite emergency position indicating radio beacons (EPIRBs) and search and rescue transponders (SARTs) for the location of the ship or survival craft. 

1 July 1999
June 1997 amendment to SOLAS 

SOLAS Regulation 8-2 of SOLAS Chapter V (Safety of Navigation) on Vessel Traffic Services (VTS), adopted in June 1997, enters into force. VTS are traffic management systems, for example those used in busy straits. 

The regulation sets out when VTS can be implemented. It says Vessel Traffic Services should be designed to contribute to the safety of life at sea, safety and efficiency of navigation and the protection of the marine environment, adjacent shore areas, worksites and offshore installations from possible adverse effects of maritime traffic. Governments may establish VTS when, in their opinion, the volume of traffic or the degree of risk justifies such services but no VTS should prejudice the "rights and duties of governments under international law" and a VTS may only be made mandatory in sea areas within a State's territorial waters. 

In SOLAS Chapter II-I, concerning stability requirements for passenger ships, regulation 8.3 on "Special requirements for passenger ships, other than ro-ro passenger ships, carrying 400 persons or more" enters into force. The regulation effectively makes these ships comply with the special requirements for ro-ro passenger ships in Regulation 8.2 which were adopted in November 1995, based on proposals from a panel of experts set up after the Estonia ferry disaster. The special requirements are aimed at ensuring the ships can survive without capsizing with two main compartments flooded following damage.

1 July 1999
November 1995 amendments to SOLAS 

Passenger ships of 130 metres in length and over built after 1 July 1999 must be fitted with a helicopter landing area, under Regulation 28 of Chapter III. 

(Ro-ro passenger ships had to provide a helicopter pick-up area from 1 July 1997 or have one fitted not later than the first periodic survey after 1 July 1997.) Note: The Maritime Safety Committee (MSC) has agreed to review the requirement for helicopter landing areas.

1 July 1999
November 1995 amendments to SOLAS 

Regulation II-2/28.3 covers escape routes on ro-ro passenger ships constructed after 1 July 1999. It requires escape routes to be evaluated by an evacuation analysis early in the design process, aimed at identifying and eliminating congestion which may develop if a ship has to be evacuated. The analysis should also demonstrate that escape arrangements are sufficiently flexible to allow for the possibility that certain escape routes may not be available due to a casualty. 

Regulation III/29 requires all passenger ships built before 1 July 1997 to provide a "decision support system" for emergency management on the navigation bridge not later than the first periodic survey after 1 July 1999. (This regulation came into effect for new ships on 1 July 1997.) The decision support system requires, as a minimum, a printed emergency plan or plans covering foreseeable emergency situations, including fire, damage to ship, pollution, unlawful acts. 

1 July 1999
November 1997 (Conference) amendments to SOLAS 

Chapter XII to SOLAS, Additional Safety Measures for Bulk Carriers, adopted at a SOLAS Conference in November 1997, enters into force. 

The regulations state that all new bulk carriers 150 metres or more in length (built after that date) carrying cargoes with a density of 1,000 kg/m3 and above should have sufficient strength to withstand flooding of any one cargo hold, taking into account dynamic effects resulting from presence of water in the hold and taking into account recommendations adopted by IMO. 

For existing ships (built before 1 July 1999) carrying bulk cargoes with a density of 1,780 kg/m3 and above, the transverse watertight bulkhead between the two foremost cargo holds and the double bottom of the foremost cargo hold should have sufficient strength to withstand flooding and the related dynamic effects in the foremost cargo hold. 

Cargoes with a density of 1,780 kg/m3 and above include iron ore, pig iron, steel, bauxite and cement. Cargoes with a density of more than 1,000 kg/m3, include grains such as wheat and rice, and timber. 

Under Chapter XII, surveyors can take into account restrictions on the cargo carried in considering the need for, and the extent of, strengthening of the transverse watertight bulkhead or double bottom. When restrictions on cargoes are imposed, the bulk carrier should be permanently marked with a solid triangle on its side shell. 

The date of application of Chapter XII to existing bulk carriers depends on their age. Bulk carriers which are 20 years old and over on 1 July 1999 will have to comply by the date of the first intermediate or periodic survey after that date, whichever is sooner. Bulk carriers aged 15-20 years must comply by the first periodical survey after 1 July 1999, but not later than 1 July 2002. Bulk carriers less than 15 years old must comply by the date of the first periodical survey after the ship reaches 15 years of age, but not later than the date on which the ship reaches 17 years of age.

1 August 1999
September 1997 amendments to MARPOL 

In special areas, discharge into the sea of oil or oily mixture from any oil tanker and ship over 400 gt is prohibited. 

The North West European waters were made a "special area" under Annex 1 of MARPOL 73/78 in September 1997, under an amendment entering into force on 1 February 1999. The special area became effective from 1 August 1999. The waters cover the North Sea and its approaches, the Irish Sea and its approaches, the Celtic Sea, the English Channel and its approaches and part of the North East Atlantic immediately to the West of Ireland. 

1 January 2000
May 1998 amendments to SAR Convention 

The revised annex to the International Convention on Maritime Search and Rescue (SAR Convention) was adopted during the 69th session of the Maritime Safety Committee (MSC), in May 1998. 

The revised SAR Convention clarifies the responsibilities of Governments and puts greater emphasis on the regional approach and co-ordination between maritime and aeronautical SAR operations 

In the Annex, terms and definitions contained in Chapter 1 have been updated and Chapter 2, Organization and Co-ordination, has been re-drafted to make the responsibilities of Governments clearer. It requires Parties, either individually or in co-operation with other States, to establish basic elements of a search and rescue service, and describes how SAR services should be arranged and national capabilities be developed. Parties are required to establish rescue co-ordination centres and to operate them on a 24-hour basis with trained staff who have a working knowledge of English. 

Parties are also required to "ensure the closest practicable co-ordination between maritime and aeronautical services". IMO and the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) have prepared the International Aeronautical and Maritime Search and Rescue (IAMSAR) Manual, replacing the Merchant Ship Search and Rescue Manual (MERSAR), first published in 1971, and the IMO Search and Rescue Manual (IMOSAR), first published in 1978. 

Other Chapters in the revised SAR Convention deal with Co-operation between States (Chapter 3) and Operating Procedures (Chapter 4), which incorporates the previous Chapters 4 (Preparatory Measures) and 5 (Operating Procedures). Chapter 4 gives procedures to be followed, such as during initial action, emergency phases, initiation of search and rescue operations when the position of the search object is unknown and co-ordination of SAR activities. The revised Chapter 4 says that "Search and rescue operations shall continue, when practicable, until all reasonable hope of rescuing survivors has passed". 

The original Chapter 6 (Ship Reporting Systems) has been updated and renumbered as Chapter 5. It says that ship reporting systems should provide up-to-date information on the movements of vessels to help the SAR activities in the event of a distress incident.

3 February 2000
Harmonized system of survey and certification 

The harmonized system of survey and certification was adopted in 1988 through Protocols to the International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea, 1974 (SOLAS) and to the International Convention on Load Lines, 1966. In addition, amendments adopted by IMO will introduce the system, on the same date, to MARPOL 73/78 (Annexes I and II), the International Code for the Construction and Equipment of Ships Carrying Dangerous Chemicals in Bulk (IBC Code);the International Code for the Construction and Equipment of Ships Carrying Liquefied Gases in Bulk (IGC Code); and the Code for the Construction and Equipment of Ships Carrying Dangerous Chemicals in Bulk (BCH Code). 

All these instruments require the issuing of certificates to show that requirements have been met and this has to be done by means of a survey which can involve the ship being out of service for several days. The harmonized system will alleviate the problems caused by survey dates and intervals between surveys which do not coincide, so that a ship should no longer have to go into port or repair yard for a survey required by one convention shortly after doing the same thing in connection with another instrument.

1 July 2000 (or first periodic survey thereafter)
November 1995 amendments to SOLAS 

Some of the amendments to Chapter III dealing with lifesaving equipment on ro-ro passenger ships come into force for ships constructed before 1 July 1998 not later than the first periodic survey after 1 July 2000. Specifically, liferafts should carry a boarding ramp and be self-righting or be canopied, reversible, stable in a seaway and capable of operating safely whichever way up they are floating. At least one of the rescue boats should be a fast rescue boat. Each ro-ro passenger ship should be equipped with efficient means for rapidly recovering survivors from the water and sufficient numbers of a lifejackets should be stowed in the vicinity of assembly points so passengers do not have to return to their cabins to fetch them. All lifejackets should be fitted with lights.

1 January 2001
May 1999 amendments to SOLAS 

International Code for the Safe Carriage of Packaged Irradiated Nuclear Fuel, Plutonium and High-Level Radioactive Wastes on Board Ships (INF Code becomes mandatory, following amendments adopted to chapter VII of SOLAS (Carriage of dangerous goods). 

The INF Code sets out how the material covered by the Code should be carried, including specifications for ships. The material covered by the code includes: 

Irradiated nuclear fuel 

material containing uranium, thorium and/or plutonium isotopes which has been used to maintain a self-sustaining nuclear chain reaction. 

Plutonium 

the resultant mixture of isotopes of that material extracted from irradiated nuclear fuel from reprocessing. 

High-level radioactive wastes 

liquid wastes resulting from the operation of the first stage extraction system or the concentrated wastes from subsequent extraction stages, in a facility for reprocessing irradiated fuel, or solids into which such liquid wastes have been converted. 

The INF code applies to all ships regardless of the date of construction and size, including cargo ships of less than 500 gross tonnage, engaged in the carriage of INF cargo. The INF Code does not apply to warships, naval auxiliary or other ships used only on government non-commercial service, although Administrations are expected to ensure such ships are in compliance with the Code. 

Specific regulations in the Code cover a number of issues, including: damage stability, fire protection, temperature control of cargo spaces, structural consideration, cargo securing arrangements, electrical supplies, radiological protection equipment and management, training and shipboard emergency plans. 

Ships carrying INF cargo are assigned to one of three classes, depending on the total radioactivity of INF cargo which is carried on board, and regulations vary slightly according to the Class: 

Class INF 1 ship 

Ships which are certified to carry INF cargo with an aggregate activity less than 4,000 TBq (TeraBecquerel - measurement of radioactivity - Terabecquerel (1TBq = 10+12 Bq); Becquerel = activity unit (1 Bq = 2,7×10-11 Ci); (Ci = microcurie)). 

Class INF 2 ship 

Ships which are certified to carry irradiated nuclear fuel or high-level radioactive wastes with an aggregate activity less than 2 x 106 TBq and ships which are certified to carry plutonium with an aggregate activity less than 2 x 105 TBq. 

Class INF 3 ship 

Ships which are certified to carry irradiated nuclear fuel or high-level radioactive wastes and ships which are certified to carry plutonium with no restriction of the maximum aggregate activity of the materials. 

The INF Code was first adopted as a recommendatory Code by the eighteenth session of the Assembly on 4 November 1993 (resolution A.748(18). The twentieth session of the Assembly adopted amendments to the INF Code to include specific requirements for shipboard emergency plans and notification in the event of an incident (resolution A.853(20), adopted on 27 November 1997). 

1 January 2001
July 1999 amendments to MARPOL 73/78 

The Committee adopted regulations making certain sized tankers carrying persistent oils (such as heavy fuel oil) as cargo subject to the same stringent requirements as crude oil tankers. 

The amendments to the International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships, 1973, as modified by the Protocol of 1978 (MARPOL 73/78) will make existing oil tankers between 20,000 and 30,000 tons deadweight carrying persistent product oil, including heavy diesel oil and fuel oil, subject to the same construction requirements as crude oil tankers. The amendments, expected to enter into force on 1 January 2001, under tacit acceptance, relate to Regulation 13G of Annex I (Regulations for the Prevention of Pollution by Oil). 

Regulation 13G requires, in principle, existing tankers to comply with requirements for new tankers in Regulation 13F, including double hull requirements for new tankers or alternative arrangements, not later than 25 years after date of delivery. Currently, the regulation applies to crude oil tankers of 20,000 tons deadweight and above and product carriers of 30,000 tons deadweight and above, but does not currently apply to tankers between 20,000 and 30,000 tons deadweight which carry heavy diesel oil or fuel oil. 

The aim of the amendments is to address concerns that oil pollution incidents involving persistent oils are as severe as those involving crude oil, so regulations applicable to crude oil tankers should also apply to tankers carrying persistent oils. 

The Committee also adopted related amendments to the Supplement of the IOPP (International Oil Pollution Prevention) Certificate, covering in particular oil separating/filtering equipment and retention and disposal of oil residues. A third amendment adopted relates to Annex II of MARPOL Regulations for the Control of Pollution by Noxious Liquid Substances in Bulk. The amendment adds a new regulation 16 requiring a Shipboard marine pollution emergency plan for noxious liquid substances. 

The Committee also adopted amendments addressing the maintenance of venting systems, to the International Code for the Construction and Equipment of Ships carrying Dangerous Chemicals in Bulk (IBC Code) and the Code for the Construction and Equipment of Ships carrying Dangerous Chemicals in Bulk (BCH Code). 

1 January 2001
September 1999 amendments to FAL Convention 

The amendments to the Convention on Facilitation of International Maritime Traffic (FAL), 1965, relate to the combating of illicit drug trafficking; arrival, stay and departure of ships, passengers, crews and cargo; and the use of electronic data interchange (EDI) for ship clearance purposes. 

1 July 2002
May 1994 amendments to SOLAS 

The ISM Code becomes mandatory for dry cargo ships and mobile offshore drilling units of 500 gross tonnage and above from 1 July 2002. The Code establishes safety management objectives and requires a safety management system (SMS) to be established. 

1 July 2002
May 1998 amendments to SOLAS 

In Chapter II-1 - Construction - Subdivision and stability, machinery and electrical installations, visual examination of welded connections, where filling with water or a hose test are not practicable, is now allowed under regulation 14 on Construction and initial testing of watertight bulkheads, etc., in passenger ships and cargo ships. 

In Chapter IV - Radiocommunications, regulation 5-1 requires Contracting Governments to ensure suitable arrangements are in place for registering Global Maritime Distress and Safety System (GMDSS) identities (including ship's call sign, Inmarsat identities) and making the information available 24 hours a day to Rescue Co-ordination Centres. Testing intervals for satellite emergency position indicating radio beacons (EPIRBS) are updated in a new paragraph 9 to regulation 15 Maintenance Requirements. A new regulation 18 on Position updating requires automatic provision of information regarding the ship's position where two-way communication equipment is capable of providing automatically the ship's position in the distress alert. Where manual updating of the ship's position is required, this should be done not less than every four hours when the ship is underway. 

In Chapter VI Carriage of Cargoes (Regulation 5) and Chapter VII Carriage of Dangerous Goods (Regulation 6), "all cargoes, other than solid and liquid bulk cargoes" should be loaded, stowed and secured in accordance with the Cargo Securing Manual. 

1 January 2003
December 1998 Amendments to STCW 

Amendments to the Seafarers' Training, Certification and Watchkeeping Code aimed at improving minimum standards of competence of crews sailing on ships carrying solid bulk cargoes enter into force. The amendments concern section A-II/1 and A-II/2 under "Cargo handling and stowage at the operational and management levels". 
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