The direct access of maritime ports by inland waterway vessels

In France, the problems of accessing maritime ports by river barges, have again been highlighted by the debate about the environmental impact of transport. In particular the aim to significantly improve access to maritime ports by inland water transport (IWT). With similar techniques  already used in the operation of both maritime and inland waterways, as well as in handling of bulk and containers in maritime ports, it creates opportunities for a considerable increase of IWT in these ports. This traffic, from and towards both national and foreign ports, already represents one third of all inland navigation in France. 

France legislates for the management of this traffic but the regulations are outdated and are badly suited to the future development of IWT and need to be reviewed. 

The terminals in a tidal basin at Le Havre’s Port 2000, which is accessible to the biggest container vessels, are not yet directly linked to the network of the inland waterways due to the absence of a lock.  Because of this the Administration has been defining technical standards for the construction and the equipment of inland barges that use a short section of sea to arrive at the port.

These technical standards have been particularly defined as dispensations from the existing technical maritime standards and they have been made subject to specific regulations depending upon the direction by which access is made. Coming from the north, with a very short sea stretch (6 km), the current standards for ADNR vessels from the Rhine were authorized. Coming from the south and the estuary of the Seine, the length of the maritime stretch (40 km) has led the authorities to issue additional precautionary measures which originate directly from coastal navigation.

It is also important to note that these dispensations only deal with the navigation of container vessels. A supply ship in the order of 3000 tons, also built according to the highest standards of IW navigation on the Rhine, is not currently authorized to gain access to the terminals of Port 2000.

Two conflicting positions exist: Firstly there is the Administration assessing the risks to navigation on the basis of its experience with regulations and with strictly maritime navigation. Secondly there are the operators of IWT, who put forward that using their own risk assessments, the practices in other European countries and with the technical support of river experts, that a less constraining set of regulations will allow safe operations. 

The administrative decisions that resulted from technical consultations, have not yet demonstrated the possibilities of matching safety with the economic competitiveness for inland barges. On the contrary, with France being more a maritime than an inland navigation nation, it has lead to an excessive distinction between the regulations for both the sectors concerned. 

Finally, this matter of technical conditions for inland navigation in estuarine areas also concerns the neighbouring countries. They have in their own way, solved this problem, by changing the interface between the maritime ports and inland navigation. In Belgium, a particular regulation was issued for the access to the coastal ports, less than 5 nautical miles away from the coast (Royal Decree of March 8, 2007). The Dutch and the Germans have proceeded even more pragmatically simply by classifying the different zones in their territories in category 2 of the European Directive of December 12, 2006. 

In France, Le Havre is not the only area concerned, as it also involves the ports of Marseille, Rouen, Nantes and potentially Bordeaux. 

Therefore, it is necessary to produce guidelines taking into account the actual risks for river barges exposed to maritime conditions and to define the most economic application of regulations for the  construction and equipping of those vessels. 

In this respect, the analysis of the French ship owners boils down to two types of inland waterways vessels, according to the type of  operations they perform in maritime waters, the kind of transported goods ( tankers, bulk goods or containers) and the degree of nautical risks. 

These two types of vessels are the following:

· Estuary vessels, suitable for navigation in estuaries and at sea for distances not exceeding 10 km away from the coasts (or 5 nautical miles from the coasts) and under permanent surveillance of the port authorities. 

· Coastal vessels, suitable for navigation in strictly maritime waters for distances exceeding 10 km, provided that they are very similar to short sea vessels. Although their design and construction meet strictly maritime standards they should retain the possibility to also equip them for inland navigation purposes. 

The following questions could be considered by PIANC: 

1.  What are the limits of  nautical conditions in maritime waters that will allow the operation of estuary vessels with regard to their classification, without harming the safety of navigation?

2.  What are the additional measures or equipment required for these vessels to improve their safety in severe nautical conditions with regard to those described in question 1 and defined in the conditions that have to be examined?

3. Can the answers to the two afore-mentioned questions vary or be differentiated with regard to the type of transported goods and the existence of closed holds (bulk and tankers)? 

The field of these technical investigations could thus be:

· Critical analysis of technical and regulatory differences in the design and construction of the IWT and maritime units, taking into consideration the requirements coming from the nautical environments where they navigate. 

· Critical analysis of the methodology of risk assessment used with regard to their static and dynamic stability. 

· Rules for determining the safe freeboard and safe distance with regard to the sea conditions. However it does not seem useful to extend the review beyond the maximum wave height of 2,00 m, or about 1,5 m of significant wave height. 

· The dimensioning of the units, useful load and engine requirements according to the type of goods carried (bulk, tankers, containers) and the degree of permeability of the holds (open or closed). 

Finally, it is suggested that the study should include the analysis of the differing regulatory points of view, as well as the experience of  IWT operators, on a worldwide basis, to come to a common perspective.  
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