
 

 

Introduction 
 
Tender operations are a routine part of many cruise itineraries where a vessel remains at anchor because 
suitable berthing facilities are unavailable or local conditions prevent the ship from coming alongside. 
Passengers are therefore transferred between ship and shore often using ship carried tenders. Whilst this 
forms an integral part of the cruise experience, it involves moving large numbers of passengers in a 
dynamic marine environment where conditions can quickly change and influence the safety of the 
operation. 
 
Cruise passengers may have varying levels of mobility, experience and familiarity with transferring by small 
craft. Some passengers may require additional assistance during embarkation and disembarkation 
therefore tender operations need to be carefully planned and ensuring competent crew, suitable equipment 
and effective communication for the safer operation. 
 
The routine nature of tender operations highlights the importance of maintaining vigilance and regularly 
reassessing conditions as operations progress. Passenger transfers involve a range of dynamic factors, 
including changing environmental conditions, vessel movement and the interaction between passengers, 
crew and equipment. These factors can increase the potential for slips, trips, falls, crush injuries and 
operational challenges, particularly during embarkation and disembarkation. 
 
Recognising changing conditions and adapting the operation when required can help support the safe 
transfer of passengers between ship and shore throughout the tender operation, including their safe return 
to the vessel. 
 

Environmental Conditions and Operational Limitations 
 
Weather and sea conditions can have a significant impact on tender operations. Wind, swell, currents, tidal 
changes, traffic in the areas and reduced visibility may affect both the handling of the tender and the safety 
of passenger transfers. 
 
Environmental conditions can change quickly and those experienced in the tender may differ from those 
observed from the cruise ship. Regular assessment of latest conditions and forecasts throughout the 
operation may assist in identifying changes that could affect the continued safe transfer of passengers. 
 
Members should ensure that operational limits for tender operations are clearly defined and understood by 
the Master and crew. These may include restrictions relating to weather conditions, sea state, tender 
capability/capacity and passenger numbers. The decision to suspend or stop tender operations when 
conditions deteriorate can help maintain the safety of passengers, crew and other visitors. Although this 
may result in itinerary changes, operational disruption and inconvenience, it may sometimes be necessary 
when conditions are no longer suitable for safe operations.  
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Risk Assessment 
 
Tender operations vary depending on the vessel, tender type, destination and environmental conditions. A 
suitable risk assessment before commencing operations may help identify hazards and determine 
appropriate control measures. 
 
Consideration may be given to factors such as the capabilities and limitations of the tenders, the 
characteristics of the anchorage, traffic and landing area, the distance between the vessel and shore, 
passenger numbers, the need for additional assistance, local conditions, communication arrangements and 
emergency response capability. The suitability of embarkation and disembarkation arrangements, the 
availability of adequately trained crew, the readiness of the tenders and the availability of emergency back 
up or alternative arrangements should condition change may also form part of the risk assessment. 
 
Passenger demographics and the nature of the planned activities ashore may also influence the operation. 
Similarly, large numbers of passengers returning to the vessel within a limited period such as the return of 
shore excursions, may place additional demands on tender services and transfer arrangements. 
 
Risk assessments may benefit from ongoing review throughout the operation, particularly where conditions 
change or unexpected circumstances arise. Changes in weather, sea conditions, passenger numbers or 
operational arrangements may require existing control measures to be reassessed to support the continued 
safe transfer of passengers between ship and shore. 
 

Equipment Reliability and Tender Readiness 
 
Equipment failures can significantly affect the safe operation of a tender. Propulsion, steering, 
communication and other safety critical systems should remain fit for purpose and available throughout the 
operation. 
 
On most modern cruise ships, tenders form part of the vessel’s life-saving appliance and could be required 
during an emergency. In such circumstances, maintaining these tenders to the appropriate standards and 
ensuring they remain in a state of readiness may support both their routine operational role and their 
emergency function. Suitable maintenance arrangements, including planned maintenance, periodic 
inspections, testing and the timely rectification of identified defects, may help maintain the continued 
reliability of tenders and associated equipment. 
 
Pre departure checks of tenders and associated equipment may assist in confirming that they are ready for 
service before passengers embark. Consideration may also be given to the condition of lifting and release 
arrangements, communication equipment and other systems that support the safe launching, recovery and 
operation of the tenders. 
 

Passenger Transfers 
 
Embarking and disembarking passengers is often the highest risk part of the operation. Vessel movement, 
uneven transfer arrangements, changing sea conditions, wet or slippery surfaces and crowding can 
increase the likelihood of slips, trips, falls and crush injuries. 
 
Transfer arrangements should be properly prepared and monitored throughout their use. Crew assisting 
passengers should be clearly identifiable and positioned where they can provide support when required. It 
can be helpful to keep a log of all crew involved in tender operations throughout the day in case any details 
are needed from them at a later stage. Where environmental conditions become more challenging, 
consideration may be given to providing additional assistance to support the safe movement of passengers 
between the ship and tender. 
 
Passenger movements may be better managed through a controlled approach. Allowing passengers 
sufficient time to complete the transfer safely before others proceed can help reduce congestion and 
minimise the potential for injury. Additional assistance may be appropriate where passengers require extra 
support or where environmental conditions make transfers more challenging. Passengers may also benefit 
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from simple guidance during the transfer process, including the importance of following crew instructions 
and using available handholds where provided. 
 

Passenger Awareness and Assistance 
 
Many passengers may be unfamiliar with tender operations and may not fully appreciate the risks 
associated with passenger transfers. Simple safety briefings before departure can help passengers 
understand the transfer process and the importance of following crew instructions. Information may include 
boarding and disembarkation arrangements, expected conduct during the passage and any precautions 
relevant to the prevailing conditions. Passengers may benefit from being reminded to take care during 
embarkation and disembarkation, remain seated during the passage and use available handholds where 
appropriate. 
 
Some passengers may require additional assistance during transfers. Consideration may be given to 
identifying those who may benefit from extra support and ensuring that appropriate assistance is available 
throughout embarkation, the passage and disembarkation. 
 

Crew Competence and Human Factors 
 
The safe transfer of passengers relies heavily on the competence and judgement of those involved in the 
operation. Crew undertaking tender duties should be familiar with their responsibilities and competent in 
assisting passengers, operating tenders and associated equipment and responding to changing conditions 
and foreseeable emergencies. Regular training, drills and practical exercises may assist in maintaining 
competence and familiarity with the operation. Consideration may also be given to periodic assessment of 
those undertaking coxswain duties to support the continued safe conduct of tender operations. 
 
Human factors may also influence the operation. Fatigue, distraction, familiarity arising from routine 
operations and the need to maintain schedules can affect judgement and decision making. Recognising 
these influences and maintaining vigilance throughout the operation may assist in supporting safe 
outcomes. 
 

Communication and Emergency Preparedness 
 
Clear communication between the bridge team, embarkation stations, tender operators and shore 
representatives supports the safe coordination of passenger transfers. Reliable communication 
arrangements and clear reporting lines may assist in responding promptly to changing conditions or 
emerging hazards. Consideration may also be given to the availability of back up communication 
arrangements should primary systems become unavailable during the operation. 
 
Emergency situations can still arise despite careful planning. Mechanical failures, passenger illness or 
injury, persons falling overboard and deteriorating weather conditions should be considered within 
emergency arrangements. Crew involved in tender operations should understand their duties and be 
familiar with the actions expected of them should an incident occur. The availability of emergency 
assistance, including alternative tenders or other suitable support arrangements, may also form part of 
contingency planning. 
 

Conclusion 
 
Tender operations are an important part of the cruise experience and whilst often conducted successfully 
and without incident, involve a range of factors that can influence the safety of passenger transfers. 
Recognising the risks associated with these operations, understanding their limitations and maintaining 
awareness of changing conditions can help support safe outcomes. 
 
Careful planning, suitable equipment, competent crew, effective communication and timely operational 
decisions can help protect passengers, crew and visitors and contribute to the safe and efficient transfer of 
passengers between ship and shore, including their safe return to the vessel. 
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Resources  
IMO MSC.1/Circ.1417, Guidelines for Passenger Ship Tenders 
International Life Saving Appliance Code (LSA Code) 
 

Supportive Information  
For further information on this or other Loss Prevention topics please contact the Loss Prevention 
Department, Steamship Insurance Management Services Ltd. Tel: +44 20 7247 5490 Email: 
loss.prevention@simsl.com 
 
The information contained in this publication is provided for general informational and guidance purposes only and does not constitute legal or 
professional advice. While every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy and reliability of the content at the time of publication, no guarantee 
is given that the information is complete, current or applicable to all circumstances. 
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