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Balancing Quality and Serving the Needs of Owners 
                                                      Lee Kai-leung and So Ping-chi 
…………….cont’d 

Improvements on User-friendliness and Quality Service to Shipowners/Operators 

    When compared with the Flags of Convenience (FOC), national flags are usually perceived by shipowners as not very user-friendly, being overly bureaucratic or controlled. Actually, user-friendliness does not necessarily conflict with proper control on the quality of ships, as long as bureaucracy and control actions are administered properly and transparently. Experience reveals that the user-friendliness of the Register can be improved without compromising effective control over ships. In this regard, improving user-friendliness was another major feature of the re-engineering of the Hong Kong register in 1999.  These measures included: 

a) Registration formalities were streamlined and guaranteed to be completed in two hours;  

b) Provided year round 24 hour registration service to cater for ship transaction taking place in various locations with significant time differences to Hong Kong;   

c) 24–hour contacts and readily responsive technical support to cope with emergency matters relating to world–wide shipping operations;

d) Handling all ship registration related applications, such as flag State issued certificates, crew licences, etc., in one place;

e) Provided technical advisory teams to deliver advisory services to individual ship owners and companies; and 

f) Lowered registration related fees and charges to a competitive level.  

    After implementing the above measures, the improvement of the user-friendliness of the Register was generally recognized by its major users, who also helped spread the news to their business associates. Within two years after the re-engineering, the total gross tonnage on the Register had nearly doubled from 6.3 to 12.3 million gross tons. 

   The HKSR was not complacent though with such short–term success. It was realized that in order to maintain a competitive edge in the modern shipping world, constant improvements to  services had to be made and measures developed to help clients’ businesses. It was felt, the best way to identify areas for continual improvement was to solicit comments and feedback from the register’s major clients; and that the best quality services should be delivered as far as practicable in a timely manner. In this regard, a 3-tier concept was developed and introduced in January 2000 for both soliciting comments and service delivery.  

     The 3-tier concept was meant to ensure full coverage of the top management, middle management and supporting staff of shipping companies. Personnel of the first tier would normally focus on the commercial aspects and strategic business planning; the second tier people would be more concerned with the technical matters related to daily operation of the ships; while the third tier people support the 1st and 2nd tiers in all respects. The 3-tier concept was implemented by Marine Department in the form of “face to face” company calls, informal gatherings, regular technical seminars and individualized advisory services. 

     Company calls to major ship owners in the Greater China region were carried out intensively by the Marine Department top management during the period when the re-engineered HKSR was first introduced to the industry.  The main purpose of these company calls was to introduce the major changes in user-friendliness and quality control system of the HKSR, and to sound out the views of ship owners. Company calls at later stages were mainly courtesy visits for updating cline5s and the industry on the latest development of the HKSR and for exchanging views on clients’ operational needs. Initially, visits were paid intensively to almost all the major shipping companies in the Greater China region. Company calls continued in 2001 at a reduced level of about 50%, after the introduction of informal gathering activities organized to facilitate exchange of views with clients in an informal atmosphere.     


  Ship owners invited to attend the informal gathering activities were categorized into different groups for ease of liaison purposes. These activities were subsequently known as Liaison Group activities.  Liaison Group activities provided opportunities to update clients on any new developments and exchange views in a relaxed atmosphere. It was also intended to cultivate partnership with our clients. 
User Surveys 


Starting in 2001, in order to gather more accurate feedback from clients, user surveys were carried out by Marine Department officers, concurrently with company calls, and the Liaison Group activities.  To achieve rapport under a friendly atmosphere, no written questionnaire was presented for completion during the survey, nevertheless feedback and suggestions from the industry were collected in a systematic manner during the face to face gatherings.  Such methodology permitted a more interactive exchange of views, and was considered to be a more appropriate and effective way of surveying clients. The surveys covered the following areas:
a. Identifying any further needs of shipping companies due to the latest developments in the industry;
b. Identifying any requirements for further improvement or refinement in services provided by the HKSR to further enhance its user-friendliness;

c. Collecting views and suggestions from shipping companies for further enhancing the competitiveness of the HKSR and their general perception of the HKSR compared with other ship registers. 


Feedback and suggestions collected from the user survey were collated for reporting and reviewing.  Required actions for improvements were grouped under two categories, i.e., those which had little or no implications and could be implemented with immediate effect, and those with wider implications which might require further studies or major policy decisions.

Partnership with the industry 


The cooperation and close working relationship with the HKSR shipowners and the local shipping industry has always been valued.  In recent years, a series of activities were held jointly with the broader shipping industry encompassing shipowners, ship managers, unions and shipping related organizations. These activities included the Shipping Missions in the Greater China Region, Joint Technical Seminars and the Joint Delegation for attending ITF, ILO and IMO meetings. Generally, the industry viewed these joint activities as valuable assistance in promoting the partnership between the industry and the Flag Administration, and agreed they should be continued and increased where appropriate in the future.  

Customer Relation Group

     In the past few years, feedback collected from user surveys have helped a lot in formulating new measures to control the quality of the fleet and to provide quality services to meet the updated needs of the HKSR shipowners.  The autonomous HKSR has so far been operating for 17 years.   In early 2006, there were some proposals on whether certain structural changes to the existing registration system were desirable to dovetail with the new demands/needs arising from business environment changes in shipping (e.g. permitting parallel registration, establishing more defined criteria for genuine link between ship and flag, etc.). Such structural changes would involve substantial amendments to our Registration Ordinance and thus require a high-level policy decision. 

     To map out the appropriate direction and strategies in this regard, the active participation and contribution from clients of the HKSR and the talents from the shipping related industry (i.e. legal services, ship financing, etc.) were indispensable. A “Customer Relations Group” (CRG) was then established to supplement the existing consultative channels and provide a high-level consultative forum to assist the HKSR in considering structural changes for achieving a higher goal. Members of the CRG include the major HKSR shipowners/operators, representatives from the Hong Kong Shipowners’ Association and representatives from shipping related industries and the Flag Administration. The Terms of Reference of the CRG are:

a. To identify opportunities and challenges arising from changes in the external business environment and policies imposed by international or regional bodies (other than international conventions) that would likely affect the operation of ships under the HKSR, and make suggestions for appropriate responses or solutions;
b. To formulate improved measures for enhancing the international image of the HKSR; and 
c. To ascertain the need for new/improved ship registration and related services to enhance the effectiveness of shipping operations. 

Conclusion 
     The above measures adopted by the HKSR at various stages for maintaining the quality of the Regtister’s fleet, improving quality services to shipowners/operator and meeting their updated needs have proved to be very successful. This is reflected by the good performance of the Hong Kong fleet under Port State control regimes and the fast growing rate of the register in the past few years. Although the HKSR is now among the top ten world shipping registers, the HKSR will not pursue continuous growth in tonnage. Instead, the primary goal is to maintain the Register’s status as a world class quality register fully meeting the standards of safety, environmental protection and manning set by world bodies, while at the same time providing quality services customized to the needs of the shipowners in the Greater China region. In furtherance of this goal, an endeavor will be made to further enhance cooperation and partnership with our clients in all aspects. 
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