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Introduction 

The Watermen’s Revolt 

1. Ministers might have been forgiven if they had expected the Regulations introducing the 
new National Boatmasters’ Licence (BML) to sail smoothly through Parliament.1 They 
were subject to the negative procedure so there was no necessity for any debate in 
Parliament; the Regulations had only to be laid before both Houses.2 The Regulations were 
fiercely opposed, primarily but not exclusively by the Company of Watermen and 
Lightermen of the River Thames and other organisations representing masters on the 
River.3 They felt that the new licensing system represented a lowering of the previous high 
standards that they upheld. In an echo of their predecessors’ complaint of 1641, that “the 
River is overburdened with watermen … many of them unskilful, to the danger of many 
passengers’ lives”, the Thames Watermen argued that the new licensing standards, which 
(among other things) reduced the training period for a master to qualify for work on the 
Thames, were detrimental to safety on the River. 4 

2. The Regulations were attacked first in a debate in Westminster Hall on Thames pleasure 
craft, then in a committee debate on the Regulations themselves, for which the 
Government made time in response to objections from the Opposition.5 Unusually, the 
Opposition then made further time for a vote in the House on the subject, even though no 
further debate was possible.6 

3. During these exchanges, it became clear that the Minister took the view that the 
Company of Watermen and Lightermen was a “cosy club”, which excluded people from 
different backgrounds from becoming watermen and that prospective watermen needed 
the support of “close friends and family members” who were watermen themselves.7 The 
Watermen were keen to refute this assertion and they provided us with evidence that they 
are making significant efforts to reach out to people who might not normally be expected 
to seek out a career on the River. Though some of the Watermen who gave evidence to us 
told us they were the descendents of several generations of watermen, witnesses pointed 
out that the fact that prospective watermen tend to be drawn from families with a 
connection to the River was primarily because the nature of the work and its associated 
rewards was simply not attractive to many people. Widening participation and access to 

 
1 The Merchant Shipping (Inland Waterway and Limited Coastal Operations) (Boatmasters’ Qualifications and Hours 

of Work) Regulations 2006 (S. I., 2006, No. 3223) (hereafter “the Regulations”) 

2 They were made under the European Communities Act 1972 and the Merchant Shipping Act 1995. For a detailed 
explanation of the procedure, see House of Commons Library Factsheet L7, Statutory Instruments. 

3 We took evidence from the Company of Watermen and Lightermen of the River Thames, the Watermen’s and 
Lightermen’s Practitioners’ Committee and Transport on Water. For simplicity’s sake we refer to this group of 
witnesses as “the Thames Watermen” throughout. 

4 O’Riordan C, The Thames Watermen in the Century of Revolution (1992), Chapter 3. The quotation is from the 
Petition of the eight rulers of the watermen dated 3 May 1641. 

5 Hansard, 10 January 2007, col 75WH. Sixth Delegated Legislation Committee, 24 January 2007. 

6 Votes and Proceedings, 7 February 2007. 

7 Q 383 and Hansard, 10 January 2007, cols 96–99WH. 
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careers on the River is important, both as a matter of principle and for the long-term 
viability of the industry. We are pleased to see that the Company of Watermen and 
Lightermen has recognised this and is reaching out to those for whom a career on the 
River might not seem to be an obvious choice. Equally, we are concerned that the 
Government’s approach to the Company and to the new licensing arrangements might 
have been coloured by poorly-founded concerns about nepotism among the Thames 
Watermen. 

4. If the new licence was controversial, it became clear to us that it was also a difficult area 
where there was significant scope for misunderstanding on all sides. Both the new Licence 
and the old regimes it replaces are complex. The new licence is a modular one which 
permits of numerous variations, from a Tier 2 licence for use on canals to a Tier 1 licence 
with multiple endorsements allowing the holder to carry out a range of operations on tidal 
estuaries and limited coastal operations. The old system was a ‘patchwork’ of different 
qualifications relating to different types of vessel, different parts of the UK’s classified 
waters and different types of operation. Some operations which formerly did not require a 
licence have been included in the new licensing requirement. Despite the amount of 
Parliamentary time already devoted to the subject, we felt that this was an area where a 
select committee inquiry could make a positive contribution, not least by shedding light 
where previous activity had generated rather more heat. We resolved to investigate the new 
Licence, in order to establish whether or not it represented a reduction in standards, and 
announced our intention to do so on the day the Regulations were debated in committee.8 

5. An explanation of how the new Licence works is at the Annex on page 29 and a 
complete description is published in Merchant Shipping Notice 1808 (M) and associated 
documents.9 The reader who is unfamiliar with the new licence might find it helpful to 
refer to the Annex before reading the rest of this Report. 

6. The question of standards is particularly vexed. In some areas, the new Licence has 
clearly raised standards by requiring some masters who did not previously need a licence to 
hold one. Licences to operate on the tidal Thames,10 which were formerly issued by the 
Company of Watermen and Lightermen on behalf of the Port of London Authority (PLA), 
were previously very difficult to obtain, requiring ten weeks’ shore-based study and a five-
year apprenticeship in most cases.11 The fact that the old PLA licence represented a 
particularly high standard of training and competence is reflected by the transitional 
arrangements, under which Thames boatmasters are entitled to convert their qualification 
to a higher grade of licence than the holders of other qualifications.12 

 
8 Transport Committee Press Notice No. 10/2006–07, dated 24 January 2007. 

9 The relevant publications are all available on the MCA’s online “One Stop BML Shop” via www.mcga.gov.uk 

10 Throughout this Report, references to “the Thames” are to the tidal River below Teddington Lock, unless otherwise 
specified. 

11 Ev 2, paragraphs 3.1–3.8. 

12 See paragraph 52, below. 
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The tidal Thames: a special case 

7. Although the Thames boatmasters are not alone in their objection to the new Licence, 
they have been very much at the forefront of the campaign against it. The Thames is the 
busiest and most complex inland waterway in the UK. Like any estuarial river, navigation 
can be extremely challenging. The Port of London is the second largest port in the UK, 
handling more than 50 million tonnes of cargo each year, some of it hazardous. It includes 
the world’s largest sugar cane refinery, an oil refinery with a capacity of 10 million tonnes 
and the largest sea-dredged aggregates terminal in Europe. It is a major destination for 
cruise ships, accommodating around 50 each year, and passenger ships on the Thames 
carry more than two million people annually, including both journeys for pleasure and 
passenger transport services licensed by Transport for London (TfL).13 It is also used 
extensively for leisure and sporting purposes. 

8. The new BML is a national licence and we have considered its likely impact throughout 
the UK’s classified waters. However, the Thames is clearly a special case and we have 
therefore considered it separately from the rest of the inland waterway network in some 
contexts. 

Safety on the inland waterways 

9. The comparative safety of the inland waterways should not obscure the fact which was 
so powerfully put to us by Mr Malcolm Williams of the Marchioness Action Group, that 
even a single collision or contact can visit the most terrible consequences on many 
hundreds of people: 

“In 1989 I remember walking onto the deck of the Marchioness feeling that I was 
going to have a good time and I was in safe hands. I anticipated that people would be 
knowledgeable, experienced and in a fit state to ensure my safety, but in the event … 
I found myself struggling for my life in the River in the middle of the night”.14 

Even where passengers’ lives are not at risk, every ship carries a crew who have the right to 
expect the very highest safety standards on waterways which are their places of work. 
Cargo can also be hazardous, and the spilling of oil, fuel or other contaminating cargoes 
has the potential to cause significant and widespread environmental damage. 

10. Between 1991 and 2006, a total of 835 accidents—around one a week, on average—
were reported to the Chief Inspector of Marine Accidents, who heads the Marine Accident 
Investigation Branch (MAIB).15 The figure is low, but the statutory meaning of an 
“accident” in this context is broad enough to include, among other things, any incident in 
which the ship is disabled, the bursting of a pipeline within the vessel, the failure of a hatch-

 
13 Ev 131 

14 Q 180 

15 The MAIB in fact received 970 reports of accidents in this time, but some accidents involved more than one vessel 
and were therefore reported more than once. 
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cover and any contact by a person with loose asbestos fibre.16 The number of accidents in 
the sense in which most people would understand the term—collisions between vessels or 
contact between a vessel and a fixed hazard such as a bridge—is therefore likely to be even 
lower. 

Safety on the Thames 

11. The PLA collects more detailed information about incidents on the Thames.17 These 
are subdivided into two categories: “safety incidents” and the less serious “navigational 
occurrences”. Each incident is also given a severity rating from 0 to 4.18 This data provides a 
more detailed picture of safety on the Thames than the MAIB data quoted above. Between 
2002 and 2006, there were a total of 139 safety incidents on the Thames, around one a 
fortnight. Of these, two-thirds (92) had a severity rating of 0 or 1, meaning that they 
involved, at most, a single, slight injury or minor property damage. There were no 
incidents of severity rating 4,19 and only six of severity rating 3, around one each year.20 Not 
all these accidents involved holders of a Thames Waterman’s licence: 23 involved private 
leisure craft and 61 involved seagoing vessels whose masters require an STCW licence.21 
Thames Watermen are therefore involved in only a small number of incidents each year, 
most of them very minor, and in fewer accidents that the seagoing, STCW-licensed 
masters. 

12. The inland shipping industry as a whole has a strong safety record. The Company of 
Watermen and Lightermen of the River Thames and the Port of London Authority in 
particular can rightly be proud of their record in maintaining high standards of safety 
on one of the most challenging inland waterways in Europe, if not the world. Against 
this background of high standards, it would be foolish to make any alteration to well-
proven licensing arrangements except in the absolute confidence that no reduction in 
safety would result from it. 

Quality of accident statistics 

13. Where there is no requirement for an accident to be reported to the MAIB, it might be 
reported to one of a variety of authorities, such as the local harbour master, the fire and 
rescue service, the MCA or the local RNLI station. Data about accidents on classified 
waters are therefore patchy and collated, to the extent that they are, by a range of agencies. 
Though the safety record on the inland waterways is generally good, the publication of 
reliable accident figures would help to emphasise the safety of water transport and boost 

 
16 The Merchant Shipping (Accident Reporting and Investigation) Regulations 2005, Regulation 3 (Meaning of 

“accident”). 

17 Ev 88–95. 

18 Ev 95, Annex. The severity rating reflects the scale of personal injury, the value of any property damage, the severity 
of any environmental impact and any negative impact on the business of the Port. 

19 More than one death, damage in excess of £2 million. 

20 One death or multiple major injuries, damage in excess of £0.5 million. 

21 A seafarer’s licence issued in accordance with the international Convention on Standards of Training, Certification 
and Watchkeeping. See Marine Guidance Note 91 (M). 
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confidence in the industry. It would also serve to alert those concerned with water safety at 
an early stage if any negative trends were to emerge. We were therefore pleased to learn of 
the work being carried out by the National Water Safety Forum, funded by the DfT, in 
putting together a single database of accident statistics. 

14. One of the obstacles to the Forum’s work is the fact that data is not collected on a 
consistent basis by different agencies in different areas. More worryingly, the Department’s 
Head of Shipping Policy suggested to us that some agencies were reluctant to submit their 
data and that the government had “some persuading to do”.22 We do not think that the 
Government should have to resort to persuasion in trying to put together a clear 
picture of accident rates on the UK’s classified waters. If the intra-governmental group 
is unable easily to secure the necessary co-operation of the agencies concerned, we 
recommend that Ministers intervene directly to make it clear to those public-sector 
agencies concerned that they must co-operate with the work of the National Water 
Safety Forum. 

 
22 Qq 436–441 
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The reasons for introducing the new 
licence 

15. The Government decided to introduce a single, national licence for the masters of 
vessels on the UK’s classified waters. It replaces the old boatmasters’ licence which was 
introduced in 1993, following the Marchioness disaster, and applied only to passenger 
boats. It introduces a new, national licensing requirement for masters of non-passenger 
ships that do not go out to sea and it removes a ‘patchwork’ of local licensing regimes 
established under various bylaws and other local legislation by exempting a BML-holder 
from those provisions.23 Until the new BML was introduced, the UK had no national 
licence for vessels other than passenger vessels. 

16. The Government told us that there were three reasons for introducing the new licence: 

a) to implement the recommendations of the Thames Safety Inquiry and the Marchioness 
Formal Inquiry, that crewing requirements ought to be introduced for “any vessel 
capable of causing significant damage either to other vessels or to fixed structures” and 
that the syllabus for the waterman’s and lighterman’s licences ought to be reviewed ;24 

b) to implement the recommendation put forward by the Freight Study Group, that the 
Maritime and Coastguard Agency (MCA) should be charged with establishing vessel 
and crew standards for industry;25 and 

c) to implement the requirements of EU Directive 96/50/EC on harmonisation of national 
boatmasters’ certificates.26 

Improving safety 

17. As we have noted, there is no general and persistent problem with safety on the UK’s 
classified waters. That the Marchioness tragedy remains so prominent in the debate on 
water safety is due in large part to the determination and tenacity of the Marchioness 
Action Group in their successful campaign to raise standards still higher, but it also reflects 
the fact that such tragedies are mercifully rare. Nonetheless, the fact that there has been no 
coherent national licensing scheme for non-passenger vessels is clearly an anomaly. In the 
case of the Thames, the master of a barge or tug must hold a license if the vessel is worked 
for hire but other, similar vessels can carry an unlicensed master if they are not worked for 

 
23 Maritime and Coastguard Agency, Regulatory Impact Assessment for the National Boatmasters’ Licence. Full details 

of the new BML are published in Merchant Shipping Notice 1808 (M). 

24 Thames Safety Inquiry: Final Report by Lord Justice Clarke, Cm 4558 (February 2000), para. 27.12 and 
Marchioness/Bowbelle: Formal Investigation under the Merchant Shipping Act 1995 (TSO, February 2001), para. 
39.13. 

25 Freight Study Group, Freight on Water, a New Perspective (DEFRA, February 2002), para. 1.13 (c) and (d). 

26 Council Directive 96/50/EC of 23 July 1996 on the harmonization of the conditions for obtaining national 
boatmasters' certificates for the carriage of goods and passengers by inland waterway in the Community (Official 
Journal L 235 , 17/09/1996). Hereafter, “the Directive”. 
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hire.27 It was absurd that there was a national licensing requirement for the masters of 
passenger vessels, but not for the masters of other types of vessel which might pose a 
significant hazard to other users of the waterway, to the fabric of the waterway itself 
and to the local environment. We believe the Government was right to introduce a 
national licensing requirement for the masters of non-passenger vessels. 

The European Directive 

18. The Directive was in fact agreed in 1996, but the UK Government believed at the time 
that it was not required to implement any directives relating to the harmonization of 
inland waterway standards and the Directive contained a specific exemption for “national 
waterways not linked to the navigable network of another Member State”.28 Despite advice 
from the Commission to this effect, the UK was challenged by a Dutch operator who 
wanted to bring a vessel up the Thames, who was refused because his vessel did not meet 
UK safety standards.29 Although the Commission accepted the argument that it would not 
be reasonable to accept a vessel of a lower standard than the UK’s, it said that a transparent 
legal framework was required in order to allow other EU operators to meet the UK’s 
requirements. Secondly, the terms of the apparent exemption for unconnected waterways 
still require masters to be issued with a national certificate.30 

19. Whatever the merits of the Directive or the new Licence, it is regrettable that the UK 
Government has unexpectedly found itself obliged to implement a measure from which 
both HMG and the European Commission believed the UK was exempt. The assumption 
that the UK was exempt will have influenced both Ministers’ negotiating position and 
Parliamentary scrutiny. The European Legislation Committee cleared the Document on 2 
November 1994 because it considered that it raised no issues of legal or political 
significance.31 Given the subsequent opposition to the Regulations, it is difficult to imagine 
that the draft Directive would have cleared scrutiny so easily if the Committee had been 
aware that it would apply to the UK. 

20.  The lesson for Ministers is clear. In negotiations with their EU counterparts, UK 
Ministers must take scrupulous care to ensure that any exemption, opt-out or 
derogation on which they will seek to rely is drafted in the clearest possible terms and is 
not vulnerable to being overturned by judicial fiat. 

21. There is a good case for the harmonisation of boatmasters’ licences between those 
countries with connected inland waterway networks. Since 1992, when the Rhine-Main-
Danube canal was opened, there has been a contiguous waterway from Rotterdam, on the 
North Sea, to the Danube Delta on the Black Sea. It makes perfect sense for the countries 
through which a large, international inland shipping corridor flows to harmonise their 

 
27 Thames Safety Inquiry: Interim Report by Lord Justice Clarke, Cm 4530 (December 1999), paragraph 10.17. 

28 Article 3.2. The Republic of Ireland has no inland waterways for the purpose of the Directive. 

29 Q 376 (the Minister) & MCA Regulatory Impact Assessment for the new National Boatmasters’ Licence. 

30 Ibid. 

31 Twenty-Eighth Report from the European Legislation Committee, Session 1993–94, HC 48-xxviii, page xl. 
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licensing requirements. However, some witnesses argued that the nature of both the UK’s 
inland waterways and the operations carried out on them were fundamentally different 
from those on the continent and that the UK should not therefore be subject to the same 
licensing requirements.32 

Mobility of UK-licenced masters 

22. The merits of a pan-European licence are further undermined by the fact that the Rhine 
Commission operates its own licensing scheme, the Rhine Licence, which many witnesses 
regarded as superior to the UK’s BML.33 The Minister told us that this exemption was 
because the Rhine flows through Switzerland, outside the EU, and has a long-established 
regulatory Commission.34 On the other hand the Danube, which also flows outside the EU, 
has a derogation from the Directive only in respect of the non-EU reaches.35 

23. There was widespread concern among witnesses representing UK masters that the 
implementation of the Directive would not allow them to operate in other EU countries. 
They argued that the ongoing requirement for a separate Rhine licence would in practice 
restrict employment opportunities on the continent as holding an EU Master’s Certificate 
would not be enough to qualify a master to operate on the full length of the Europe’s 
principal inland route.36 The ongoing exemption for the Rhine is in practice a clear obstacle 
to UK masters who want to work in Europe. The UK Government plans to submit the Tier 
1 UK Boatmasters’ Licence for recognition on the Rhine and discussions are taking place 
about how the Rhine might be brought within the scope of the Directive.37 

24. Neither the fact that the Rhine rises in Switzerland, nor the fact that it has an 
independent Commission is in our view sufficient to justify its complete exclusion from 
EU licensing arrangements. The ongoing exclusion of such a major waterway 
represents an asymmetrical barrier to the free movement of labour. A licensing 
standard which is good enough for the Thames, which we were consistently told was 
one of the most difficult waterways in Europe, must surely be capable of providing for 
the Rhine. We recommend that the Government refuse to proceed further with the 
implementation of the Directive until the Rhine is brought within its scope. 

25. There was also some concern that UK masters might be unfairly discriminated against 
on the Continent.38 We put this to the Minister, who told us: 

 
32 Q 15 (Mr Hickman of the Practitioners’ Committee); Q 107 (Mr Hugman of the Commercial Boat Operators’ 

Association); Ev 38, para. 3.2 (Association of Inland Shipping Operators). 

33 For discussion of the Rhine Licence (patente du Rhin), see Qq 34 (Thames Boatmasters), 236–241 (witnesses from the 
trades unions) and 374–276 (the Minister). 

34 The Central Commission for Navigation on the Rhine was established by the Congress of Vienna and first met in 
1816. See www.ccr-zkr.org. 

35 Q 374 

36 For example, the Company of Watermen and Lightermen, Qq 7–9; Mr Baker of the RMT, Qq 236–241. The 
Rhine/Meuse-Main-Danube Axis is one of only two inland waterways designated as part of the Trans-European 
Transport Network. The other is Seine-Scheldt waterway. See Decision 844/2004/CE. 

37 MSN 1808 (M), footnote 4, p. 9; Q 376 

38 For example, Qq 276–77 
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“I have made a commitment … that if I find that any British mariner is excluded 
from a European waterway unfairly, having got this new licence, then the 
Government will report that fact to the Commission and press for that country to be 
infracted”.39 

The Chief Executive of the MCA also advised us that UK masters would not be subject to 
any additional language requirements for operating in other EU ports “because the 
international language of the sea is English”.40 We welcome the Minister’s undertaking to 
intervene with the European Commission on behalf of any UK master who is unfairly 
excluded from the waterways of another EU Member State. We will look to the 
Department for Transport to take immediate and firm action if any such 
discrimination is reported to them. 

Promoting freight on the waterways 

26. The Freight Study Group’s 2002 Report for the Department for the Environment, 
Transport and the Regions, Freight on Water: A New Perspective, identified the shortage of 
skippers and crew as one of the factors restricting the growth of freight on the inland 
waterways.41 It noted that there was no national training standard for the crew of non-
passenger vessels. Some larger companies operated their own training schemes, others used 
commercial training provision designed primarily for merchant seafarers.42 The Report 
recommended the establishment of a set of national standards for the masters and crew of 
inland freight vessels. 

27. Nobody is under the illusion that the introduction of the new licence will have a radical 
impact on the proportion of freight carried on the waterways, but there was a widespread 
view that it will bring some small benefits for the industry. The Chief Harbour Master of 
the Port of London argued that the new licence would play a small part in increasing 
waterborne freight by improving the mobility of the workforce.43 The Minister thought it 
unlikely that the new licence would in itself make a major contribution to modal shift, but 
argued that the safety benefits it would bring would have a positive effect on the industry.44 

The cost of the licence 

28. The two organisations representing inland shipping operators both expressed concerns 
about the cost of acquiring the new licence. The examination fee for a new licence is £141, 
plus a £22 fee for issuing the licence. Each examination for an endorsement costs a further 
£100.45 This means the total fees payable in respect of a BML with general cargo 

 
39 Q 372. 

40 Q 401. 

41 Op. cit, paragraph 3.31. 

42 ibid, paragraph 6.52 ff. 

43 Qq 356 & 357. 

44 Q 368. 

45 Merchant Shipping (Fees) (Amendment) Regulations 2006 (SI 2006/3225). 
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endorsement (the equivalent of the EU Certificate) is £263, or £363 if a local endorsement 
is added. 

29. However, the cost of training courses and time off work must also be taken into 
account. The Commercial Boat Operators Association argued that the dispersed nature of 
the inland shipping industry means that few masters live near to a training provider and 
many will therefore face additional travel and accommodation costs.46 The Inland 
Waterways Association was concerned about the potential training costs faced by its 
volunteer teams working on restoring and maintaining the inland waterways.47 Witnesses 
from the trade unions also expressed some concerns about the possible training cost, 
noting that there would be a “significant increase” which might act as a barrier to entry.48 

30. It is too early to say with certainty what the average cost of training courses is likely to 
be, but we were quoted figures between £600 (for the basic classroom training for a Tier 2 
licence) and £7,500.49 The industry’s recruitment difficulties mean that there are few 
economies of scale enjoyed by those training new entrants, further increasing the cost of 
training and thereby exacerbating the recruitment problem.50 Mr Hugman of the 
Commercial Boat Operators’ Association went so far as to suggest that the additional 
training costs could be enough to destroy the industry outside the Thames.51 For many 
operators it is not just the cost of the training itself that is a problem but the cost of 
associated travel, accommodation and replacement crew cover. 

31. The inland shipping industry is facing a recruitment crisis. Long and unsocial hours of 
hard work in all weathers, combined with rewards that are often not much more than the 
national minimum wage, do not combine to make this an attractive occupation for a great 
many young people.52 An expensive and demanding training regime will make this 
problem worse. On the other hand, we accept that introducing a new requirement for the 
licensing of masters of freight vessels was fully justified on safety grounds and is likely to 
increase confidence in the industry. 

32. The new, modular licence attempts to reconcile the competing needs of different 
groups in the inland shipping industry. It attempts to combine higher training standards 
for the busier, more difficult waters such as the Thames with a lower standard for 
smoother, quieter waters where recruitment and training problems are more acute. 
Whether it will succeed in doing so remains to be seen, but we have noted with concern the 

 
46 Ev 37, paragraph 3.4. 

47 Qq 80 & 81 

48 Qq 258–260 

49 Q 80 [£616, Dr Roger Squires of the IWA]; Q 156 [£7,500, Capt John Perceval of AISO]. Dr Squires subsequently 
provided us with a list of course fees from a commercial training provider which included a more detailed 
breakdown of the cost of the Tier 2 BML course [Ev 35]. 

50 This concern about costs, we were told, was one of the factors which led to the introduction of a modular licence 
which would retain a higher standard for the more difficult waters while avoiding placing an undue burden of 
training and qualification on operators on the smoother waters. See Q 12 [Mr Colin Middlemiss, Clerk of the 
Company of Watermen and Lightermen]. 

51 Q 164 

52 Several witnesses referred to the arduous nature of masters’ work, for example, Qq 75, 157 & 212–218 
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views of those operators outside the Thames area who feel that the training costs associated 
with the licence could be prohibitively high.  

33. Although we accept the principle that the industry should meet its own training costs, 
there are clear external benefits to shifting freight from the roads to the waterways in the 
form of reduced emissions and road congestion. Furthermore, the Government already 
provides significant financial assistance for the training of seafarers under the Support for 
Maritime Training (SMarT) scheme. The Government must monitor the situation 
closely to see if the cost of training new masters does become a problem. If it becomes 
apparent that the cost of training new masters is damaging to the industry, we 
recommend that the Government provide appropriate assistance, for example in the 
form of subsidised training courses, to protect the health of the industry. 
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Local knowledge and the Equivalence 
Committee 

34. All masters are expected to be aware of the local rules and byelaws governing the areas 
in which they operate; they are tested on the relevant local rules in the area in which they 
are examined and must make themselves familiar with the rules of any new area where 
they intend to go. There are in addition to this twelve areas of the inland waterway network 
for which a master needs an additional endorsement on his or her licence in order to 
operate, known as local knowledge areas.53 In three cases—Portsmouth Harbour, the Isles 
of Scilly and the Thames—this endorsement requires an additional 60 days’ service in the 
area over a period of not less than six months. Pilotage directions, which govern the 
circumstances in which a boat is to be under the command of a suitably-qualified local 
pilot, remain unaffected by the new licence. 

35. Part of the purpose of the EU Directive is to reduce the number of local knowledge 
requirements. The MCA’s Equivalence Committee decides on the nature and scope of local 
knowledge requirements on the application of the local port, harbour or navigation 
authority. We were presented with two cases where the decision on the local knowledge 
area has caused some controversy: Fowey, where the Equivalence Committee rejected the 
Harbour Authority’s proposals and the Thames, where local operators objected to the 
PLA’s proposals. 

36. We do not propose to make any comment here on the appropriateness or otherwise of 
the local knowledge requirements. This is a highly technical area. If the decisions of the 
experienced mariners on the Equivalence Committee have proved controversial then it is 
unlikely that the views of a group of Members of Parliament will command any more 
authority. We do, however, have some comments to make on the way in which local 
knowledge areas are determined. 

Fowey Harbour 

37. The Fowey Harbour Commissioners told us that the process of applying for a local 
knowledge area began only in April 2006, when port authorities were invited to submit 
applications.54 They submitted their application in May and it was rejected in July. They 
were invited to submit any additional material which they felt would justify the 
introduction of a local knowledge area and, following a further submission, the 
Equivalence Committee agreed in August to a local knowledge area for the unmarked, 
drying upper reaches of the Estuary and to visit the Harbour before taking a decision on 
the lower Estuary. The visit took place in September, and the decision not to grant a local 
knowledge endorsement for the lower Estuary was subsequently confirmed. 

 
53 See Annex, para 12. 

54 Ev 124 
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38. One of our witnesses, Captain John Percival, was a member of the Equivalence 
Committee which considered the Fowey application.55 He argued that a competent 
boatmaster would be aware of the need to refer to the appropriate local information when 
entering a new harbour and that Fowey’s 24-hour vessel traffic service (VTS) meant that a 
local knowledge endorsement for the harbour itself was unnecessary.56 Mr Peter Hugman 
of the CBOA argued that local harbour authorities tended to look at their own waterway in 
isolation; the role of the Equivalence Committee was to compare different waterways and 
ensure that local knowledge requirements were introduced consistently throughout the 
country. 

39. The Fowey Harbour Commissioners told us that they were reviewing their pilotage 
requirements in response to the Committee’s decision.57 Before the new licence was 
introduced, local byelaws required masters on the Estuary to hold a local licence and the 
Commissioners do not consider that the holder of a BML will have sufficient knowledge of 
the area to operate safely. 

40. The timetable for the consideration of the Fowey Harbour local knowledge area 
demonstrates that local knowledge requirements were introduced with some considerable 
haste. The fact that the Equivalence Committee made one decision, then partially reversed 
it scarcely a month later, before it had even visited the area, does not instil in us a great deal 
of confidence in the process. Clearly, the Fowey Harbour Commissioners share this 
sentiment and are considering responding by increasing their pilotage requirements. This 
would lead to a peculiar situation in which the MCA was asserting that the Harbour could 
safely be navigated by anybody with a Tier 1 BML, but the Harbour Authority was insisting 
on the use of pilots with detailed local knowledge. 

41. The local port or harbour authority is likely to have a better idea of the hazards to be 
encountered in their own area than the national Equivalence Committee. That is not to say 
that decisions on local knowledge requirements should be taken at the local level. As some 
witnesses argued, that might lead to inconsistencies in the application of local knowledge 
requirements. However, it is important that port and harbour authorities have confidence 
in the local knowledge decisions made by the MCA’s Equivalence Committee. We 
recommend that representatives of the local harbour, port or navigation authority be 
co-opted onto the Equivalence Committee in respect of each application for a local 
knowledge endorsement, to play a full part in its deliberations. 

42. A safeguard against inconsistency would be the establishment of a set of procedures for 
determining local knowledge areas, including a proper risk-assessment by the relevant port 
or harbour authority. The process is already based on a set of objective criteria,58 but these 
are not terribly detailed and open to a high degree of subjective interpretation. We 

 
55 This was purely fortuitous; he was appearing as a representative of the Association of Inland Shipping Operators. 

56 Q 135 

57 Ev 125, para. 17. 

58 See Annex, para. 15. 
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recommend that the MCA publish more detailed criteria for the evaluation of 
applications for local knowledge areas.  

The Thames 

43. A Thames Waterman was formerly required to demonstrate local knowledge for the 
whole of the tidal River, from Teddington Lock to Lower Hope Point, near Tilbury. The 
local knowledge area for the new BML runs only from Putney Bridge to the eastern limit of 
the Thames Barrier Control Zone at Margaretness (near Woolwich), excluding both the 
upper and lower reaches.59 

44. The Thames local knowledge area is the one proposed by the PLA. They argued that 
the upper area is mainly used by leisure craft and there are few vessels subject to a BML 
requirement on it. The lower area, from the Barrier Control Zone to the sea, is in their view 
essentially the same as many other estuarial ports in the UK and therefore adequately 
covered by the generic licence.60 The Chief Harbour Master told us that, because they 
believe the new licence represents a higher generic standard, the need for local knowledge is 
less compelling. Using the example of tides, he explained that the old licence required 
candidates to learn the local signs of the heights of tides, whereas the new one required 
them to be able to calculate the height of a tide over a particular bank from first 
principles.61 This reflects the view of the MCA, which argues that the “comprehensive 
generic requirements” of the Tier 2 licence mean that local knowledge endorsements are 
“the exception rather than the rule”.62 

45.  The Thames Watermen object to the reduction in the area. They argue that the density 
of unqualified users of pleasure craft in the upper area makes it more important for masters 
of larger commercial craft to have local knowledge, and that the RNLI stations at Tilbury 
and Chiswick report significant numbers of rescues. In the lower area, they argue that the 
high density of commercial traffic means that an understanding of when and where ships 
are likely to be manoeuvring, jetty usage and local weather conditions are all important, as 
well as an understanding of the currents, eddies and up-flushes in the lowest stretch.63 

46. The PLA’s accident figures would appear to support the assertion that the upper and 
lower parts of the River are the least dangerous.64 Between 2002 and 2006, there were just 
two safety incidents involving inland waterways vessels between Teddington and Putney 
Bridge; 41 between Putney Bridge and Margaretness (the new local knowledge area) and 11 
between Margaretness and Sea Reach No. 1 Buoy. The total number of incidents in the 

 
59 There is a map of the old and new areas in the PLA’s submission, at Ev 75. 

60 Ev 74–75 

61 Qq 297–300 

62 Ev 74, p. 4. 

63 Ev 4–6 

64 Ev 89–95 
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area below Margaretness is however higher than in the central area, but the vast majority of 
these accidents involve seagoing vessels whose masters hold STCW qualifications.65 

47. It is not only the masters themselves who lack confidence in the suitability of the new 
licence for the Thames. Two passenger operators have told us that they will employ only 
masters who hold the Thames Watermen’s and Lightermen’s Licence.66 There is the real 
danger that, whatever its actual merits, widespread lack of confidence in the new local 
knowledge requirement will undermine confidence in the suitability of the new licence 
for the Thames. 

48. We are concerned by the tension between the PLA and the Company of Watermen and 
Lightermen which used to administer the old licence on its behalf. This cannot do anything 
to promote safety on the River. The Company of Watermen has had a role in the training 
of boatmasters on the Thames since the 16th Century; it is difficult to conceive of a more 
compelling locus standi in this matter. With the benefit of hindsight, the PLA should have 
involved the Company more closely in consultations on the extent of the proposed local 
knowledge area. As we have already noted, the invitation to submit proposals for local 
knowledge requirements were issued in April 2006 and the licence came into force at the 
beginning of January 2007. The comparatively tight deadline for this process can not have 
helped port and harbour authorities in carrying out proper consultation with local 
stakeholders. 

49. The speed with which the local knowledge areas were established has in our view 
undermined confidence in the new licence overall, and particularly in the Thames local 
knowledge area. We recommend that the Government give a firm commitment to 
monitor safety in the local knowledge areas and in the disputed areas—such as the 
lower Estuary at Fowey and the upper and lower reaches of the Thames—and to review 
each local knowledge area from time to time, taking account of the views of local 
authorities, operators and masters. 

 
65 Of the 73 accidents below Margaretness, 51 involved seagoing vessels. 

66 Ev 126–127 (Capital Pleasure Boats) and Ev 133–134 (Westminster Party Boats). 
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Have standards fallen? 

50. It is difficult to compare the new licence accurately with the various licences that 
preceded it. This is partly because the some of the detail of the new licence remains to be 
worked out—we were told that the exact specifications for the syllabus for seagoing tugs 
were still being negotiated, for example—and partly because the new licence supersedes 
several different qualifications. Where standards have changed to become more stringent 
in some areas, they might have become less stringent in others. Just as the Thames 
Watermen point to the reduced local knowledge requirement for the River, those in favour 
of the new BML argue that this is offset by a higher standard of generic knowledge. Even 
then, the Thames local knowledge requirement is irrelevant to a master who never operates 
on the River. 

Comparison with the old Thames licence 

51. It was a widely-held view among our witnesses that the old Thames licence represented 
a gold standard to which any national licensing scheme should aspire. Mr Crease of the 
Transport and General Workers’ Union described the new licence as “a dumbing-down of 
standards on the Thames”, though he accepted that there were “no standards” in other UK 
ports.67 We were provided with three tables showing the respective requirements of the 
new licence and the old Thames licence, by the Department for Transport, the Port of 
London Authority and the Watermen’s and Lightermen’s Practitioners’ Committee.68 The 
fact that the three tables varied considerably is evidence of the degree of confusion which 
surrounds this area. In the Table opposite, we draw together a comparison of various 
aspects of the different licences, drawing on these tables and other sources, in particular 
MSN 1808 (M).69 

Qualifying service time 

52. The Thames Watermen’s main argument against the new licence is the shorter 
qualifying service time (QST). The Practitioners Committee suggested that the QST 
represented a 50% reduction below the Thames licence.70 However, this comparison 
ignores the fact that in order to carry out the range of operations currently carried out by 
Thames licence-holders, a BML-holder would also have to acquire a number of additional 
endorsements. Holders of the Thames licence are being issued with a Tier 1, Level 2 licence 
with endorsements for passenger operations, general cargo, towing and pushing and sea 
operations, in addition to a Thames local knowledge endorsement.71 Anybody embarking 
on a course of training under the new regime could expect to undertake 720 days’ service 

 
67 Q 209 

68 They are printed at Ev 14, 65, 77–78 and 102–103 

69 Some essential aspects of the system are omitted from the Table, but discussed in more detail below. 

70 Ev 72, Table 2. 

71 Letter dated 4 January 2007 from the Registry of Shipping and Seamen to Capt Scott Newton (not printed). 
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over a minimum period of at least four years, possibly longer if the QST for the specialist 
endorsements is not combined with the QST for the generic licence.72 

Comparison of the old Thames licence and the new BML 

 Tier 1 BML PLA W&L Licence 

Application All vessels on UK classified waters and limited 
coastal operations 

Waterman’s licence: passenger vessels 
Lighterman’s licence: un-powered lighters 

Exemptions Passenger vessels carrying 12 or fewer 
passengers 
 
Non-passenger vessels less than 24m in length 
 
Pleasure (non-commercial) vessels 

Non-passenger vessels (though in practice many 
are captained by a PLA licence-holder) 
Pleasure (non-commercial) vessels 

Valid for Vessel carrying no more than 12 passengers 
 
Workboat 
 
Other vessels for which a specific endorsement is 
held 

Passenger vessels 
 
Tugs and pusher craft 
 
Goods vessels 
 
Workboats and dredgers 
 
Line-handling vessels 
 
Dangerous cargoes 

Minimum age 18 years 
 
21 for passenger ships, tugs and pusher vessels 
or freight vessels over 40 m 
 
22 for large passenger vessel 

18 years for provisional licence (≤ 12 passengers) 
 
21 for full licence 
 
25 for large passenger vessel 

Qualifying 
service time 
(QST) 

2 years / 240 days for generic licence 
 
6 months / 60 days or 12 months / 120 days for 
each specialist endorsement 
 
660 days total for licence with passenger, cargo, 
towing & pushing, dredging and oil cargo 
endorsements 73 
 
QST logged in Training Record Book 

2 years / 300 days for provisional licence 
 
5 years / 750 days in total for full licence 
 
Mature students can qualify in less time 
 
QST verified by six other watermen 

Thames QST 6 months / 60 days Included in the above 
 
For a competent person from outside the area, 2 
years / 300 days 

Training Ancillary safety courses 10 weeks’ classroom-based training 

Theoretical 
examinations 

Separate examinations for generic licence and 
for most endorsements 

PLA 1 and 2 exams  

Practical 
examination 

Practical and oral assessment for generic licence None for basic licence 
 
Practical examination required for large 
passenger vessels 

Revalidation Every 5 years  Every 3 years 

Principal sources: MSN 1808 (M); Ev 14, 65, 77–78 and 102–103. 

 
72 The QSTs for specialist endorsements are set out in Table 2 of the Annex at p. 33. 

73 The qualifying days of service for each endorsement may be completed within the overall qualifying period for the 
generic licence but the qualifying service period must be in addition to the qualifying period See Annex, p. 18, for a 
fuller explanation. 
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53. Of course, it will be possible for masters to operate on the Thames with only a Tier 1 
licence and a local knowledge endorsement, which can be obtained with 300 days’ service 
over two-and-a-half years. But this would not entitle the holder to do very much and it is 
unlikely in practice that anybody will end up in charge of commercial vessels on the 
Thames with this minimal licence. Conversely, under the Company of Watermen’s and 
Lightermen’s arrangements for mature entrants, it was possible to qualify after only two 
years’ service on the Thames. 

54. It is a fundamental feature of the move from a unitary to a modular licence that some 
masters will now be able to qualify to carry out a very limited range of operations in a 
shorter period of time. In order to qualify to carry out the full range of operations currently 
undertaken by Thames Waterman, candidates will need to complete a QST which is 
broadly in line with the old regime. Furthermore, the PLA and the Minister, the two most 
enthusiastic proponents of the new licence, argue that the new system places more 
emphasis on assessment of a candidate’s skills than on time served. Although the Thames 
Watermen argued that the old requirement for an application for examination to be signed 
off by six Freemen of the Company fulfilled the same function, we are not confident that a 
group of people who are at least close colleagues—and in some cases close family—of the 
candidate are best placed to undertake an objective appraisal of his or her skills. 

55. Minimum service periods can play a valuable role in a licensing system. But a proper 
assessment of a candidate’s skills is also important and therefore we welcome the inclusion 
of an on-board, practical assessment of a prospective master’s skills in the new licensing 
requirements. 

56. We are confident that, in order to gain a licence that is equivalent to the one being 
issued to Thames masters under the transitional arrangements, a candidate would have 
to undergo a similar qualifying service period. However, it is clearly the case that some 
masters will be able to qualify to carry out limited operations on the Thames in a much 
shorter time. That is not necessarily to say that those masters will be unsafe, but this 
significant reduction in the minimum service period should be approached with a 
degree of caution. We recommend that the PLA include information about the licences 
and endorsements held by the masters of ships involved in safety incidents and 
navigational occurrences on the Thames in its recording arrangements, in order to 
establish whether there is in fact a problem with less experienced masters. If it does 
appear that there is a problem on the Thames, it might better be addressed by 
increasing the qualifying service period for a local knowledge endorsement than by way 
of changes to the national licensing scheme. 

Revalidation and medical fitness 

57. The new licence is revalidated every five years up to age 65 and annually thereafter. In 
order to get a Tier 1 licence revalidated, the holder must provide evidence of 120 days’ 
relevant work over a period of not less than 12 months during the five-year currency of the 
licence. The holder of a Tier 2 licence must provide evidence of 50 days’ operation in a 
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relevant capacity, or 10 days per year for those over 64.74 A medical examination is required 
on application, five-yearly from 45 and annually from 65. This is the same requirement as 
for the Thames Waterman’s Licence and the old boatmasters’ licence, but a higher 
standard than that specified in the Directive, which does not require the quinquennial tests 
between the age of 45 and 65. The EU Directive specifies a lower standard for 
establishing a licence holder’s ongoing medical fitness than was previously the norm in 
the UK. The Government was right to retain the UK’s higher standard. 

Alternative routes to revalidation 

58. Most of our witnesses were happy with the revalidation arrangements. However, 
representatives of the AISO and the CBOA expressed some concern that revalidation 
depended entirely on qualifying service during the currency of the licence. They argued 
that there should be an alternative revalidation route for masters who had for whatever 
reason been unable to complete the qualifying service.75 The Minister told us that he was 
confident that the revalidation requirement was sound.76  

59. We have no objection to the 120-day and 50-day requirements as one route to 
revalidation. However, we believe that they could, under certain circumstances, represent 
an unreasonable barrier to re-entry for a master wishing to resume work in the industry. 
We would not want to see, for example, a master being stripped of her licence and 
livelihood because she had taken time out to bring up children. Nor would we want 
somebody who had made a full recovery from an illness that had affected his ability to 
work to be forced to go back and re-qualify from scratch. 

60. We recommend that the Government introduce an alternative, assessment-based 
revalidation process for licence-holders who have not been able to complete the 
necessary days of service during the currency of their licence. 

 
74 MSN 1808 (M), sections 17 and 26. 

75 Q 171 

76 Qq 432–434 
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Conclusion 

61. There appears to be widespread scepticism about the new boatmasters’ licence. The 
Thames Boatmasters, the trade unions, operators on the Thames and elsewhere, and tug 
operators have all expressed concern about its suitability. This is prima facie evidence that 
the MCA’s consultation exercise, however extensive, was not entirely effective. Although it 
was right to introduce a single, national licence, we have some reservations about its 
introduction on the Thames, where very high standards were already in place, and we 
believe that the impact of the increased training costs elsewhere in the country will need to 
be monitored carefully.77 

62. On the positive side, the new Regulations extend a national licensing requirement to 
the masters of non-passenger vessels. The licence offers a degree of flexibility which makes 
it suitable for masters carrying out a wide range of different operations in different settings. 
It is based on detailed syllabi and practical and theoretical examination of candidates’ 
knowledge and skill, with the additional safeguard of minimum qualifying service periods 
for the generic licence, specialist endorsements and the more difficult local knowledge 
areas. 

63. The British Tugowners’ Association (BTA) told us that they had been instrumental, 
together with the MCA, in developing licensing standards for tugmasters under STCW 95 
standards. 78 Though they had many positive things to say about the new licence, they had 
serious concerns about the fact that a BML was only required for vessels of 24 m load-line 
length. They argued that the significant growth in the power of smaller vessels in recent 
years meant that a vessel’s bollard pull, a measure of thrust, was a more suitable cut-off 
criterion.79 Despite extensive consultation with the MCA, this view was not taken on board, 
although the Agency appeared to accept it at one point. The current situation is therefore 
that a BML is required for a larger but less powerful tug whereas the master of a smaller but 
more powerful vessel could operate under an approved alternative qualification. 

64. The Government provided us with a detailed description of its consultation process 
that led up to the new licence, which took place between February 2003 and July 2006. It 
included two non-statutory consultations, a statutory consultation and meetings between 
the Minister and the Thames Watermen.80 Some participants were happy with both the 
process and the outcome: Mr Peter Hugman of the CBOA, who was member of the 
Working Group, took the view that 

“everybody has had their chance to make their opinions known and what they feel 
about the prospective regulations at the time … I think [the outcome] is the best that 
can be achieved, bearing in mind that we are looking at a national licence and we are 

 
77 See paragraphs 28–33 and 43–49. 

78 These are seafarers’ licences issued in accordance with the International Maritime Organisation’s Standards of 
Training, Certification & Watchkeeping, revised in 1995. 

79 Ev 115–116 

80 Ev 96–97 
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dealing with so many different categories of waters and different conditions on 
various rivers, estuaries and sheltered waters”.81 

65. It seems that, however lengthy the MCA’s consultation process, it has failed to identify 
or develop a broad consensus of opinion in favour of the new licence. Clearly, the 
Government cannot be expected to secure the agreement of every interested party to every 
decision it takes and we accept that the introduction of the new licence was the right thing 
to do. But there is a danger that the scale of dissent and dissatisfaction in this area is 
potentially so great that it could seriously undermine overall confidence in the licence. 

66. Whatever its merits—and we believe they are significant—there are clearly areas in the 
new licence arrangements where there is significant room for improvement. On balance, 
we believe that concerns about the licence are sufficiently significant to merit a further 
review. We recommend that the Government suspend the introduction of the new 
licence, with suitable transitional provision for those already in training, until it has 
resolved the problems with the scope of the EU Directive, the potential damage caused 
to the inland shipping industry by increased training costs, and concerns about safety 
on the tidal River Thames. 

 
81 Qq 119–120 
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Annex: How the new licence works 

1. The new National Boatmasters’ Licence (BML) is a single, national licence which 
replaces a patchwork of licensing and regulation regimes that were previously in place on 
different parts of the inland waterway network for different types of vessel, and the old 
passenger boatmasters’ licence which was introduced in 1993. A licence is now required for 
many types of vessel where none was required before. 

2. Where local byelaws or other local legislation require those operating in their waters to 
hold a local licence or other master’s qualification, the holder of a relevant BML is not 
subject to those local requirements. There is an exception for pilotage requirements, which 
enable a port or harbour authority to require a vessel to take on a local pilot while in the 
relevant waters. 

3. The licence is modular, consisting of a ‘generic’ licence which is divided into two tiers, a 
number of endorsements which entitle the holder to carry out various specialist operations 
and, for a few parts of the classified water network, a local knowledge endorsement which 
is supposed to ensure that the licence-holder is aware of the special hazards present in the 
waterway in question. 

Who needs the new licence? 

4. The new licence is required by the masters of: 

a) passenger ships carrying more than 12 passengers; and 

b) non-passenger vessels of 24m and over, including cargo vessels, tankers, tugs, 
workboats and dredgers, 

when they are operating in inland waterways or in “limited coastal areas” (an area no more 
than three miles from land and no more than 15 miles from the point of departure). 

5. The licence is also suitable for passenger vessels carrying 12 or fewer passenger, or for 
smaller commercial vessels, though alternative qualifications are available in respect of 
these vessels.82 Certain equivalent or higher seagoing qualifications may also be used in 
place of a BML on suitable vessels in inland waters. 

Tiers 1 and 2 

6. The new BML is a two-tier licence: 

a) Tier 1, the higher standard, permits the holder to operate anywhere on the UK’s inland 
waters and limited coastal areas, subject to any necessary local knowledge endorsement. 

 
82 They are issued by Royal Yachting Association/Department for Transport, International Yachtmaster Training, local 

authorities, British Waterways and the National Community Boats Association. 
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It also forms the basis of the EU Boatmaster’s Certificate.83 Tier 1 is further subdivided 
into two levels: 

i. Level 1, which covers only Categories A and B and unlinked waters in Category C; 
and 

ii. Level 2, the higher level, which covers waters in all categories. 

b) Tier 2 is restricted to waters and operation of the type specified in the licence. It is 
available only for waters in Categories A and B and unlinked waters in Category C. 

Classification of waters 

7. The four categories of waters are as follows: 

a) Category A: narrow rivers and canals where the depth of water is generally less than 1.5 
metres. 

b) Category B: wider rivers and canals where the depth of water is generally 1.5 metres or 
more and where the significant wave height could not be expected to exceed 0.6 metres 
at any time. 

c) Category C: tidal rivers and estuaries and large, deep lakes and lochs where the 
significant wave height could not be expected to exceed 1.2 metres at any time. 

d) Category D: tidal rivers and estuaries where the significant wave height could not be 
expected to exceed 2.0 metres at any time. 84 

Minimum service periods and ages 

8. The minimum service period for a Tier 1, Level 1 licence is 120 days’ service in a period 
of not less than 12 months. The minimum period for a Tier 1, Level 2 licence is 240 days’ 
service in a period of not less than 24 months. Additional days of service and service 
periods are required for specialist endorsements and for local knowledge endorsements for 
the Thames, Portsmouth Harbour and the Isles of Scilly (see below). 

9. The minimum age for holding a generic licence and for most endorsements (see below) 
is 18. For a Tier 2 licence-holder, the minimum age for carrying more than 100 passengers 
is 20; for more than 250 passengers it is 21. The minimum ages for specialist endorsements 
for Tier 1 boatmasters are set out in Table 2, below.  

 
83 To qualify for the EU Certificate, a candidate must hold a Tier 1 BML with general cargo and towing and pushing 

endorsements; have at least 48 months’ qualifying experience; hold a current ML5 Certificate of Medical Fitness; 
have Underpinning Knowledge (UPK) of the European Code for Inland Waterways (CEVNI) and the European inland 
waterway network; and have knowledge of the technical standards for inland waterway vessels set out in Directive 
84/714/EC. 

84 The categorisation of waters is described in Merchant Shipping Notice 1776 (M). 
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Assessment of skills and service 

10. A candidate’s experience is recorded in a Task Record Book (TRB), in which the 
candidate’s employer or skipper signs off that he or she has completed certain tasks in 
certain conditions,85 and a Work Record which lists days and dates of qualifying service, 
the type and size of vessel involved.86 The TRB is handed to the examiner before the 
candidate is assessed on his or her competencies. 

11. In addition to the TRB and Work Record, candidates must pass theoretical 
underpinning knowledge exams and undergo an on-board practical assessment in respect 
of the generic licence and each specialist endorsement. 

Local knowledge endorsements 

12. All masters are expected to be aware of the “local information” for the areas in which 
they operate, such as the harbour or navigation authority’s local regulations or byelaws.87 
Around 100 areas where special local rules are in force have been notified to the MCA.88 
Masters who qualify in those areas are tested on the necessary local information and those 
who qualify elsewhere are expected to know how to find out about and familiarise 
themselves with any local information before operating in a new area (and to do so). 

13. In 12 areas a far more stringent local knowledge endorsement is required to 
demonstrate that the licence-holder has sufficient understanding of the features and 
characteristics within the area that present a hazard to safe navigation, and how to deal 
with them, beyond what might be expected under the Boatmaster’s generic skills. It may 
also include knowledge of local byelaws, regulations or other requirement. The EU 
Directive requires Member States to work towards the elimination of local knowledge 
requirements on the ground that they are a barrier to the free movement of workers. 

14. Where a port or navigation authority believes specific local knowledge is essential for 
safe operation in its area, it can propose requirements to the MCA. Where the MCA agrees 
that the hazards in question cannot be dealt with on the basis of a Tier 1 boatmaster’s 
generic skills, a local knowledge endorsement will be required for operating in that area, 
and candidates will be examined specifically on it. 

15. There are four criteria against which local knowledge proposals are considered: 

a) high traffic density (types and patterns); 

b) difficult or complex tides and streams; 

c) particular physical hazards (and the difficulty of negotiating them); and 

 
85 MSF 4367. 

86 MSF 4366. 

87 There was some confusion over the use of the term “local information” (Qq 396–397 & 412). It is defined in 
paragraph 2.1 of Marine Guidance Note 334 (M), published by the MCA. 

88 MGN 334 (M), Annex 1. 
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d) whether or not suitable charts are available for the area. 

16. For some local knowledge areas, such as the Thames, boatmasters who have qualified 
elsewhere, will need to satisfy additional service requirements in order to qualify for a local 
knowledge endorsement. This might involve a minimum number of trips or a period of 
service, or both. 

17. There are currently 12 areas for which a local knowledge endorsement is required. 
They are set out in Table 1, below. 

Table 1: The local knowledge areas 

Local knowledge area Reason Qualifying service 

Bristol Port Tides & streams None specified, but there is a River 
Avon induction assessment process 

Caernarfon and Menai 
Strait 

Tides & streams; physical 
hazards; charts 

None specified 

Dee Conservancy Physical hazards; charts None specified 

Dover Harbour Traffic; tides & streams None specified 

Fowey Harbour Physical hazards; charts None specified 

Gloucester Harbour Tides & streams; physical 
hazards 

None specified 

Port of Liverpool Tides & streams None specified 

Padstow Harbour Physical hazards 6 outward, 6 inward journeys under 
supervision of a Harbour Authority 
representative 

Portsmouth Harbour Traffic 6 months / 60 days 

Isles of Scilly Tides & streams; physical 
hazards 

6 months / 60 days 

Teignmouth Physical hazards; charts None specified 

Tidal River Thames Reasons not specified in 
MGN 

6 months / 60 days, including work 
in different directions, in varying 
conditions and in darkness 

Source: MGN 334 (M), Annexes 2 & 3. 

Other endorsements 

18. As well as local knowledge endorsements, there is a series of specialist endorsements 
required to carry out particular types of operation. The minimum service requirements for 
specialist endorsements to a Tier 1, Level 2 licence are set out in Table 2, below. Service 
must be completed in a suitable deck capacity on a vessel carrying out the operation 
specified. For a Level 2 licence, which allows the master to perform operations in the most 
difficult waters, the qualifying periods and days of service for towing and pushing, cargo 
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and general passenger operations are doubled. The minimum days of service for a specialist 
endorsement are in addition to the minimum days’ service for the generic licence, but may 
be carried out within the minimum service period. So, for example, a candidate for a 
generic Level 1 licence with a cargo endorsement must complete a minimum of 12 months’ 
service, of which six months must be on a cargo vessel, and 120 days’ service, plus an 
additional 60 days’ service on a cargo vessel. 

Table 2: Specialist endorsements to Tier 1, Level 1 licences 

Endorsement Minimum service period Minimum age 

Cargo 6 months / 60 days (12 months / 120 days for Level 2) 18, < 40 m length 
21, ≥ 40 m length 

Oil & chemical cargo 6 months / 60 days None specified 

Dredging 6 months / 60 days None specified 

Towing & pushing 6 months / 60 days (12 months / 120 days for Level 2) None specified 

Passengers (max. 
250) 

6 months / 60 days (12 months / 120 days for Level 2) 21 

Large Passenger 
vessel (> 250) 

General passenger endorsement, 12 months’ 
experience as master of a smaller passenger vessel and 
6 months / 60 days’ service on a large passenger vessel. 

22 

Fast craft None None specified 

Radar None 18 

Sea operations 12 months / 120 days 18 

Source: MSN 1808 (M), Annex 3. 
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List of recommendations 

Introduction 

1. Widening participation and access to careers on the River is important, both as a 
matter of principle and for the long-term viability of the industry. We are pleased to 
see that the Company of Watermen and Lightermen has recognised this and is 
reaching out to those for whom a career on the River might not seem to be an 
obvious choice. Equally, we are concerned that the Government’s approach to the 
Company and to the new licensing arrangements might have been coloured by 
poorly-founded concerns about nepotism among the Thames Watermen. 
(Paragraph 3) 

Safety on the inland waterways 

2. The inland shipping industry as a whole has a strong safety record. The Company of 
Watermen and Lightermen of the River Thames and the Port of London Authority 
in particular can rightly be proud of their record in maintaining high standards of 
safety on one of the most challenging inland waterways in Europe, if not the world. 
Against this background of high standards, it would be foolish to make any alteration 
to well-proven licensing arrangements except in the absolute confidence that no 
reduction in safety would result from it. (Paragraph 12) 

Quality of accident statistics 

3. We do not think that the Government should have to resort to persuasion in trying 
to put together a clear picture of accident rates on the UK’s classified waters. If the 
intra-governmental group is unable easily to secure the necessary co-operation of the 
agencies concerned, we recommend that Ministers intervene directly to make it clear 
to those public-sector agencies concerned that they must co-operate with the work of 
the National Water Safety Forum. (Paragraph 14) 

Improving safety 

4. It was absurd that there was a national licensing requirement for the masters of 
passenger vessels, but not for the masters of other types of vessel which might pose a 
significant hazard to other users of the waterway, to the fabric of the waterway itself 
and to the local environment. We believe the Government was right to introduce a 
national licensing requirement for the masters of non-passenger vessels. (Paragraph 
17) 

The EU Directive 

5. In negotiations with their EU counterparts, UK Ministers must take scrupulous care 
to ensure that any exemption, opt-out or derogation on which they will seek to rely is 
drafted in the clearest possible terms and is not vulnerable to being overturned by 
judicial fiat. (Paragraph 20) 
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Mobility of UK-licenced masters 

6. Neither the fact that the Rhine rises in Switzerland, nor the fact that it has an 
independent Commission is in our view sufficient to justify its complete exclusion 
from EU licensing arrangements. The ongoing exclusion of such a major waterway 
represents an asymmetrical barrier to the free movement of labour. A licensing 
standard which is good enough for the Thames, which we were consistently told was 
one of the most difficult waterways in Europe, must surely be capable of providing 
for the Rhine. We recommend that the Government refuse to proceed further with 
the implementation of the Directive until the Rhine is brought within its scope. 
(Paragraph 24) 

7. We welcome the Minister’s undertaking to intervene with the European 
Commission on behalf of any UK master who is unfairly excluded from the 
waterways of another EU Member State. We will look to the Department for 
Transport to take immediate and firm action if any such discrimination is reported 
to them. (Paragraph 25) 

The cost of the licence 

8. The Government must monitor the situation closely to see if the cost of training new 
masters does become a problem. If it becomes apparent that the cost of training new 
masters is damaging to the industry, we recommend that the Government provide 
appropriate assistance, for example in the form of subsidised training courses, to 
protect the health of the industry. (Paragraph 33) 

Local knowledge and the Equivalence Committee 

9. We recommend that representatives of the local harbour, port or navigation 
authority be co-opted onto the Equivalence Committee in respect of each application 
for a local knowledge endorsement, to play a full part in its deliberations. (Paragraph 
41) 

10. We recommend that the MCA publish more detailed criteria for the evaluation of 
applications for local knowledge areas. (Paragraph 42) 

11. There is the real danger that, whatever its actual merits, widespread lack of 
confidence in the new local knowledge requirement will undermine confidence in 
the suitability of the new licence for the Thames. (Paragraph 47) 

12. We recommend that the Government give a firm commitment to monitor safety in 
the local knowledge areas and in the disputed areas—such as the lower Estuary at 
Fowey and the upper and lower reaches of the Thames—and to review each local 
knowledge area from time to time, taking account of the views of local authorities, 
operators and masters. (Paragraph 49) 

Qualifying service time 

13. We welcome the inclusion of an on-board, practical assessment of a prospective 
master’s skills in the new licensing requirements (Paragraph 55) 
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14. We are confident that, in order to gain a licence that is equivalent to the one being 
issued to Thames masters under the transitional arrangements, a candidate would 
have to undergo a similar qualifying service period. However, it is clearly the case 
that some masters will be able to qualify to carry out limited operations on the 
Thames in a much shorter time. That is not necessarily to say that those masters will 
be unsafe, but this significant reduction in the minimum service period should be 
approached with a degree of caution. We recommend that the PLA include 
information about the licences and endorsements held by the masters of ships 
involved in safety incidents and navigational occurrences on the Thames in its 
recording arrangements, in order to establish whether there is in fact a problem with 
less experienced masters. If it does appear that there is a problem on the Thames, it 
might better be addressed by increasing the qualifying service period for a local 
knowledge endorsement than by way of changes to the national licensing scheme. 
(Paragraph 56) 

Revalidation and medical fitness 

15. The EU Directive specifies a lower standard for establishing a licence holder’s 
ongoing medical fitness than was previously the norm in the UK. The Government 
was right to retain the UK’s higher standard. (Paragraph 57) 

16. We recommend that the Government introduce an alternative, assessment-based 
revalidation process for licence-holders who have not been able to complete the 
necessary days of service during the currency of their licence. (Paragraph 60) 

Conclusion 

17. We recommend that the Government suspend the introduction of the new licence, 
with suitable transitional provision for those already in training, until it has resolved 
the problems with the scope of the EU Directive, the potential damage caused to the 
inland shipping industry by increased training costs, and concerns about safety on 
the tidal River Thames. (Paragraph 66) 
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Formal minutes 

WEDNESDAY 16 MAY 2007 

Members present: 

Mrs Gwyneth Dunwoody, in the Chair 

Mr Clive Efford 
Mrs Louise Ellman 

 Mr Lee Scott 
 

 

Draft Report (The new National Boatmasters’ Licence), proposed by the Chairman, 
brought up and read. 

Ordered, That the draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by paragraph. 

Paragraphs 1 to 66 read and agreed to. 

Annex read and agreed to. 

Resolved, That the Report be the Sixth Report from the Committee to the House. 

Ordered, That the Chairman do make the Report to the House. 

Ordered, That the provisions of Standing Order No. 134 (Select committees (reports)) be 
applied to the Report. 

Several papers were ordered to be appended to the Minutes of Evidence. 

Ordered, That the Appendices to the Minutes of Evidence taken before the Committee be 
reported to the House.—(The Chairman.) 

[Adjourned till Wednesday 23 May at 2.30 pm. 
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