Institute of Chartered Shipbrokers Column
Furthering professionalism in the shipping industry.                                           John Wilson
At a Manning and Training Conference in May 2006, Mr. Alan Philips, Director General of the Institute of Chartered Shipbrokers (ICS) gave those present food for thought when he spoke about professionalism and said: 

“A professional body such as ICS can provide assurance that staff have been educated to a professional standard and through membership continue to maintain high standards of professional knowledge and ethical behaviour.

It may be appropriate to remind ourselves that “Safety at sea” is not the sole responsibility of the seafarer/ship-owner and that shore staff must take a percent share of responsibility for moving cargo around the world. After all the ship-manager crewed the vessel and the broker fixed the ship and there was no doubt an agent at the vessel’s last port of call.

All companies in the industry would benefit if it were possible to further raise levels of management competence to uniformly high common standards throughout the world, in a cost effective way.

A way to raise standards is to encourage as many relevant shore based managers as possible to become fully qualified professionals.  Because shipping operates internationally, these managers could subscribe to a common worldwide standard of professional competence and conduct.”

The ICS is an international organization, based in the UK, and represents professionals that work in the maritime industry and related fields. Through their work, members contribute to keep the wheels of industry and international trade turning. The ICS was founded in the UK in 1911 and granted Royal Charters in 1920 and 1984 in recognition of its role in maintaining and promoting professional standards. Membership is open to qualifying individuals and companies worldwide, and there are around 3,500 individual members worldwide. There are nine branches in the UK and Ireland, and overseas branches have been established in India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Canada, Australia/New Zealand, Cyprus, Greece, Germany, Singapore, South Africa and the United Arab Emirates, as well as Hong Kong. Branches may also soon be opened in Houston and West Africa. 

The Hong Kong branch of the ICS, known as ICSHK, has established links with local shipping industry organizations such as the Institute of Seatransport. Several members of the Institute of Seatransport are also members of ICSHK, and the current Chairman of the Hong Kong branch of the ICS, Mr. S.C. Mo, has twice served as Chairman of the Institute of Seatransport.

Members of ICSHK work in shipbrokers and trading houses, providing the link between cargo owners and ship owners and charterers, and also helping people to buy and sell ships. Members can also be found working for ship owners, ship managers, ship agents, freight forwarders and logistics providers, warehouses, terminal and port operators, government departments, classification societies, insurance companies and Protection & Indemnity Associations, loss adjusters, banks, law firms, and educational institutions. Members also work as maritime arbitrators, harbour pilots, seagoing maritime officers, marine consultants and surveyors. The name, the Institute of Shipbrokers, has now become something of a misnomer, as it is evident that members work in many different fields and not just ‘shipbroking’. 

Practical assistance is provided to ICSHK members by distributing notices of employment opportunities in the industry, and these are also distributed to members of the Institute of Seatransport.  

ICSHK has also set up links with educational establishments in order to fulfill the Institute of Chartered Shipbrokers mission of “setting the highest standards of professional service to the shipping industry worldwide through education and example”. Members of ICSHK serve as lecturers each year for the Continuing Education Certificate in Sea Transport, which is jointly organized by the Institute of Seatransport and the City University in Hong Kong. Links are currently being forged with the University of Hong Kong to establish a diploma course that will entitle successful candidates to exemptions from the ICS professional Qualifying Membership examinations. Such exemptions are already being obtained by students who have completed degree courses provided by the Department of Logistics at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University.

As is the case with the Institute of Seatransport, ICSHK provides a networking forum for members and organizes events and presentations and sponsors and participates in training courses, seminars and other relevant industry events. In the last 12 months three cocktail parties have been held and visits have been arranged to the British oil tanker and support vessel ‘RFA BLACK ROVER’ and the United States Navy nuclear powered aircraft carrier ‘USS RONALD REAGAN’. Presentations have been provided by HSBC on ‘Shipping Finance’, and by Cargill International on the Cargill Ship Assessment system.

An important part of the work of the ICS is in education and training. In April each year the Hong Kong branch organizes the annual qualifying examinations in Hong Kong. In 2006, 26 students sat the exams in Hong Kong, and many will be able to go on to become members of the Hong Kong branch once they meet the qualifying criteria. The importance of obtaining vocational competence in terms of professional qualifications is an important part of maintaining and promoting professional standards in the shipping industry. Keeping up to date with the latest developments in the industry is also important and publications such as ‘SEAVIEW’ help to serve this purpose. 

From a practical point of view, obtaining internationally recognized qualifications and using standard terms can help break down language and cultural barriers and promote universally accepted ethical practices. From an employer’s viewpoint, having professionally qualified personnel can give a company a competitive edge. As a simple example, studying for the qualifying examinations for membership of the ICS would give a young shipping clerk a sound base of knowledge of the shipping industry, and give his employer confidence in knowing that his staff have such knowledge. 

To be eligible for election as an individual Member of the ICS, a person must be at least 21 years of age, have been engaged in shipbroking or a business having a bona fide connection with the profession of shipbroking for 4 years, or in some cases, 3 years, and have passed the Institute’s qualifying examinations or submitted an acceptable Dissertation. The syllabus for the qualifying examinations includes the following subjects: 

Group 1

Group 2 


Group 3

Introduction to Shipping 


Dry cargo Chartering
Shipping Law

Legal Principles in Shipping Business
Ship Operations & Management
Financial & Management Accounting

Economics of Sea Transport & International Trade
Tanker Chartering
Logistics and Multi-modal Transport



Shipping Business 
Ship Sale & Purchase
Marine Insurance


Liner Trades
Ship Finance (2006)


Port Agency
Port & Terminal Management (2007)

All subjects in Group 1 must be taken, with another 3 subjects taken from Groups 2 and 3. ‘Shipping Business’ must be taken in the first year. The remaining subjects may be taken in any order but candidates must sit a minimum of three subjects at their first attempt. The Qualifying Examinations must be completed within five years from the first sitting. 


Exemptions are available to candidates with relevant professional or educational qualifications, validated by the ICS. Exemptions are allowed for a maximum of four subjects. Exemptions are considered on a subject-for-subject basis, but there is no exemption for the Shipping Business subject, which is compulsory. Members of the Institute of Seatransport, as well as other similar industry organizations may apply for exemptions from some of the ICS qualifying examinations if they have studied and passed similar subjects in qualifying as a member of another Institute. For example, holders of a Master Mariner Certificate of Competency are eligible for 3 exemptions from the ICS qualifying examinations.    

Membership of the ICS (MICS) is achieved by candidates passing the professional Qualifying Examinations and satisfying the Controlling Council of their suitability. Fellowship (FICS) applications are accepted from Members holding a position of seniority who have been engaged in the business or profession of a shipbroker for 6 years. On promotion Fellows are entitled to call themselves a "Chartered Shipbroker". 

TutorShip is the ICS distance learning programme covering the syllabus and helps to prepare students to take the Qualifying Examinations or the Foundation Diploma. Tutorship is not compulsory, but many candidates find it helpful. Once enrolled students will be forwarded a course book and allocated a tutor who will guide them through their studies. All tutors are either practicing or recently retired and all will be specialists in their field. There are also 14 Distance Learning Centres around the world to assist ICS students, as well as a residential revision workshop at Warwick University in the UK once a year.  Courses are now being introduced in Shanghai, with the centres using the ICS Tutorship material.

The Foundation Diploma in Shipping consists of the ‘Introduction to Shipping’ exam, plus one of the Group 2 subjects or ‘Logistics and Multi-modal Transport’. This course is intended for those new to the industry or those wishing to gain a solid understanding of shipping business. The Foundation Diploma is a good option to consider for somebody who wants to gain further knowledge but does not want to take the entire ICS course at this stage of their career. On being awarded a Diploma candidates may apply to be an Affiliate Member of the ICS.

Everybody in the shipping and related industries has a role to play in maintaining and furthering professionalism. Hopefully this article has given readers a bit more insight into the role of the ICS and how Institutes such as the ICS and the Institute of Seatransport are helping to further professionalism. For more information about the ICS please visit the main website at www.ics.org.uk
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