27/ 05/ 2000

Saf er, snoot her passage

THE RMLOO mi | Iion Vessel Traffic System(VTS) or to nonitor ships plying
the Straits of Malacca, will be | aunched by Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad next Thursday. And already it has been recogni sed as an
effective tool to reduce the risk of accidents and ot her untoward

i ncidents in one of the world's busi est waterways. According to the Mari ne
Depart ment Mal aysia, the VIS - which was conm ssioned at the end of 1998 -
uses a network of nine radar stations along 500kmof the straits. It
offers an all-inportant capability for interaction between vessels and
onshore authorities to facilitate responses to navigati onal hazards, nan-
caused or otherw se. The systemincludes full-time operational control
centres, staffed by trai ned personnel and equi pped with state-of-the-art
devi ces to gather information on vessel noverments and sea conditions

t hrough radar and VHF radio I inks with ships. Transport M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Ling Liong Sik had said that the systemw ||l nmake the straits
much, nuch safer.

The VTS, by providing a constant streamof information fromshore-based
control centres to the mariners in the waterway, takes nmuch of the guess
wor k out of the decision-making process that is required for safe
navi gati on. Together with the Singapore VTISradar, the VIS systemcovers
virtually the entire stretch of the shipping route inthe Straits,

i ncludi ng the Singapore Strait. However, cooperation renmains the key to

t he successful inplenentation of any system especially fromthe users,
which in this case involves their diligent provision of essential

i nformation. This is indeed recogni sed by the authorities and t he adoption
of mandatory ship reporting under Chapter V of the 1974 Safety of Life at
Sea Convention has been proposed.

A pertinent consideration for the acceptance of the expanded Traffic
Separation Schene is that the channel s identified nust be safe and free
fromobstruction, including those posed by errant vessels. Apart fromthe
need for greater discipline, ships have to be able to navigate with a
hi gher degree of accuracy, and in all weather conditions too. The VISis
therefore integral to conpl enentary and support maritinme services |ike the
surveyi ng and updating of the Straits' nautical charts; introduction of
new navi gati onal ai ds and i nprovenent of exi sting ones; identification of
the |l ocati on of wecks and shoal s; building up of adequate response
capability to pollution and other maritinme catastrophes, including towage
and sal vage services; and i nprovenent of radi o conmuni cati ons and
navi gati onal warni ng systens.

A nunber of mmjor incidents over the past fewyears in the Straits where
about 600 vessels ply through every day are still fresh in our mnds. The
col I'i si on between t he contai ner vessel Ccean Bl essi ng and t anker Nagasaki
Spirit in northern Sumatra was one of the nost serious. The resulting oil

spill hit the coastline of Mal aysi a and | ndonesi a and cost nillions of
ringgit to clean up and i measurabl e damage to the environnent.
Still, thelittoral states' nove to i nplenment the Traffic Separation

Schene woul d only be effective if there is an agreenent with the
International Maritinme Organisation (IMJ) to nake it mandatory for every
ship plying the Straits to report their presence. This proposal by

I ndonesi a, Mal aysi a and Thai | and has been accepted in principle by the | MO
Sub- Commi tt ee on Saf ety of Navigation. There is however still the question
of cost of maintaining the VIS. It is only right that users should



contribute to the upkeep of a service that benefits themdirectly. The
worl d' s wat erways are getting busier by the day and the VISis precisely
what i s needed, but it is very costly to put and keep in place. Japan,
whi ch buys a Il ot of oil fromWst Asia and shipped via the Straits, should
be anmong the first to hel p support the service. The major shipping
conpani es ought to do their bit too considering the very significant
savi ngs they woul d chal k up fromreduced acci dents, |ost cargoes, and
saf er and snoot her voyages.
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