A Loss Prevention I ——

Carriage of
Dangerous Goods in
Containers -
Understanding the
Risks

What is the IMDG Code?

The International Maritime Dangerous Goods (IMDG) Code developed by the IMO, sets out the
requirements for the safe carriage of dangerous goods in packaged form by sea. Under SOLAS
Chapter VII, the carriage of dangerous goods in packaged form must comply with the relevant
provisions of the IMDG Code. In addition, MARPOL Annex Ill addresses harmful substances
carried by sea in packaged form, with such substances identified by reference to the IMDG Code.

The IMDG Code covers the classification, packing, marking, labelling, documentation, stowage
and segregation of dangerous goods, together with emergency response guidance for ships
carrying these IMDG cargoes. The Code also includes requirements relating to containerised
shipments, cargo securing and the segregation of incompatible cargoes. Dangerous goods include
substances, Amaterials and articles covered by the IMDG Code, such as explosives, gases,
flammable liquids, flammable solids, oxidising substances, toxic substances, radioactive materials,
corrosive substances and miscellaneous dangerous goods.

This Risk Alert highlights the key risks associated with the carriage of dangerous goods with
particular focus on containerised cargoes, including fire, explosion, toxic release, chemical
reaction and the risks arising from undeclared or misdeclared cargoes, while outlining measures
that may assist Members and their crews in reducing and managing these risks safely.

Managing the Risks of Dangerous Goods

Ships carrying dangerous goods should hold the appropriate Document of Compliance for the
Carriage of Dangerous Goods and maintain the necessary equipment inventory, documentation
and emergency response procedures to support the safe carriage of dangerous goods. Crew
involved in cargo operations or emergency response should be familiar with the ship’s procedures
and have access to relevant dangerous goods information. Effective preparation, accurate cargo
declarations and compliance with the IMDG Code may assist in reducing the risks.

Dangerous goods can present serious risks if they are not correctly packed, declared, handled,
stowed or segregated. These risks may include fire, explosion, toxic gas release, chemical
reactions, cargo contamination resulting in damage to the ship and marine environment. Some
dangerous goods may react when exposed to heat, water or incompatible substances or
chemicals. Certain fires may also reignite after they appear to have been extinguished.

For containerised cargoes, risks can be increased by limited access to affected containers,
difficulties in identifying the cargo involved and the potential for fire, leakage or contamination to
spread to adjacent containers.



Particular attention should be given to lithium batteries, battery-powered vehicles and energy
storage systems, as these cargoes may pose additional risks if damaged or compromised.
Thermal runaway may result in intense fires and the release of flammable or toxic gases. Certain
dangerous goods, including self-reactive substances and organic peroxides, may also require
temperature control during shipment, with failures potentially resulting in decomposition, fire or
explosion.

Undeclared or misdeclared dangerous goods remain a significant concern. Incorrect or incomplete
cargo information may result in incorrect or mis-stowage and segregation on board. In an
emergency, inaccurate cargo information may delay the identification of hazards and affect the
crew’s ability to respond safely and effectively. Therefore, accurate cargo declarations and
appropriate verification procedures remain important in supporting compliance and the safe
carriage of dangerous goods throughout the logistics supply chain.

Particular care may also be appropriate where cargoes are shipped under special provisions of the
IMDG Code, as the hazards and shipment considerations may vary depending on the cargo
involved.

Shippers’ Responsibilities

Shippers play an important role in ensuring that dangerous goods are correctly classified, packed,
marked, labelled and declared before shipment. This includes providing accurate shipment
documentation, using suitable packaging, properly securing cargo within containers and declaring
associated hazards where applicable. Incorrect or incomplete declarations may affect the safe
handling and carriage of cargo throughout the voyage. Shippers should ensure that the dangerous
goods description is completed accurately, including all relevant information required under the
IMDG Code.

The classification of dangerous goods is to be undertaken by the shipper or consignor, or by the
appropriate competent authority where specified in the Code.

Members should also be aware that the carriage of radioactive materials (Class 7) may have
implications for Club cover and specialist advice may be required to determine whether such
cargoes can be carried under the Club’s Rules.

Reducing Risk Ashore

Many risks may be reduced before cargo arrives at the terminal for loading. Shipowners,
operators, terminals and freight forwarders may assist by checking and verifying that dangerous
goods are properly packed and secured within containers to minimise cargo shifting during
shipment, as cargo shifting may damage packaging and increase the likelihood of an incident at
sea. Containers should also be correctly marked, labelled and placarded and dangerous goods
declarations should be completed accurately and in accordance with the relevant applicable
requirements.

Particular attention may be required where cargo descriptions appear vague, inconsistent or
incomplete. Where doubt exists, cargo should not be accepted for carriage without further
clarification or specialist advice. Reviewing cargo documentation may assist in identifying
incomplete or potentially inaccurate declarations before loading and help avoid incorrect stowage
or segregation on board. Damaged or leaking cargo packages should not be loaded until the
defect has been rectified and the cargo properly assessed prior to loading. Shore personnel
involved in packing, handling and documenting dangerous goods should be appropriately trained
and familiar with IMDG Code requirements.
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Crew Awareness Onboard

Crew awareness and training remain important once cargo is loaded on board. Crew should be
familiar with the dangerous goods manifest, stowage plan, segregation arrangements and relevant
emergency procedures. Cargo information that appears inconsistent or unclear may require further
attention.

Crew should remain alert to damaged containers, missing placards, smoke, vapours, unusual
odours, leakage, staining or signs of overheating. The external condition of a container may not
reflect the condition or nature of the cargo inside and any unusual signs should be treated
seriously and reported promptly.

Responding to Dangerous Goods Incidents

In the event of a fire, leakage or suspected dangerous goods incident, initial actions should be
taken in accordance with the vessel’s emergency procedures and Safety Management System.

The dangerous goods manifest and stowage plan may assist crew in identifying the cargo involved
and its location. The Emergency Response Procedures for Ships Carrying Dangerous Goods
(EmS Guide) may then assist in determining the appropriate response. The EmS Guide addresses
fire and spillage incidents involving dangerous goods and is intended to form part of the ship’s
contingency planning.

Access to affected areas may need to be restricted and suitable personal protective equipment
and firefighting media should be selected according to the identified hazard. Some dangerous
goods may react dangerously with heat, water or other substances, or release toxic or flammable
vapours. Correct identification of the cargo is therefore important when determining the
appropriate response.

Where crew exposure or contamination is suspected, appropriate medical guidance and shoreside
assistance may be required. Early communication with shoreside firefighting specialists, coastal
authorities, other relevant authorities and the Club may assist in managing the situation safely and
effectively.

Incidents involving lithium batteries or other cargoes susceptible to thermal runaway may present
additional challenges for firefighting and emergency response. Fire development may be rapid,
and continued monitoring may be necessary following the initial response.

Conclusion

Dangerous goods shipment is important part of global trade and are routinely carried safely by
ships in accordance with the IMDG Code. However, the hazardous nature of these cargoes means
that failures in identification, handling, packing, segregation or emergency preparedness may
rapidly develop into serious shipboard incidents.

Accurate cargo information, appropriate packing and securing arrangements, effective
temperature control where required and awareness of the risks associated with lithium batteries
and other high-energy cargoes may assist in reducing these risks. As cargo volumes and supply
chains become more complex, a cautious and proactive approach remains important. Continued
awareness, effective communication and compliance with the IMDG Code can support safer
carriage and improve preparedness for incidents at sea.
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Resources

International Maritime Dangerous Goods (IMDG) Code

UN Recommendations on the Transport of Dangerous Goods

MSC.1/Circ.1588 Rev. 3 — Revised Emergency Response Procedures for Ships Carrying
Dangerous Goods

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: taslim.imad@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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https://www.imo.org/en/ourwork/safety/pages/dangerousgoods-default.aspx
https://unece.org/transport/dangerous-goods
mailto:Taslim.imad@simsl.com

