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GSF Response to WSC’s Proposed List of Measures 

for Minimizing Pest Contamination of Containers and their Cargoes 

Submitted to the IPPC Sea Containers Task Force 

17 November 2021 

 

The following comments apply to the emailed submission made to members of the SCTF by the World Shipping 
Council on 17 September 2021, subsequently amended, setting out a list of proposed measures for minimizing pest 

contamination of containers and their cargoes. 

The Global Shippers Forum, representing the views of the owners of cargoes in international trade, has 
considered the proposals, as presented, and offers the following comments and observations on their content, 
practicality, and likely impacts. GSF wishes to engage in constructive debate about all potential measures that the 
Task Force may be minded to recommend in its final report. 

GSF acknowledges and accepts that all parties in the supply chain, including shippers and owners of cargo, have a 
responsibility to take steps to minimize the risk of contamination and infestation of sea containers and their 
cargoes by invasive pests, whilst such equipment is in their use and  their control.  

 
GSF’S UNDERSTANDING OF THE WSC PROPOSALS 
GSF notes the following aspects of the proposals, as described in the WSC communication, but is open to 
correction or the provision of further details: 

1. That the proposed measures would apply to all containers presented for carriage by sea, whether packed 
or empty. (para 6) 

2. That the shipper of the goods would be required to submit a certificate (termed a ’Verified Pest 
Certificate’) to the carrier to verify that the container and its cargo are ‘clean’. And that failure to do so 
would mean the container would not be accepted for loading on board a ship by the carrier. (para 4) 

3. A proposal that such certification would also verify that the exterior and interior of the container had 
been treated with a so-called ‘environmentally-friendly’ insecticide, subject to ‘further discussion with 
government experts’, has been deleted. (formerly para 5) 

4. That the responsibility for establishing whether an empty container is ‘clean’ would fall to the driver of 
the truck sent to collect that container from a container depot or terminal by a shipper. (para 2) 

5. That the responsibility for establishing whether an empty container is ‘clean’ would fall to the shipper 
when it is delivered by a haulier acting on behalf of the carrier or container owner. (para 3) 

6. That e-learning courses on pest contamination avoidance shall be implemented for the parties named. 
(para 8) 

7. That neither the carrier nor the owner or operator of the container (often the same entity) appears to 
bear any responsibility for container cleanliness under these proposals. 
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GSF OBSERVATIONS 
GSF makes the following comments in response to these aspects of the WSC proposals. 

1. Applicability to all container movements 

GSF does not believe the evidence so far presented supports the universal application of new mandatory 
certification or treatment measures to all container movements. 

Although incidences of detected pest contamination on, and in, sea containers and their cargoes have been 
reported, these remain very small compared to the total number of container movements taking place globally 
each year. Extrapolating from this very limited evidence in order to support a case for the universal application of 
new mandatory measures is not justified by the evidence so far presented, especially when the financial costs, the 
potential environmental impacts and risks to workers’ health and safety, of these proposals, and other proposals, 
are fully considered. 

2. ‘Verified Pest Prevention’ certificates 
The proposal that all containers offered for shipment be certified as clean by the shipper would impose very 
significant new responsibilities on the party presenting the container for shipment. The liability in law assumed by 
the party making this declaration is not clear. WSC says these proposals adopt the same approach as taken 
towards the declaration of a container’s gross mass. However, unlike the gross weight of a container, which is a 
physical property verifiable by measurement, container cleanliness is not a property of the container that can be 
verified in absolute term. 

3. Treatment of containers with insecticide 
The deletion of an earlier proposal that the interior and exterior surfaces of every container be sprayed with 
insecticide immediately prior to packing is noted, and welcomed. 

4. Cleanliness of empty containers 
GSF is also highly concerned by the proposals that the cleanliness of an empty container be checked and verified 
by the driver of the vehicle sent to collect it from a terminal. It is a clearly established point of law that a duty of 
care rests with the supplier of equipment to ensure it is in a fit and proper condition for use. This responsibility 
extends to the supplier of an empty sea container and includes the responsibility for verifying that it is ‘clean’. It is 
not, and should certainly not become, the responsibility of an employee of a sub-contracted haulage company 
sent to collect a container on their client’s behalf. 

This proposal has failed to fully consider its practical consequences: 

• The opportunity to conduct an internal and external inspection of an empty container at the time of its 
collection is not available, as most container collections are performed without the driver leaving the cab 
of the vehicle, given the lack of space and pressure to minimise collection times and throughput rates. 

• Indeed, in most container yards and terminals drivers are forbidden to leave their cabs for safety and 
security reasons, due to the large number of moving vehicles and other handling equipment creating a 
serious safety risk to itinerant personnel. 

• Safe working facilities for drivers to conduct visual inspections in container yards do not generally exist. 
The proposal assumes good visibility in daylight, and adequate illumination at night (discouraged at all 
other times so as not to attract pests!), an ability to open the doors of the container and to climb inside 
via a safe means of access. It also assumes that such conditions and facilities would be made freely 
available at every container terminal and depot in the world. This is unrealistic and  

• A driver’s observable view of an empty container is limited to what can be seen from ground level, whilst 
the container is mounted on the vehicle. This does not provide sufficient visibility of the container to 
allow an assessment of its cleanliness to be made. 

• The assertion that a replacement container would be provided, unquestioningly, by a container 
owner/operator based on the opinion of a truck driver that the supplied unit was infested, is deeply 
cynical, given the normal value given to truck drivers’ opinions by port and terminal managers. 
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This proposal grossly underestimates and trivialises the task and the skills involved in assessing the cleanliness of 
a container. The imposition of the responsibility on a driver to make this judgement and demand different 
equipment is not consistent with the responsibilities entrusted to truck drivers and their levels of remuneration. 

For similar reasons, the proposal that shippers should be expected to take responsibility for checking the 
cleanliness of containers delivered to packing stations by a haulier on behalf of the owner or operator of the 
container is also flawed. Shippers are rarely represented in person at these sites, and this responsibility would, in 
practice, fall to entities and individuals ill-equipped and remunerated to be able to make the necessary 
assessments and judgements. 

GSF therefore considers the proposed delegation of responsibility for the condition of an empty container, to its 
intended user, to be an abdication of the legal and ethical responsibilities of the container owner/operator to 
supply equipment that is in a fit for purpose and in a condition for use by their customers. The responsibility to 
supply clean containers must rest with the owner/operator of the equipment, or its agents. This principle is set 
out in the Joint Industry Guidelines for Cleaning of Containers, published by WSC, the Container Owners 
Association, ICHCA International and IICL. It should be affirmed by the Sea Container Task Force. 

Furthermore, the verification principles espoused by WSC should be extended to the supplier of the empty 
container, and GSF proposes that the cleanliness of each empty container should be verified by the supplier of the 
equipment at the time of its delivery to the user, in the form of a ‘Certificate of Empty Container Cleanliness’ 
(CECC). 

5. e-Learning 
GSF notes that the audiences proposed by WSC for the intended e-learning programmes do not include container 
operators or shipping lines. This is disingenuous given these parties’ responsibilities for supply of ‘clean’ 
equipment described above and for the prevention and detection of pest contamination in their roles as owners 
of the equipment responsible for maintenance, and carriers of the container in international transport.  

Other considerations 
GSF believes that other potential solutions should be carefully considered as alternatives to the proposals offered 
by WSC, including: 

1. Use of photographic and other remote sensing evidence to confirm absence of pests on exterior surfaces of a 
container 

2. Use of novel techniques to disclose the presence of invasive pests through detection of genetic material and 
residues 

3. The provision of the journey history of a container to users and biosecurity agencies. This would allow the 
exposure of a container to high-risk environments of pest infestation to be recorded and these containers 
either rejected for use by shippers, or subject to more intense checking and if necessary treatment by their 
supplier. 

4. Re-engineering future container designs to eliminate spaces and cavities where pests are able to reside 
undetected.  

5. Provision of basic guidance on the safe and clean packing of sea containers through the  mandatory display of 
a placard affixed to the interior door of every container by its owner/operator. Sea containers are routinely 
supplied to users with no visible information on how they should be used, packed, or cared for. Such 
information should be in graphical form, with key messages in the official UN languages, and of a size and 
prominence to be unmissable to the user of the container. It should cover all health, safety, and 
environmental aspects of container packing, including the need to avoid contamination by pests. 

6. A possible design is annexed to this document. 
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7. A key feature of the design is the incorporation of a QR Code, which is a means of allowing a mobile device to 
connect to a designated website where much more detailed information on safe and clean container packing 
can be provided. This could be readily customised for the country in which packing is taking place, the time of 
year and the time of day, and the types of cargo to be consigned. Such a resource would include 
comprehensive information on the appearance of prevalent pests and advice on how contamination and 
infestation of cargoes and containers can be avoided. 

The Sea Containers Task Force is asked to consider these comments on the WSC proposals and the alternative 
measures that have been suggested. GSF remains committed to the development of recommendations for 
global measures aimed at reducing the risk of invasive pest transfer via sea containers that are safe, 
proportionate, economically justified and deliverable in practice. 

 

GSF Secretariat 
17/11/2021 
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Annex 
POSSIBLE DESIGN ELEMENTS OF A CONTAINER PACKING ADVISORY PLACARD 

TO BE AFFIXED TO THE INSIDE OF THE DOORS OF EVERY SEA CONTAINER 
Including international symbols for basic safety, cleanliness and personal protection measures with key messages 

in six UN languages and featuring a QR Code to allow mobile devices to access further information on-line. 


