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Regaining United States Coast Guard (USCG) QUALSHIP 21 status is an important milestone
for The Bahamas and The Bahamas Maritime Authority (BMA), but the achievement tells a

much broader story than the recognition itself.

For the BMA, the USCG's programme represents external validation of a sustained effort to
strengthen fleet performance, improve the use of data and inspections, and work more
closely with shipowners, managers and Recognised Organisations.

More importantly, it reflects an approach that has increasingly shaped the Authority’s work:
identifying and addressing problems before they become detentions, and recognising that
lasting improvements depend on cooperation across the entire chain of maritime safety.

Captain Frank McNulty, Deputy Director in the BMA's Inspections & Surveys Department, has
been closely involved in the Authority’s work to strengthen fleet performance and Port State
Control outcomes.

“While we are naturally pleased to have achieved this milestone, we view it primarily as
validation of a long-term strategy rather than an end goal in itself,” says Captain McNulty. “It
demonstrates that crew onboard our vessels, owners, managers, Recognised Organisations
and our own teams have consistently worked together to achieve high standards of
compliance and operational excellence.”

From reacting to anticipating
The journey was not an overnight transformation.

The difficult operating environment following the COVID-19 pandemic affected shipping
companies globally and placed additional pressure on fleet performance. For the BMA, it
prompted a closer examination of where deficiencies and detentions were occurring and,

crucially, what lay behind them.


https://www.bahamasmaritime.com/
https://www.bahamasmaritime.com/services/inspections-surveys/

The objective was not simply to improve statistics. It was to understand the underlying
causes of poor performance and address them systematically through stronger oversight,
better use of data and closer engagement with owners, managers and Recognised
Organisations.

“At the outset, we were often responding to issues as they arose, but then we activated more
proactive strategies,” Captain McNulty recalls.

One of the recurring issues was timing. Problems with equipment or vessel operations could
sometimes be identified only shortly before arrival in port, leaving limited time for the owner
to notify the flag and classification society, arrange repairs or agree appropriate safety
measures.

The BMA recognised that engagement needed to begin earlier. This led to closer monitoring
of vessels approaching US ports, giving the Authority and operators more time to identify
outstanding issues and determine whether action was required before arrival.

The approach evolved further as the BMA began making greater use of inspection
intelligence. Rather than relying solely on generic vessel-type checklists, guidance could be
refined according to the deficiencies and areas of focus being seen in particular ports or
across particular types of vessels.

The result was a more targeted approach designed to give crews and managers relevant
information while there was still sufficient time to act on it.

That philosophy now extends across the BMA's oversight activities. Port State Control
findings, detention trends and wider fleet-performance indicators are analysed to identify
emerging areas of risk and determine where additional attention may be required.

As Captain McNulty explains: “The combination of these elements creates a proactive
approach to compliance rather than a reactive one.”

Regulation grounded in operational reality
Data alone, however, is only part of the solution.

The BMA places considerable value on having experienced personnel who understand the
realities of operating a ship. Many within its technical teams bring backgrounds at sea, in ship
management and in regulatory compliance.

That experience matters when a vessel encounters a problem.

A technical deficiency may, for example, require replacement equipment that cannot be
obtained immediately. The role of the flag administration is therefore not simply to repeat the
regulatory requirement, but to understand the operational circumstances, determine what
must be addressed immediately and, where appropriate, establish effective mitigation
measures while a permanent solution is arranged.



Captain McNulty describes the importance of having people who understand both the
regulatory requirement and the practical challenge facing the operator: supporting the safe
continuation of a voyage without putting unrealistic barriers in place, while ensuring that any
measures imposed have a genuine safety effect.

The distinction is important.

“We do not see compliance and customer service as competing priorities,” Captain McNulty
says. “Owners and managers expect a flag administration to provide clear guidance, timely
decisions and practical support while maintaining high regulatory standards.”

For the BMA, good regulation and good service are therefore closely connected.

Its role is to be robust where safety or compliance requires it, while also providing operators
with guidance that is clear, practical and achievable.

Captain McNulty says this is one of the benefits of having requirements interpreted by people
with genuine seagoing and operational experience. The aim is not simply to repeat
legislation, but to explain clearly what is required and make those requirements
understandable and workable for the people responsible for implementing them onboard.

A shared responsibility for quality

That philosophy also underpins the BMA's relationship with shipowners, managers and
Recognised Organisations.

A flag administration cannot achieve strong fleet performance in isolation.

Recognised Organisations provide an important layer of technical oversight and certification.
Owners and managers are responsible for maintaining ships and implementing effective
safety management systems. Crews must then operate and maintain vessels to those
standards every day.

Port State Control provides another independent layer of scrutiny.
The quality of the fleet therefore depends on all of these elements working together.

“The achievement would not have been possible without strong collaboration across the
entire maritime community,” Captain McNulty says. “The improved performance of the fleet
is therefore a shared achievement rather than the success of any single organisation.”

When a detention does occur, the BMA's focus goes beyond confirming that an individual
deficiency has been rectified. The Authority can also consider the underlying management
issue: whether the finding indicates a weakness in maintenance, crew familiarisation,
onboard procedures, shore-side support or another part of the company's safety
management system.



That allows lessons from individual cases to be applied more broadly across a vessel,
company or fleet.

The approach also recognises the importance of culture within individual shipping
companies.

Technical compliance cannot simply be something a vessel prepares for when an inspection
is expected. Maintaining standards requires owners, managers and crews to embed
maintenance, preparedness and learnings into normal operations.

For the BMA, encouraging that culture is as important as responding to individual
deficiencies.

Why quality has commercial value

QUALSHIP 21 is fundamentally a quality and safety recognition, but strong Port State Control
performance also has a commercial dimension.

Serious deficiencies and detentions can create delays, disrupt schedules and impose
additional costs. Poor performance can also influence how a vessel or operator is regarded by
charterers and other commercial stakeholders.

Consistent compliance therefore supports operational reliability as well as safety.

“A vessel that consistently demonstrates high standards of maintenance, safety and
regulatory compliance is more likely to operate reliably, avoid costly disruptions and maintain
its reputation in the marketplace,” Captain McNulty says.

Over time, strong performance can contribute to confidence among charterers, customers,
insurers, financiers and other stakeholders.

This is why the BMA argues that compliance should not be regarded solely as a regulatory
obligation.

Quality can also be a business advantage.

The reaction of owners to the return to QUALSHIP 21 has reinforced that point. Captain
McNulty says some operators have wanted the achievement recognised across their own
fleets, including acknowledging the role played by masters, officers and crews in maintaining
the standards that underpin the result.

That matters because fleet performance is ultimately built onboard.
No finishing line

If the journey back to QUALSHIP 21 required sustained attention, retaining those standards
will require the same.



The BMA continues to monitor deficiency trends, engage with owners and managers, use
inspection data and work closely with Recognised Organisations.

“Constant monitoring of fleet performance, regular engagement with owners and managers,
effective use of inspection data, and close cooperation with Recognised Organisations,” are,
in Captain McNulty's words, part of the Authority’s “daily bread”.

The BMA also continues to review Port State Control trends internationally and communicate
emerging risks to owners through its own guidance and information notices.

The challenge itself is evolving.

Shipowners and flag administrations are confronting new environmental requirements,
alternative fuels, digitalisation and cybersecurity alongside longstanding issues such as
maintenance, training and crew competence.

For the BMA, a successful flag administration will increasingly need to look ahead rather than
simply police existing requirements.

That means understanding regulatory developments early, using data more intelligently,
anticipating risks and translating increasingly complex requirements into practical guidance
for operators.

It also means refusing to treat past performance as a guarantee of future success.

“Quality is a continuous process rather than a destination,” Captain McNulty says. “Past
success does not guarantee future performance.”

Built on trust

Perhaps the most important measure of the BMA's quality proposition is ultimately neither
an award nor a ranking, but the confidence placed in it by the companies operating under
The Bahamas Flag.

Captain McNulty points to owners of sophisticated, high-value vessels that have remained
with the Registry and continued to involve the BMA closely as their ships and technology
have evolved.

“What distinguishes us is that we have the trust of people who have very high-value assets,”
he says.

Maintaining that trust requires more than issuing certificates. It means understanding the
challenges owners face, being accessible when problems arise and working alongside them
through complex technical and operational decisions.

“We buy into it and we deliver it with them,” Captain McNulty says.

That perhaps captures the wider significance of the BMA's journey to QUALSHIP 21.



The recognition is an important marker of quality, but the real achievement lies in the
processes, relationships and culture behind it: identifying risks earlier, learning from
performance, supporting operators with practical expertise and recognising that quality is a
responsibility shared by everyone involved in operating a ship.

For the BMA, QUALSHIP 21 is therefore less a destination than confirmation that the direction
of travel is the right one.



