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In the advent of modern maritime communication technology, a new Maritime Distress Calling & Receiving system, Global Maritime Distress & Safety System has been implemented through the Safety of Life At Sea Convention (SOLAS) since 1992.  It requires all passenger ships and cargo ships over 300 gross tonnages on international voyage to be equipped with GMDSS equipment in respect of their trading areas.  These are categorized as Convention ships with GMDSS compliance.  For non-SOLAS vessels, the IMO Resolution MSC 70(69) urges Governments to imply the following requirements:

1. All seagoing vessels to which the 1974 SOLAS Convention does not apply are to be fitted with facilities capable of transmitting and receiving distress alerts by Digital Selective Calling (“DSC”) on VHF Channel 70 on or after 1 February 1999.  
2. All seagoing vessels to which the 1974 SOLAS Convention does not apply, but are required to carry a radio installation under national legislation, must be equipped with a radio installation which includes facilities for transmitting and receiving distress alerts by DSC on VHF channel 70 no later than 1 February 2005;

3. Encourage seagoing vessels which are  voluntarily fitted with VHF radio equipment to , also include facilities for transmitting and receiving distress alerts by DSC on VHF channel 70 no later than 1 February 2005; and

4. All vessels  fitted with facilities in accordance with numbered paragraphs 1 to 3 above are to maintain, when practicable, a continuous listening watch on VHF channel 16 until 1 February 2005, and to require personnel operators to such equipment that are adequately trained, taking into account ITU Resolution 343 (WRC-97).

 All seagoing vessels other than Convention ship or small vessels that are under national legislation requirements are to install a VHF with DSC not later than 1 February 2005.  In addition, the GMDSS-fitted vessels or Coast Radio Stations are not required to keep a listening watch on VHF Radiotelephony Distress Channel 16.   

Inevitably, the non-GMDSS compliance vessels will find that the only way to communicate with SOLAS vessels or Coast Radio Stations is using DSC equipment.  Otherwise, they must check whether other safety networks can cover the voyage before sailing.  Generally, the small vessels’ owners are encouraged to install DSC equipment even if not required by regulation.   However, the IMO and International Telecommunication Union (ITU) emphasis a DSC operator must be properly trained and certified. 
To cope with these new requirements, the Hong Kong Office of the Telecommunications Authority, HKSAR (OFTA) introduced a new GMDSS certificate for the Hong Kong maritime community if they install DSC equipment on non-Convention ships.

There are two types of certificates:-

1. Restricted Certificate of Competency in Radiotelephony (Long Range); 

2. Restricted Certificate of Competency in Radiotelephony (Short Range) 

The “Long Range” certificate aims to recognise personnel who can operate High Frequency/Medium Frequency/Very High Frequency DSC equipment - the operation area can cover ocean passages.

The “Short Range” certificate aims to recognise the personnel who can operate Very High Frequency DSC equipment only – the operation area is restricted to the VHF radio range measured from Coastal Stations with VHF DSC. 

If vessel installs the Maritime Mobile Satellite equipment (i.e. Inmarsat C), the radio operator needs an endorsement from OFTA which will be comparable to the “Long Range” or “Short Range” certificate after he/she completes a “Non-SOLAS vessels - Maritime Mobile Satellite Service” course. 

In Hong Kong, there are currently two approved training institutes: The Maritime Services Training Institute and The Marine Department Training Centre, which can conduct certificated courses for public and Government staff.  

Undoubtedly, GMDSS has already played a key role in Search & Rescue operations and Maritime Communication.  The global GMDSS infrastructure will be more comprehensive; distress response will largely rely on automation systems and minimize any human errors.   

In the VHF radio market many countries, in particular, European nations the installation of DSC equipment is compulsory.  Indeed, we predict a combined VHF RT/DSC radio will  be  the market trend in the future.   It will be a dilemma for non-Convention ship owners when their only choice is to buy a new VHF RT/DSC radio.  They must consider whether the crew is adequately certificated in compliance with regulations.    The era of GMDSS has already arrived and we must consider whether our local marine community is well prepared or are waiting for the change. 
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