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PERSPECTIVE

The Sensor: Unfamiliar waters: Navigating autonomous vessels’ potential and perils
Autonom ous techno l ogy i s advanci ng  i n  eve ry secto r and  i n  m any ways the  m ari t i m e  i ndustry m ay we l l  be  vi ewed  by som e as be i ng  ahead  o f  the
pack.  From  crewl ess sh i ps to  au tonom ous l oad i ng  and  o ff l oad i ng ,  the re  has been  a  steady i ncrease  i n  the  use  o f  au tonom ous techno l ogy on  com m erci a l
vesse l s.  L i ke  any d i srup t i ve  techno l ogy,  however,  au tonom ous vesse l s p resen t  the i r fa i r sha re  o f  cha l l enges.

One  o f  the  b i ggest  cha l l enges i s stayi ng  on  the  ri gh t  si de  o f  the  l aw. I t  i s uncl ea r how au tonom ous vesse l s cou l d  com p l y wi th  som e o f  the  cu rren t
app l i cab l e  l eg i sl a t i on ,  pa rt i cu l a rl y tha t  wh i ch  goes beyond  the  sa fe  opera t i on  o f  the  vesse l .  Fo r exam p l e ,  under the  Un i ted  Na t i ons Conven t i on  on  the
Law o f  the  Sea  (UNCLOS),  m aste rs o f  vesse l s sa i l i ng  under the  f l ag  o f  si gna to ry sta tes m ust  assi st  those  i n  d i st ress a t  sea .  An  au tonom ous vesse l  m ay be
ab l e  to  p i l o t  i tse l f  a round  obstacl es,  bu t  wi l l  i t  be  ab l e  to  i den t i fy som eone  i n  d i st ress?  What m echan i sm s wou l d  o r shou l d  i t  have  to  assi st  such  a
person?  T he  In te rna t i ona l  Conven t i on  fo r the  Sa fe ty o f  L i fe  a t  Sea  (SOLAS) m ay a l so  requ i re  an  upda te .  SOLAS i ncl udes m i n i m um  crewi ng
requ i rem en ts,  wh i ch  l i ke l y have  to  be  adap ted ,  as they were  no t  d ra f ted  wi th  crewl ess sh i ps i n  m i nd .

Other concerns i ncl ude  the  l ega l  i m p l i ca t i ons fo r i nsu re rs i n  the  absence  o f  upda ted  l eg i sl a t i on  tha t  can  address i ssues su rround i ng  l i ab i l i ty.  A sa fe r
voyage  i s one  o f  the  pu rpo rted  bene f i ts o f  au tonom ous vesse l s,  however,  i t  i s worth  no t i ng  tha t  a l though  the re  m ay be  sta t i st i cs regard i ng  how
m any m ari t i m e  casua l t i es resu l t  f rom  hum an act i on  o r om i ssi on ,  the re  i s no  way to  quan t i fy how m any po ten t i a l  i nci den ts have  been  ave rted  because  o f
a  crew’s i n te rven t i on .  In  add i t i on ,  au tonom ous vesse l s cou l d  be  m ore  suscep t i b l e  to  cyber hacki ng  and  p i ra te / te rro ri st  take  ove r.  Loss o f  j obs i s a l so  no
sm a l l  m a tte r as these  techno l og i es wi l l  d i srup t  the  l i ves and  ca ree rs o f  the  thousands o f  sea fa re rs em p l oyed  i n  the  i ndustry.

In  Sep tem ber 2018 ,  T ransport  Canada  i nvi ted  m em bers o f  the  m ari t i m e  i ndustry (i ncl ud i ng  BLG) to  a  workshop  on  M ari t i m e  Au tonom ous Surface  Sh i ps
(M ASS) and  p rovi ded  som e i nsi gh t  i n to  the i r p l ans fo r regu l a t i ng  au tonom ous sh i ps i n  Canada .  T hey rece i ved  concerns and  com m ents f rom  m em bers
across the  i ndustry,  i ncl ud i ng  sea fa re rs.  Lega l  and  techno l og i ca l  pe rspect i ves were  a l so  i ncl uded .  T he  m ost  com m on requests heard  f rom  i ndustry
m em bers were :  

i f  regu l a to ry changes a re  to  be  m ade , rep resen ta t i ves f rom  a l l  pa rts o f  the  sh i pp i ng  cha i n  shou l d  be  i nvo l ved  i n  deve l op i ng  those  changes;  

the re  shou l d  be  a  m echan i sm  i n  p l ace  whereby regu l a to ry changes can  adap t  swi f t l y to  the  chang i ng  l andscape ,  o r the  Canad i an  m ari t i m e  i ndustry
ri sks fa l l i ng  beh i nd  the  rest  o f  the  worl d ;  

Canada ’s ha rsh  envi ronm ent shou l d  be  consi de red  when  deve l op i ng  the  regu l a t i ons such  tha t  the  p ract i ca l i ty o f  i n te rna t i ona l  ag reem ents i s no t
ham pered ;  and

wi th i n  the  l i m i ts o f  exi st i ng  regu l a t i ons,  i t  wou l d  be  bene f i ci a l  to  g ran t  l oca l  exem pt i ons o r pe rm i ts to  a l l ow test i ng  o r opera t i on  o f  au tonom ous and
sem i au tonom ous vesse l s i n  l oca l  wa te rs o r speci f i c navi ga t i ona l  a reas wi th i n  Canad i an  wa te rs such  tha t  test i ng  can  occur be fo re  i n te rna t i ona l
ag reem ents a re  ag reed  to  and  adop ted .

T ransport  Canada  i s a i m i ng  to  have  d ra f t  regu l a t i ons ready by 2020  to  co i nci de  wi th  the  t i m i ng  o f  the  In te rna t i ona l  M ari t i m e  Organ i za t i on ’s scop i ng
e ffo rt .  A l though  i t  i s d i ff i cu l t  to  p red i ct  how the  fu tu re  o f  au tonom ous vesse l s wi l l  un fo l d ,  i t  ce rta i n l y wi l l  be  an  i n te rest i ng  voyage  to  wa tch .
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