
SHIP AGENT

The ship’s agent is the local expertise who will represent the owner in 
every  port  the  ship  visits.  To  the  owner  of  an  international  trading 
ship, which  rarely  calls  at  her  “home” port,  the  appointment  of  an 
agent  in every  foreign port  is essential, ensuring that the visit to the 
port will go smoothly. The ship and those aboard her may never have 
visited  that  port  before,  they may  not  speak  the  language  or  even 
understand it, but the agent will ensure that everything they will need 
will be delivered.  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The agent will ensure that the paperwork is perfect, that the tugs and 
the linesmen are on hand, the pilot  is booked, the berth  is ready and 
the stevedores alerted. The agent will have told the Master about any 
special  problems  of  the  port which might  be  unusual. He will  have 
given prior idea of the disbursements ‐ the costs ‐ which that ship will 
incur  during  her  visit. He  also may  have  the  job  of  commercializing  
(selling) cargo space and will have the responsibility for ensuring that 
the cargo and the ship arrive in the port at the same time!  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With  the  ship  ready  to depart and 
the  agent  having  shaken  hands 
with  the Master  and  been  one  of 
the  last  persons  down  the 
gangway, the next phase of the job 
begins with the bills that require to 
be paid on behalf of the owner; all 
the  costs  that  have  been  incurred 
during  the  visit,  customs 
discrepancies, etc.  



PLANNING & COORDINATING





SOME EXTRA TASKS
• Sales and marketing, acquisition of cargo, issuing quotations, concluding 

contracts in coordination with the shipping line.

• Booking of cargo in accordance with allotments assigned to the agent for a 
certain voyage by liner.

• All the necessary documentation regarding the carriage of cargo.

• Taking care of all procedures connected with physical handling of cargo.

• Managing all equipment stock in a particular area.

• To sign and issue bills of lading and other transport documents.

• To collect freight and charges on behalf of liner.

• Delivery of cargo to the various consignees.

• Handling of cargo claims as per agency contract.

• Handling non cargo related operations of a vessel as instructed by the master, 
owner or charterer.
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Shipping  brokers  and  agents  may  perform  one  or 
more    functions.  the  smaller  firms  tending  to 
specialize  in  a  particular  function.  The  larger  liner 
companies  have  development  their  own  in‐house 
departments  with  world‐wide  computer  systems 
booking cargo and  tracking ships. Many  independent 
agents have become more specialized or have merged 
to form larger national or international groups.
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ONE STOP SHOP
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SUMMARY 

Executive summary: This document explains why FONASBA believes that the ship 
agent should be recognized as the de facto port single window 

Strategic direction: 8 

High-level action: 8.0.3 

Planned output: 8.0.3.1  

Action to be taken: Paragraph 12 

Related documents: FAL 35/17, FAL 35/5/1, FAL 35/5/2 and FAL 36/5/1 
 
Background 
 
1 The Federation of National Associations of Ship Brokers and Agents, hereafter 
called FONASBA, is the only organization with consultative status with IMO directly 
representing the international ship broking and ship agency professions. 
 
2 It therefore welcomes and notes with interest the actions being undertaken by the 
Correspondence Group on the Development of guidelines for the setting up of a single 
window system in Maritime Transport and the references in the draft Guidelines (FAL 36/5/1) 
to the role of the ship's agent in this process. 
 
3 FONASBA also notes with interest the work previously undertaken by the Republic 
of Korea in developing standards for information exchange within the proposed single 
window concept (FAL 35/5/2). 
 
4 In submitting this document FONASBA aims to expand the coverage of the 
definition of the ship's agent in the Guidelines (FAL 36/5/1, paragraph 3.16 of the annex) and 
by so doing to demonstrate that the ship's agent is already undertaking most of the tasks 
envisaged for the port single window. 
 
5 For the purposes it was intended, the brief definition of the role of the agent as stated 
in paragraph 3.16 of document FAL 36/5/1 was succinct and relevant.  For further discussion, 
however, FONASBA feels that this should be expanded as in the following paragraphs. 



FAL 36/5/3 
Page 2 
 

I:\FAL\36\5-3.doc 

6 In its role as the de facto representative of the Master and owners of the vessel, the 
ship's agent acts as the conduit for the exchange of a significant majority of the information 
between the ship and its counterparties ashore, both statutory (including customs, 
immigration, port health, port State control, port security and environment) and commercial 
(including port authorities, terminal operators and stevedores, shippers, receivers, forwarders 
and NVOs, port service providers, transport operators and those providing husbandry 
services to the crew).  The agent is responsible to the vessel for ensuring that the information  
received is disseminated to the relevant parties correctly and within the specified timescales.  
Given that these requirements vary considerably from one port to another and are subject to 
change, this is not an action that can  easily be undertaken by the Master of the vessel. 
 
7 The agent is an integral component of the port call process and also an important 
member of the port community with effective and close personal and professional 
relationships with all the other parties in the community.  The agent is therefore fully aware of 
all the procedures and formalities that apply in the particular port and is able to act 
accordingly.  Indeed the agent relieves the Master and crew of a considerable burden in 
ensuring that the vessel complies fully with all the relevant rules regulations and 
requirements of the port and cargo handling process.  To this end the agent is proactive in 
advising the Master and crew, well in advance of arrival, of the procedures that require to be 
undertaken and the time limits that apply thereto.  The agent will also review the information 
received from the vessel and, if necessary, recheck the accuracy of that information before it 
is forwarded to the appropriate recipient.  Clearly the foregoing also applies to the passing of 
information from the shore to the vessel.  
 
8 At the same time, however, the agent is in most cases independent of the other port 
service providers and is therefore able to process sensitive commercial information whilst 
safeguarding the confidential aspects of the principal's operations.  The position of the agent 
at the centre of, and coordinating, the port operation is shown in the annex. 
 
9 The agent currently provides data to users via all relevant electronic systems 
operative in the port, including in-house and port community systems, and has demonstrated 
an ability to ensure its own systems are compatible. 
 
10 The agent has developed the unique set of relationships, working practices, skills 
and contacts necessary to ensure that the exchange of information between the ship and 
ashore is undertaken efficiently, effectively and at all times responsive to the needs, both 
foreseeable and otherwise, of the vessel and all the parties with which it is required to 
communicate and interact and undertakes this task with a high level of commitment and 
professionalism. 
 
11 As a result of the foregoing, FONASBA believes the agent is the ideal candidate to 
be nominated as the port  single window. 
 
Action requested of the Committee 
 
12 The Committee is invited to take into account the above views that the agent is 
currently performing as the port single window, in its ongoing work programme on electronic 
means for the clearance of ships and the use of the Single Window concept. 
 
 

***

THE ROLE OF THE SHIP’S AGENT IN MARITIME 
TRANSPORT

SHIP’S
AGENT

Statutory
Authorities

Tugs/
Pilots

Stevedores/
Terminals

Other Port
Services

Shippers,
Receivers,
Forwarding
Agents,
NVOCC’s

Surface
Transport/

SSS/Road/Rail

Other 
Contractors/

Social 
Services

The Master and Owners/Operators



THE ROLE OF THE SHIP’S AGENT IN MARITIME 
TRANSPORT

SINGLE
WINDOW

Statutory
Authorities

Tugs/
Pilots

Stevedores/
Terminals

Other Port
Services

Shippers,
Receivers,
Forwarding
Agents,
NVOCC’s

Surface
Transport/

SSS/Road/Rail

Other 
Contractors/

Social 
Services

The Master and Owners/Operators




