
Guest View

Efthimios E. Mitropoulos

“  IMO’s mission 
is summed up 
in its slogan : 

Safe, secure and 
efficient shipping on 

clean oceans.”   

Mr. Efthimios E. Mitropoulos 
(Greece) is the Secretary-
General of the International 

Maritime Organization, the United 
Nations agency concerned with 
maritime safety, security and the 
prevention of marine pollution from 
ships. He was elected for an initial 
four-year term, starting 1 January 
2004. Mr. Mitropoulos was born in 
Piraeus into a maritime family and 
served on merchant ships before joining 
the Greek Coast Guard. He headed 
the Greek delegation to IMO.  He has 
worked in the IMO Secretariat since 
1979, latterly as Director of the 
Maritime Safety Division and Assistant 
Secretary-General.

ISO Focus : What is the mission of 
IMO ? 

Mr. Mitropoulos : The International 
Maritime Organization is the special-
ized agency of the United Nations 
responsible for measures to improve 
the safety and security of international 
shipping and to prevent marine pollu-
tion from ships. It is also involved in 

legal matters, including liability and 
compensation issues and the facilita-
tion of international maritime traffic, 
as well as undertaking an extensive 
programme of technical cooperation to 
help developing countries and others, 
where appropriate, to build the capac-
ity necessary for them to play an effec-
tive role in international shipping. It 
was established by means of a Conven-
tion adopted under the auspices of the 
United Nations in Geneva in 1948 and 
the IMO Assembly met for the first 
time in 1959. It currently has 164 
Member States and three Associate 
Members. 

IMO’s mission is summed up in 
its slogan : Safe, secure and efficient 
shipping on clean oceans. 

ISO Focus : Shipping is by its very 
nature perhaps the most international 
of all the world’s great industries and 
one which inherently includes dangers 
of many natures. How does the adop-
tion of a robust, uniform and predict-
able set of international standards 
complement and support IMO’s contri-
bution to meeting the increasing need 
for global maritime security ?
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Mr. Mitropoulos : International regu-
lations are the basis for a global, har-
monized regulatory regime for ship-
ping, an international industry, in 
which the prime physical assets – the 
ships themselves – actually move 
between countries and continents and 
therefore between different legal juris-
dictions. Such an industry simply has 
to be regulated internationally. Uni-
form international technical standards 
are crucial to achieving one of IMO’s 
main objectives, which is the effective 
implementation of the standards it 
adopts. 

The IMO Convention dictates 
that the organization should aim at 
establishing the highest practicable 
standards as far as maritime safety and 
security and pollution prevention and 
control are concerned. This means that 
the IMO standards should not only be 
of the highest level but that they should 
also be such that they will be practica-
ble to implement globally. 

ISO Focus : You have said in your 
message on the occasion of World 
Maritime Day 2004 that “terrorism is 
not a matter of concern to one country 
or a group of countries – it is a global 
issue that affects us all and we should 
spare no effort to ensure that, together, 
we build a robust and resilient 
defence.”  Can you please explain 
where International Standards fit into 
this scheme?

Mr. Mitropoulos : Without an interna-
tionally agreed regulatory framework 
there would undoubtedly be serious 
negative repercussions; there might be 
restrictions on the supply of certain 
goods and transport costs might 
increase; the industry would be con-
fused as to which regulations prevail 
where, on which types of ships and as 
from when; other regions might be 
encouraged to create their own regimes 
if in disagreement with IMO; and, as a 
side effect, the authority of IMO would 
be undermined.

The principle of universality 
has been the bedrock of IMO’s success 
in bringing about genuine, measurable 
improvements in maritime safety and 
security and pollution prevention, and 
I am determined that it should not be 
undermined. 

Seafarers’ Memorial at IMO headquarters.

 In this context, the international 
standards developed for maritime secu-
rity will make a valuable and necessary 
contribution towards the overall aim of 
safeguarding international shipping 
from the threat of global terrorism.  

ISO Focus : ISO has recently pub-
lished a set of guidelines on maritime 
port facility security assessments and 
security plan development, designed to 
facilitate consistent implementation of 

the International Ship and Port Facility 
Security (ISPS) Code worldwide.  
What benefits do you see resulting 
from its use?

Mr. Mitropoulos : The ISO guidelines 
complement those issued by IMO and 
we welcome their contribution towards 
the implementation of the various tech-
nical requirements of the IMO mari-
time security measures that entered 
into force in July 2004. 

Headquarters of IMO 
(left) in London and 
23 rd IMO Assembly 
(below).
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When it comes to maritime 
security we need a set of internation-
ally agreed rules and standards which 
Governments can follow. Implementa-
tion of IMO regulations is the respon-
sibility of individual governments, but 
standards for specific items of equip-
ment, such as those adopted by ISO, 
can assist those governments in ensur-
ing that they meet the IMO require-
ments in a consistent and appropriate 
way. 

The ISPS Code requires each 
government to determine which of its 
ports have to comply with the new 
provisions and then it will carry out a 
port security assessment. Similarly, 
security assessments will be conducted 
for ships by, or on behalf of, the com-
pany security officer.  

The ISPS code itself does not 
specify, for example, that security 
fences of a certain type should be 
installed at port facilities. But when a 
port facility decides to use security 
fencing and this is in the plan 
approved by its government, then the 
ISO standards for different types of 
security fencing or alarm systems can 

Guest View

instruments in force, such as in the 
fire protection regulations. 

ISO has always worked closely 
with IMO in the meetings of its com-
mittees and subcommittees and we 
very much welcome its contribution. 
As has been the practice, in some cases 
ISO will advise IMO of standards it 
has developed or is developing and the 
Member Governments may agree to 
include a reference to that standard in 
their regulations. 

In terms of future work, the 
need for ISO standards will be identi-
fied in the course of IMO’s work. 

Delegates sign the final act of the Conference on Maritime Security in December 2002.

ensure that the systems put in place 
are adequate for their purpose. 

So while the IMO rules set the 
goals, some of the specific objectives 
can be achieved by referring to ISO 
standards for certain equipment. 
Therefore ISO standards fully comple-
ment the rules and regulations adopted 
by IMO. 

ISO Focus : What new International 
Standards would IMO like to see com-
ing out of ISO ? Are there areas for 
improvement in the quality of ship-
building practices or prevention and 
control of marine pollution, for 
instance, for which IMO would like to 
see more or different standards ?

Mr. Mitropoulos : ISO has been a 
non-governmental organization in 
consultative status with IMO since 
1961 and therefore has a long history 
of supporting IMO’s work by provid-
ing international standards which 
IMO regulations or recommendations 
can refer to. Indeed, ISO standards 
are widely footnoted and referred to 
in IMO conventions and mandatory 

“ International Standards 
for maritime security 
will make a valuable 

contribution towards the 
overall aim of safeguard-
ing international shipping 

from the threat of 
global terrorism.”

One area in which international 
standards might be important has to do 
with the technical specifications relat-
ing to effective implementation of the 
new mandatory Convention to regulate 
the management of ship ballast water 
and sediments, which was adopted in 
February 2004. The adoption of the 
convention was a milestone in IMO’s 
efforts to protect and preserve the 
marine environment. Ships, by means 
of carrying thousands of tons of ballast 
water from one part of the world to 
another, transfer pathogens and other 
micro-organisms and invasive species 
which have the capacity to distort and 
destroy the very delicate balance 
which exists in the ecosystem of the 
region where the ballast water is 
offloaded.

I have no doubt that there will 
be a need for international standards 
developed by ISO in many other 
aspects of IMO’s work in the future. 
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