PREVENTING BULK SHORTAGE
CLAIMS

BULK CARGO SHORTAGE CLAIMS ARE A COMMON YET
COMPLEX ISSUE, THEY USUALLY OCCUR WHEN THERE IS
A SIGNIFICANT DISCREPANCY BETWEEN THE QUANTITY
OF CARGO NOTED ON THE BILL OF LADING (B/L) AND THE
QUANTITY RECEIVED AT THE PORT OF DESTINATION.

Such discrepancies can be attributed to various factors, including inaccurate
measurement of cargo, improper stowage, mishandling during transport, spillage or
even theft. Therefore, it is essential to accurately measure and record the cargo quantity
during each phase of cargo transportation.

To be read in conjunction with the below guidance, we include a helpful checklist that can be consulted
during each stage of dry bulk cargo carriage, to not only protect the ship’s interests in the matter but
also facilitate efficient preliminary investigations on board the ship should a claim occur.

PRIOR TO LOADING

THE INTERNATIONAL MARITIME SOLID BULK CARGOES (IMSBC) CODE
PROVIDES COMPREHENSIVE GUIDELINES FOR THE SAFE LOADING,
STOWAGE AND TRANSPORTATION OF BULK CARGOES.

The first step is to comply with the recommended guidelines stipulated. For example, the cargo hold
preparation and cleanliness standards.


https://britanniapandi.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Britannia-Dry-Bulk-Cargo-Carriage-Checklist.pdf

Before any cargo is loaded, the ship’s crew must prepare to establish a solid foundation for accurate
cargo measurement and documentation. Below are suggested preparations to take prior to loading:

+ Conduct risk assessments prior to loading cargoes  Maintain records of hold cleaning progress and consider

with special emphasis on the type of cargo, geographical
location and expected weather. For example, a cargo
which is susceptible to wet damage will require enhanced
weather forecasting and monitoring of conditions to
obtain an early warning of rain.

+ Obtain detailed planning and instructions from the
shipper for cargo stowage, segregation and whether
the cargo can be handled in precipitation. The IMSBC
Code provides accurate information about the cargo’s
characteristics, including the weather precautions, flow
moisture point and transportable moisture limit.

« Identify if a Letter of Indemnity (LOI) is being offered for
any reason during cargo handling, e.g. to accept an LOI
for loading in the rain. If so, the Club should be consulted
for technical advice to assess the potential risks and
ensure that the terms of the LOI are clear and
enforceable.

DURING LOADING

keeping photographic evidence of the cleaned holds and
bilges prior loading. Photographic evidence of cleaned
holds and bilges prior to loading can serve as valuable
documentation in the event of a dispute.

* Regularly clean and dry bilge wells before loading, then

cover them properly to stop cargo from falling in. This
helps prevent blockages, protects the drainage system
and reduces the risk of damage or contamination during
the voyage.

CARGO SHORTAGE CLAIMS OFTEN STEM FROM INADEQUATE
MONITORING DURING THE LOADING PROCESS.

Effective supervision should be in place to ensure the cargo is loaded correctly into the correct cargo

hold, with the proper grade and quantity planned for.

» A designated officer or crew member should be assigned
to carefully supervise loading and unloading operations,
such as stevedores using appropriate cargo handling
equipment like grab buckets or conveyors, and the proper
placement of the cargo in the hold. For example, cargo
may be lost if it spills from the grab while unloading,
which can happen due to improper handling, strong
winds, or equipment issues during cargo operations.

« If different types/grades of cargo were mixed or if the
cargo was not properly segregated, marked or labelled, it
could lead to confusion over the quantity of cargo on
board. Clearly segregate.

» Ensure that working cargo holds are closed and sealed
(if required) when a delay is anticipated, this may help to
maintain the integrity of the cargo and reduces the risk of
disputes over quantity loss or contamination.

» The accuracy of weighbridge systems typically ranges
from 0.5% to 1.0%, depending on the port. To ensure
reliability, the master should request a copy of the
weighbridge certificate, which includes details on the
system type and its latest inspection or calibration by an
ISO-certified inspection company or government
authority. This helps verify accurate cargo weight
measurements.
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» Sensor issues can occasionally impact the accuracy of the

loading apparatus’ weight detection system. Therefore, it
is advisable for shipowners to verify the calibration
details, if available, at the port of loading.

* An independent surveyor may be used to establish the

suitability of the cargo holds prior to loading, the
apparent condition of the loaded cargo, and to determine
the quantity and quality of cargo loaded. A surveyor may
also be employed to assist the master, by conducting
tasks such as regularly sampling, testing and
documenting the condition of the cargo. Surveyors can
also provide local knowledge, handle difference in
opinions between the various parties, record details of
stoppages and assist with clausing the B/L as required.

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE



» Draft surveys are essential when confirming the cargo
has been accurately measured to determine ship’s
figures during loading. Accurate draft surveys require
precise measurements of the water density, ship’s
constant, consumable weights, ballast, fuel, fresh

water, etc. The survey should be conducted by a qualified
surveyor following industry standard procedures. The
surveyor should visit the ship so that advice and
assistance can be given to the master, particularly when
the mate’s receipt (MR) or B/L needs to be appropriately
claused. It is essential that surveyors also check the
accuracy and calibration of the instruments used in the
survey.

If the cargo measurement is inaccurate, the reported
shortage may be incorrect. This could be due to errors

in the measurement process or when the loading survey
is carried out at a roadstead, where the weather and sea
conditions would render the survey inaccurate. Therefore,
it is imperative to maintain draft marks at all times and
strive for full accuracy of measurement. If the draft
survey is conducted in open or choppy seas, we would
recommend issuing a letter of protest (LOP) highlighting
the potential inaccuracy of the loaded figures.

+ Take measurements of the hold volume, stowage factor
and broken stowage to countercheck the amount of
cargo loaded in each hold. These measurements provide
an additional layer of verification and can help identify
discrepancies between the cargo loaded and the figures
recorded in the B/L.

+ The B/L should accurately state the quantity of cargo
and other details, such as the weight, volume, grade and
description of the cargo. The B/L figures should consider
the water content of the cargo, and if necessary, should
be claused to reflect the condition, and record the ships
figures for quantity of cargo loaded.

» The correct unit of measurements should be detailed
in the B/L to avoid cargo dispute, i.e., claims sometimes
arise for certain cargoes being bought / sold in dry
metric ton (DMT) but shipped in wet metric ton (WMT).
Failing to clarify the unit of measurement can lead to
disputes over the actual quantity of cargo delivered.

» Sealing cargo hatches after the completion of
loading helps to maintain the cargo’s integrity, prevents
unauthorised access and pilferage. The shipper’s
representative is usually present during the sealing
process to observe and verify that the hatch covers have
been properly secured and remain sealed before opening
of hatches at discharge port. It is good practice to
document the seal number and record this full process
with pictures or video.

Once the B/L has been signed by the master, it is implied that the quantity and description of cargo
is that which is recorded. It is imperative that any discrepancies are brought to the attention of all
concerned parties immediately.

DURING THE VOYAGE

DURING THE SEA VOYAGE THE CARGO NEEDS TO BE PROTECTED
AGAINST APPARENT DAMAGE.

This damage could be due to the formation of moisture within the cargo hold or ingress of seawater.
Therefore, ship’s crew will need to ensure the cargo remains secured and protected.

« With high moisture cargoes, weight loss may be significant » Regularly checking cargo hold seals helps to ensure hold

in quantity due to discharge of free water. This is especially
true when it comes to coal cargo loaded in the rain. The
master should ensure that frequent soundings are carried
out of the cargo hold bilge wells, with details logged. When
necessary to empty water from the cargo hold bilges that
has drained from the cargo, the bilge record book should
be updated to account for the quantity of bilge water
pumped out. To assist with demonstrating the accuracy

of these figures, we recommend confirming the volume of
bilge wells at various soundings in advance. If any
shortage claim arises, then cargo receivers will insist on
proof of bilge discharge quantity.
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weathertightness and that the cargo remains secure and
protected during transport. Damaged or compromised
seals can lead to cargo contamination or loss, which may
result in disputes over quantity or condition at the
discharge port. If for any reason, hold access is necessary,
record the breaking of seals, and subsequent replacement.

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE


https://britanniapandi.com/2023/12/draft-survey/

« Ventilation is crucial in protecting cargo from moisture
related damage such as sweating and rust. It is especially
important for hygroscopic cargo, like agricultural goods
that absorb moisture and spoil easily, as well as non
hygroscopic cargo, which, though less moisture-sensitive,
can still be affected by condensation. Effective ventilation
reduces humidity, preserves cargo quality, and helps
minimise claims. To manage ventilation, two key rules
are followed: the Dew Point Rule, which requires precise
humidity measurements, and the Three Degree Rule,
which offers a simpler approach by comparing external
and cargo temperatures. Maintaining ventilation logs
with cargo temperature, dew points, and ventilation
timings is essential for defending against damage claims.

DURING DISCHARGE

Many charters agreements mandate ventilation whenever
possible, emphasising its importance. Proper ventilation
ensures cargo arrives in good condition, meets shipping
standards, protects the ship’s reputation, and reduces
liabilities.

OFTEN, THE OUTTURN QUANTITY OF THE BULK CARGO DISCHARGED IS
CALCULATED BASED ON A JOINT DRAFT SURVEY.

If the calculated quantity discharged compares favourably with the quantity stated in the B/L, the ship
will be unlikely to bear any liability unless the cargo interests dispute the results of the joint draft
survey. The cargo receivers may reject the results of the draft survey and argue that the final outturn
quantity of the cargo should be determined by the terminal’'s measurement system at the time of

delivery.

On other occasions, the discharging method, for instance, discharging of cargo using grabs or conveyor
belts may result in some spillage of the cargo discharged. This issue is occasionally exacerbated when
the cargo discharged is ‘dumped’ in an open quay stacking area where the receiver will take a longer
time to take delivery of the cargo, while exposing the cargo to the inclement weather. This may also lead
to cargo shortage claims and therefore, the below measures should be considered when dealing with

the discharge port.

« A surveyor may be appointed at the discharge port to
certify that seals are intact before breaking with
receiver’'s/ charterer's representative invited to attend

the verification. This step ensures transparency and helps

to demonstrate that all cargo received at the load port,
was offloaded at the port of discharge.

* Ship’s staff should document the discharging process
and preserve available photographic evidence of in-port
spillage of cargo due to rough handling or leakage from
grabs and trucks.

« A draft survey should be carried out at every discharge
port to account for the amount of the cargo discharge
comparing the figures with the actual B/L. This survey

provides an independent verification of the cargo quantity

and helps identify any discrepancies. There have been
reported cases where a ship has had multiple discharge
ports, and a ‘loss’ has been claimed at one port, that

is likely the result of discharging too much cargo at a
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previous port. Members should identify if this scenario is
possible and ensure that every effort is made to
accurately discharge only the quantity nominated for that
port.

The receiver’s surveyor, if available, should note the
discrepancy and total amount of bilge discharge in their
final survey report. The findings can be used to support
the carrier’s position in the event of an alleged shortage
dispute.



NOTIFICATIONS

IN THE EVENT OF CARGO SHORTAGE, TIMELY NOTIFICATION AND
INVESTIGATION ARE ESSENTIAL TO RESOLVE THE ISSUE AND

MITIGATE ANY POTENTIAL LOSSES.

Shipowners should follow a structured approach and consult the Club and/or local correspondent to
inform all the appropriate parties or concerned stakeholders.

+ The master should notify the cargo owners or shippers
immediately, detailing the shortage, such as the
quantity and location of the alleged missing cargo.
Prompt notification demonstrates the carrier’s
commitment to transparency and helps to initiate the
claims resolution process.

* Issue a LOP if there is a short loading or discrepancy
between the shore figure or quantities from surveys, and
if possible, have the LOP signed by cargo interests.

+ The master should take immediate steps to mitigate
any further losses or shortages, including monitoring
the remaining cargo, taking additional soundings, and
requesting assistance from shore-based personnel/
surveyor and/or equipment.

DOCUMENTATIONS AND COLLECTING

EVIDENCE

While it is important to make sure the notifications are appropriately carried out, in the meantime, the
ship’s crew should ensure all relevant records are maintained and readily available for inspection and

verification.

+ B/L - verification of the actual quantity of cargo with
relevant parties and if necessary, include clauses to
address any discrepancies or issues.

 Draft survey records - quantity of cargo actually loaded
at loading port and discharged at port of destination.

+ Mate’s receipt (MR) - document the condition and quantity
of the cargo presented for shipment (ship's figures); any
discrepancies should be worded in the MR.

« Certificate of quality and certificate of moisture content
(MC) - in the case where loaded cargoes have high
moisture content, then it would be prudent to have the
certified documents to compare with the MC in
discharging port.

« Empty hold certificate - to certify the hold is completely
discharged and will assist in refuting claims of residual
cargo.

« Water discharge log or bilge pumping record - keeping
record of free water being discharged can confirm the
amount of water pumped out from the hold bilge during
the voyage, which could be used to confirm the weight
loss in shortage claims.

+ Cargo and port logbook - document the shortage in the
ship’s logbook, details of hatch sealing and hatch open
close timings and prepare a detailed report of the
incident.

OTHER DOCUMENTATION WHICH MAY BE USEFUL TO PROTECT MEMBER’S INTERESTS:

- Statement of Facts (SOF) from master

- Overtime sheet/ time sheet for hold loading and discharging
- Deck logbook - details of in port/ enroute weather and bunker ROB
- Ballast exchange log - details of water ballast exchange and any change in ballast weight

+ CCTV recordings or photographs of port operation, for example visible spiling from the grab etc.
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https://britanniapandi.com/2024/11/bills-of-lading-and-letters-of-indeminty-common-problems-and-best-practice-for-masters/

Prevention and responding to bulk cargo shortage claims generally requires a combination of
technical expertise, operational diligence and proactive risk management. Therefore, in the event of
an alleged claim, timely notification, thorough documentation and collaboration with the Club and local
correspondents are very helpful to achieve a favourable resolution.

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION

Members requiring any further guidance are advised to contact the Britannia Loss Prevention
Department: lossprevention@tindallriley.com.

DISCLAIMER

THIS LOSS PREVENTION GUIDANCE ARTICLE IS PUBLISHED BY THE BRITANNIA STEAM SHIP INSURANCE ASSOCIATION EUROPE (THE
ASSOCIATION).

Whilst the information is believed to be correct at the date of publication, the Association cannot, and does not, assume any responsibility

for the completeness or accuracy of that information. The content of this publication does not constitute legal advice and Members should
always contact the Association for specific advice on a particular matter.
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