
1



Inspection and 
Supervision of 
Bulk Vessels
Presented by Garth Kahl –
Independent Organic Services
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The organic industry’s increasing use of bulk vessels poses unique challenges 
for the preservation of  organic integrity and traceability for both certifiers and 
certified entities.  These problems are not insurmountable, but may require 
that additional measures be taken by certifiers and certified entities. 
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Exporter Port Facility. Covered 

by exporter’s OSP or 
independently 
certified

Certified organic 
importer

Bulk vessel 
transport (must 
be under 
importer’s OSP)

Certified organic importer takes custody at ship’s rail. 
Their OSP MUST include descriptions and documentation 
showing how they supervise this step.



This is an 
organic 
critical control 
point! 
Importer’s 
OSP must 
demonstrate 
how they 
address and 
control it.  
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Challenges with bulk vessels
• Multiple cargos, some food 

grade, some toxic, virtually 
none OG. 

• Captains and crew completely 
unfamiliar with OG 
requirements. 

• Chartered by importer weeks 
or months ahead of time, but 
may arrive at port any time 
within a 10-14 window (or 
more) depending on delays at 
previous ports. 
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Challenges with bulk vessels
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Local phytosanitary regulations may require 
fumigation of holds if insects are found. 
Certified importer must have active monitoring 
on the ground to record material applied, 
documented wash/rinse. 



Mitigation 
Measures/Best 

Practices 
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Holds pressure washed 
with potable water and 
mopped  prior to loading 
OG cargo or after 
fumigation. Activities must 
be well documented by 
importing entity’s 
representative on site.  



Challenges with bulk vessels
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Holds must be free 
of peeling paint.

Holds  must be inspected and verified free 
of foreign materials, odors, etc.  



Mitigation Measures/Best Practices
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Removing flaking paint 
with air wand

Sweeping and collecting 
fallen paint



Mitigation Measures/Best Practices
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Bilges  confirmed dry and covers sealed. This is usually documented in 
marine surveyor’s report. Should be available in importer’s records.



Required documentation
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Hose test to confirm hatch covers don’t 
leak.  Usually supervised by the marine 

surveyor. Importer should have this record 
available for review at inspection.



Documentation –
Minimum
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Signed statement by ship’s 
Master showing cleaning. 
Should be available at 
inspection. 



Documentation –
Best Practice
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Importer’s representative 
on site completes more 
detailed checklist (5-7 
pages), covering multiple 
contamination risks. This 
document becomes part 
of importer’s permanent 
record and can be 
reviewed at annual 
inspection. 



• Charter party (contract between importer and shipping 
agency) should include specific measures the Master and 
crew will take to protect organic integrity.  These should be 
reviewed at inspection. 

• Importer’s OSP should clearly specify measures taken to 
protect organic integrity of product during loading and 
transport on bulk ships, addressing risks noted above. 

• A representative from  the importer, with knowledge of 
organic requirements, should attend loading and unloading 
activities. 

Best practices for importers using bulk vessels
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• Importer’s shipping documents should clearly specify port 
facilities, vessels used and include copies of completed 
checklists used to document vessel cleaning. ”Know your 
customer and supply chain.”

• If requested, importers should be prepared to share 
detailed vessel itineraries with their ACA in order to 
facilitate inspections of the loading process. 

Best practices for importers using bulk vessels
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Inspection challenges with respect to ports and bulk ships 
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A Transportation 
Worker Identity 
Card (TWIC) is 
required for all 
individuals 
entering US 
ports, similar to 
entering a 
restricted area 
at the airport. 

You should not expect to be 
provided with bump hat, 
headlamp, steel toed shoes, safety 
vest. Best to bring your own!



Inspection challenges with respect to ports and bulk ships 

18

Download a ship 
tracking app on your 

phone to estimate 
when the vessel you 

need to inspect will be 
arriving in port. 

Importer can/should 
also furnish you with 

updates from the 
shipping company, 
but often the ship 
tracker is MORE 

ACCURATE



At the port – who are the players?
• Captain (Master) of the vessel — responsible for everything that 

takes place onboard. Captain can stop loading and reject the load 
if s/he thinks it could possibly be contaminated. Almost all 
captains speak English, no matter where the ship is flagged.

• (First) Mate — the captain’s 2nd in command. May be the person 
you interact with. 
o Interview Captain or Mate for information on previous cargos, 

washing of holds with fresh water, pesticide applications. If 
importer properly briefed shipper on organic nature of the 
cargo, and specified organic control measures in the “charter 
party,” these questions should not come as a surprise to the 
Master/Mate.
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At the port – who are the players?
• Marine Surveyors — these are the representatives of the importer. 

They survey the ship to ensure that it is clean (to conventional 
standards, NOT OG), check accuracy of the scale at the port to 
prevent fraud, perform hose tests to check hatch covers for leaks and 
inspect holds to ensure these are sound. They also collect 
before/after draft data from the ship and monitor the loading from 
start to finish. 
o Both exporter and importer may hire different marine surveyors to check the 

status of their respective sides of the operation, though exporters’ surveyors 
don’t board the ship and importer’s surveyors generally don’t inspect ports 
beyond the scale facilities. 

• Marine surveyors are an incredible resource and natural ally. They are 
there to prevent fraud and contamination. Take every opportunity to 
learn from them and educate them about organic requirements. Once 
educated, they can augment your efforts to help ensure organic 
integrity. 
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At the port – who are the players?
• Port managers — responsible for storage and loading of product 

at the port. Ideally their actions are overseen by the certified 
exporter or the port is certified themselves. As an inspector of the 
certified importer, you may have little need to interact with them, 
other than to explain your role and gain access to the port/ship. 

• Exporter’s reps — if the port facility is not certified, they should be 
present to supervise the loading. If not, there is a major breach of 
organic integrity  (see NOP 4009) on the part of the exporter. 

• Longshore crews — responsible for bringing cargo from 
warehouses to the dock alongside the ship, running the ship’s 
cranes to load the product into the holds. Generally have no 
knowledge of the organic nature of the product, unless the port 
facility is certified.
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Exporter’s representative

Port managers

Surveyor for exporter

Importer’s 
representative

Master/Mate

Inspector for 
importer’s 
certifier?

Inspector(s) for 
exporter’s 
certifier?

Longshore workers

Surveyor for importer
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If vessel has not yet docked, you may need to take a small boat out to 
supervise holds inspection and hose test while the ship is moored 
offshore.  Stick close to the marine surveyors and observe.  
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Ship’s gear in action. Presumably exporter’s personnel 
(and even local certifier) have supervised cleaning of 
clamshells and dock. Remember importer takes custody 
at ship’s rail. 



Once filled, hatch covers are 
closed and should receive a 
numbered seal, recorded by 
the marine surveyors. 
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Marine surveyor's reports should be 
reviewed at or after loading, either by 
on-site inspector or during importer’s 
annual inspection. This contains a 
wealth of information including:
• Confirmation that hose test was 

completed
• Confirmation of scale testing
• Draft survey results
• Remarks about contamination issues 

encountered during 
loading/unloading
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Take home lessons for organic enforcement:
• ACAs certifying import operations utilizing bulk shipping may be 

missing many threats to organic integrity and need to ask the right 
questions of certified importers. 

• ACAs may not be requiring importing operations to sufficiently 
document how they are supervising and maintaining organic 
integrity during loading of bulk vessels.  

• Certifiers should strongly consider requiring importing operations 
using bulk shipping to pay for inspection at the foreign port one or 
more times a year during vessel loading. 
o Certifiers should adjust fee schedules and OSPs with these 

entities so that the scheduling and cost of these inspections is 
included. 
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Take home lessons for organic enforcement:

• This is the perfect opportunity to coordinate with other 
ACAs in the country of origin and/or contract independent 
inspectors in the region to supervise both loading and 
port activities. 

• Coordination between ACAs should be considered a Best 
Practice for exports/imports utilizing bulk vessels.  
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Exporter Port Facility. Covered 

by exporter’s OSP or 
independently 
certified

Certified organic 
importer

Bulk vessel 
transport (must 
be under 
importer’s OSP)

Area for collaboration between certifiers to 
ensure maximum organic integrity.
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“If the mountain won't come to Muhammad, then Muhammad must go to the 
mountain.” – Purported Turkish proverb, as told by Francis Bacon. 



Special thanks:
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For allowing the use of images  
and examples from their import 
operations and for their on-going 
commitment to ensuring organic 
integrity.

Pedro Landa and all the staff at OIA 
for images, comradery and being a 
great local partner in the efforts to 
ensure the organic integrity of the 
operations highlighted.  
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”A great would be that in 5 years people don’t recoil when they hear the 
words ‘organic bulk shipment’.” – Don Hill, Sucro Can Sourcing. 



Independent Organic Services, Inc.
Phone: +1 (541) 486-4400, Cel (541) 602-2156 

Email: independentorganic@gmail.com
Skype: garthkahl

http://www.independentorganicservics.com

http://www.independentorganic.com/

