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SUMMARY 

Executive summary: In order to ensure that the output on "Regulatory scoping exercise 
for the use of Maritime Autonomous Surface Ships (MASS)" will be 
completed by the target completion year of 2020, the co-sponsors in 
this document propose a plan of approach for the scoping exercise 

Strategic direction, if 
applicable: 

2  

Output: 2.7  

Action to be taken: Paragraph 17 

Related documents: MSC 99/INF.3; MSC 98/20/2, MSC 98/20/13 and MSC 98/23 

 

1 This document is submitted in accordance with paragraph 6.12.4 of 
MSC-MEPC.1/Circ.5 on Organization and method of work of the Maritime Safety Committee 
and the Marine Environment Protection Committee and their subsidiary bodies, taking into 
account resolution A.1111(30) on Application of the Strategic Plan of the Organization.  
 

2 It proposes a plan of action for undertaking a regulatory scoping exercise that will 
identify the need for amendments and/or additions to the existing regulatory framework in IMO, 
in order to enable the safe, secure and environmentally sound operation of entirely or partly 
unmanned Maritime Autonomous Surface Ships (MASS). 
 

Introduction 
 

3 The Committee, at its at its ninety-eighth session, considered document MSC 98/20/2 
(Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Japan, Netherlands, Norway, Republic of Korea, United Kingdom 
and United States), proposing to undertake a regulatory scoping exercise to determine how 
the safe, secure and environmentally sound operation of MASS might be introduced under 
existing IMO instruments, and document MSC 98/20/13 (ITF) which commented on document 
MSC 98/20/2.  
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4 The Committee, following an in-depth discussion on the proposed new output and the 
commenting document, expressed its general support for the output on the regulatory scoping 
exercise, and agreed to include in the 2018-2019 biennial agenda of the Maritime Safety 
Committee and the provisional agenda for MSC 99, an output on "Regulatory scoping exercise 
for the use of Maritime Autonomous Surface Ships (MASS)", with a target completion date 
of 2020. 
 
5 This document proposes a plan of action for undertaking a regulatory scoping 
exercise, to take place within the existing IMO instruments, that will identify the need for 
amendments and/or additions to the existing regulatory framework in IMO, in order to enable 
the safe, secure and environmentally sound operation of entirely or partly unmanned MASS. 
The plan of approach will assist discussions and progress on this subject, including the 
establishment of a working group at this session of the Committee. 
 
Discussion 
 
6 Since MSC 98, the co-sponsors have noted that the concept of MASS is developing 
even faster than envisaged and, therefore, it is essential the Organization is proactive on this 
issue to ensure that the scoping exercise is completed in a timely manner. 
 
7 The regulatory scoping exercise addresses a complex issue that may affect the entire 
Organization. It will have an impact on many areas of IMO's remit including safety, security, 
the ship/shore interface and interactions with ports, pilotage, responses to incidents and the 
marine environment. The implications and effects that increased automation may have on the 
human element, both at sea and ashore, will also need consideration.  
 
8 Of particular importance is the need to address and describe the various concepts of 
autonomy, automation, operations, and manning, and how these will impact the applicability 
of present and future rules and regulations.  
 
9 In order to carry out the regulatory scoping exercise, a preliminary vocabulary should 
be developed with a set of descriptions for both MASS and for autonomy for the purposes of 
the scoping exercise. Furthermore, a consistent approach should be established for analysing 
the existing relevant IMO instruments. This is necessary to allow for a common understanding 
and facilitate the scoping process, acknowledging that both the vocabulary and the approach 
may have to be modified as more knowledge and understanding is developed. 

 
10 Any outcome of the proposed scoping exercise should also consider the latest 
developments and recommendations on maritime cyber risk management. 

 
11 To guide the scoping exercise, a detailed work plan should be established with a 
clearly defined scope of work, clear deadlines and deliverables towards the target completion 
date of 2020. 
 
Proposed approach 
 
12 To ensure that an output on "Regulatory scoping exercise for the use of Maritime 
Autonomous Surface Ships (MASS)" will be completed by the target completion year of 2020, 
the co-sponsors propose that the Committee makes arrangements for the establishment of 
working groups and intersessional correspondence groups to achieve the output by MSC 102.  
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The following structure of working and correspondence groups is proposed: 
 

.1 MSC 99 – Working Group (2018); 
 
.2 Intersessional correspondence group reporting provisionally to MSC 100 and 

finally to MSC 1011; 
 
.3 MSC 100 – Working Group (2018); 
 
.4 Intersessional correspondence group reporting to MSC 101; 
 
.5 MSC 101 – Working Group (2019); 
 
.6 Intersessional correspondence group providing final report to MSC 102; and 
 
.7 MSC 102 – Working Group (2020). 

 
13 The working groups, supported by the intersessional correspondence groups, should 
deliver a final report to MSC 102 taking into account the decisions made by MSC 98 and further 
discussions at Committee meetings.  
 
14 The report should identify the need for amendments and/or additions to the existing 
regulatory framework in IMO, in order to enable the safe, secure and environmental operation 
of entirely or partly unmanned MASS to take place within the existing IMO instruments, taking 
into account the role of the human element. 
 
15 It is proposed that the final output report should contain at least the following: 

 
.1 a list of IMO instruments included in the work; 
 
.2 a description of MASS and concepts of autonomy, automation, operations 

and manning; 
 
.3 a vocabulary for use in connection with further work on MASS; 
 
.4 a description of IMO instruments that:  
 

.1 are currently in force, but may preclude the operation of MASS; 
 

.2 would have no application to the operation of MASS if the ship is 
unmanned, as they relate to human presence on board;  

 

.3 do not preclude the operation of MASS, for example, by establishing 
equivalences or interpretations, and/or which may contain gaps 
and/or pose barriers, but may need to be amended in order to 
ensure safe, secure and environmentally sound MASS operations; 
and 

 

.5 recommendations for the future scope of work on MASS at IMO. 

                                                 
1  Noting the limited time between MSC 99 and MSC 100, it is suggested that MSC 99 establish the 

correspondence group with terms of reference that allow it to work through to MSC 101, while providing 
MSC 100 with a status report. Based upon the progress of the work in the proposed working groups at 
MSC 99 and MSC 100 respectively, the Committee may decide to change this into two separate 
correspondence groups. A separate correspondence group would be established to work between MSC 101 
and 102.  
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16 The draft terms of reference for the proposed MSC 99 MASS scoping exercise 
working group are set out in the annex.  
 
Action requested of the Committee 
 
17 The Committee is invited to consider the information provided in this document and, 
in particular, the establishment of a working group at this session guided by the draft terms of 
reference proposed in the annex.  

 
 

***
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ANNEX 
 

PROPOSAL FOR DRAFT TERMS OF REFERENCE FOR A  
MASS WORKING GROUP AT MSC 99 

 
Regulatory scoping exercise for the use of Maritime Autonomous Surface Ships (MASS) 
 
 
The working group is instructed, taking into account [list of documents] and decisions made in 
plenary, to: 

 
.1 develop a preliminary vocabulary with a set of descriptions for both MASS 

and the underlying terminology in order to facilitate the scoping process, 
addressing and describing the various concepts of autonomy, automation, 
operation and manning; 

 
 .2 advise on a consistent approach for analysing the existing relevant IMO 

instruments with regard to gaps and barriers that do not fully accommodate 
the operation of MASS, as well as existing opportunities already available, 
using document MSC 98/20/2 as a basis;  

 
 .3 discuss and propose the potential contents and format of a final report to 

MSC 102; 
 

 .4 prepare a detailed work plan for the scoping exercise with clear deadlines 
and deliverables to ensure completion of the scoping exercise output item 
by 2020; 

 
 .5 consider whether it is necessary to establish a correspondence group and, if 

so, prepare terms of reference for consideration by the Committee; and 
 
 .6 submit a written report to the Committee by Thursday, 24 May 2018. 
 
 

___________ 
 


