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The Records Do Not Lie 

Your Most Underrated Commercial Asset     
Why records are the only honest evidence of how people ashore and onboard behave, and why that 
behavior decides what the company earns 

CEO Prevention at Sea Ltd 

Did you know? 

Did you know that a pre-arrival checklist, a recorded drill, or a single entry in a logbook can move your commercial performance? Not in 
a vague, everything-is-connected sense. Specifically, and sometimes by six figures. 

The pre-arrival checklist completed in one pass twenty minutes before the pilot boards looks fine on its own. It looks different when a 
Port State Control officer opens the last fourteen arrivals and finds identical entries at identical intervals. The finding is then no longer 
about one missed item or a single arrival. It is about whether the SMS is implemented, and that is the kind of doubt that initiates further 
investigation, produces a detention, enters a public database, and is read by the vetting department of the charterer you negotiate with 
next month. 

The enclosed space drill logged with the same participants and the same duration for twelve consecutive months is not a documentation 
error. Under SIRE 2.0 the inspector will ask a crew member to describe his role in it, and if the answer does not match the paper, an 
outsider has just shown us that we did not know the difference between a drill performed and a drill recorded. 

The logbook entry is where the numbers stop being abstract. Sludge figures in an oil record book that do not reconcile with consumption 
and voyage profile are the most expensive category of record in our industry, having produced criminal proceedings, fines in the millions 
and personal liability ashore, in cases where the operation may have been lawful and only the record was wrong. 

Read the same three examples in the other direction and something disappears. A checklist genuinely completed, a drill genuinely 
performed and an entry genuinely made at the time, produce a coherent record set, which means a vetting questionnaire answered in 
two days rather than three weeks and no riding team flown out to put things right before somebody arrives. None of that appears in any 
ledger. There is no line recording the detention that did not happen, which is precisely why we keep filing these documents under 
administration. 

1. A record is behavior, written down 

Ask a company how it knows, today, whether its people ashore and onboard are working the way the procedures say, and the room 
goes quiet. Not whether the procedures exist, they do, in volume. Whether they are being followed right now, on a vessel four days out 
of Singapore, and at a desk ashore. 

The answer is sitting in the records, and we have taught ourselves not to look there, because we classify records as paperwork. They are 
not. A record is behavior, written down. 

A checklist completed at 03:00 tells you what the officer of the watch actually did and in what order. A permit to work tells you whether 
the risk was assessed before the job or after it. A near miss report tells you whether the crew believes reporting is safe. A rest hour entry 
checked against the logbook tells you whether the manning is real or theoretical, and the contradiction between the two is often more 
informative than either alone. 

This is the whole point. Records are the only continuous, fleet wide, unfiltered evidence of how people behave when nobody senior is 
in the room. An audit is a snapshot. An inspection is a performance. A superintendent visit is a week of good behavior in a year of ordinary 
behavior. The record set is the only witness present every day. 

Which gives us an uncomfortable conclusion. When records are copied forward, back filled or signed by someone who was not there, 
we have not created a compliance problem. We have blinded ourselves and called it compliance. 

2. Compliance is behavior, not documentation 

Here the industry deceives itself systematically. We measure compliance by the existence of documents rather than by conformity to 
them. The manual is approved, therefore we are compliant. The circular was distributed, therefore it was applied. Neither follows. 

The real question is behavioral, and it points both ways.  

Onboard, the question is whether the crew applies the SMS as written, or the version they have quietly adapted because the written 
one does not survive contact with a real cargo operation. Ashore, the question is whether our own staff follow the procedures we impose 
on the ships, whether findings are closed properly or merely closed nominally, and whether a document review happens on its due date 
or six weeks after the certificate has lapsed. 

Ashore non-conformity is the more dangerous of the two and the less discussed. A vessel that departs from procedure affects one ship. 
An office that does so affects the whole fleet, silently, for years, and teaches every master watching that the procedures are theatre. 

3. So how is this monitored today? 

It is not. 

That is the plain answer, and it deserves to be stated without softening. A single ship owner may well know how his crew behaves. At 
fifteen vessels he is relying on impressions, and at a hundred the question has quietly stopped being answerable at all. In most 
companies, behavioral conformity to policies and procedures is monitored by three mechanisms, none of which is fit for the purpose: 

The internal audit, which samples a fraction of activity on a fraction of the fleet, once a year, with everyone forewarned. 

The superintendent visit, which is genuinely valuable and genuinely inadequate. A superintendent responsible for six vessels flies to 
one. For the duration of that visit, one ship receives real scrutiny and five do not. This is not a failure of the superintendent. It is 
arithmetic. 

The vetting inspection, which is monitoring performed by somebody else, on their schedule, in their interest, and which we then treat 
as our own performance measurement. We have effectively outsourced the assessment of our own behavior to SIRE 2.0, TMSA, RISQ, 
DryBMS and Port State Control, and we discover our position when they tell us. 
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Everything else is guesswork. We treat silence as proof that all is well, which is the least reliable indicator in existence, because silence 
is exactly what a well-managed near miss and a well-hidden shortcut sound like from a distance. 

Meanwhile the evidence we need is already being generated. Every day, on every vessel, thousands of records are created that describe 
behavior precisely. We collect them dutifully and we look at almost none of them, because they sit in disconnected systems that do not 
talk to each other. Logbooks in one place. Documents in another. Certificates and rest hours somewhere else. No one is short of data. 
Everyone is short of a picture. 

4. "But we have seen bad practice that never hurt the commercial side"  

This objection deserves a serious answer rather than a defensive one, because it appears true. Corners are cut, the ship stil l sails, the 
hire is earned and the quarter closes well. It appears true only because we measure across the wrong interval. How many times have we 
investigated an incident and traced it to a practice that had been quietly wrong for months? An unintentional drift, nobody’s deliberate 
fault, unnoticed because nothing had gone wrong yet. It accumulated, the conditions aligned, and it surfaced as a critical situation, 
followed by the detention, the off hire, the lost charterer, the withdrawn approval. The cost is enormous, and it is paid in a quarter far 
removed from the behavior that caused it. 

By the time the cost arrives, nobody connects it to the behavior that caused it. And when good practice prevents an incident, nothing 
happens at all. Safety’s greatest contributions are invisible by construction, which is why the commercial department is congratulated 
in the boardroom while HSQE is asked to justify its budget. 

5. What technology is actually for 

If human attention cannot scale to a fleet, and the evidence already exists in the records, then the shortage is not information. It is 
analysis. 

We should be honest about the failure mode, because our industry has lived inside it for a decade. Digitalization that only moves paper 
onto a screen does not reduce workload, it doubles it. The crew completes the form and the system. The office chases the vessel and 
the software. We built digital bureaucracy, called it transformation, and the people onboard know exactly what we did. 

The standard has to be higher. A system earns its place only if it takes the lead as far as analysis can go and hands the human a conclusion 
rather than a task. The same logbook entry should become a record, evidence for an inspection and the trigger for the next action, 
without re-entry. Every item raised should be carried to a verified close so that closure means something, anything with an expiry should 
be flagged in advance rather than discovered afterwards, and the cross checks a human would run only if he had time should run 
continuously and unprompted. Then the human decides. The judgement stays with the superintendent, the DPA, the master, but they 
now decide on an accurate picture of the whole fleet rather than an impression of the one vessel they last visited. 

And it must be one picture. Do we want a separate system per function, each with its own AI engine, analyzing its own slice and producing 
advice that contradicts the others? Certainly not. A superintendent holding three confident and incompatible recommendations is worse 
off than one holding none. The value is not in algorithms. It is in the interconnection. 

6. The link, and what it asks of us 

Records reveal behavior and behavior determines compliance, meaning conformity rather than paperwork. Compliance determines 
vetting readiness, which is not achieved in the weeks preceding an inspection but through the accumulated honesty of the record set. 
Readiness determines commercial access, and by that I mean approvals, charterer confidence, insurance terms, tenders, and the simple 
ability to trade the vessel where the money is. 

So records determine earnings. Not immediately, not visibly, but inevitably. Reverse the chain and the same truth appears from the 
other side. Detentions, off-hire, rejected fixtures and lost approvals are not commercial accidents. They are behavioral events that were 
recorded, in advance, in documents nobody analyzed in time. 

This is why treating safety and compliance as an isolated HSQE function is not merely unfair to the department. It is a commercial error, 
because it removes from the earnings conversation the one function holding the leading indicators. 

Turn the chain around, though, and the position becomes genuinely powerful. A company that can prove its compliance on demand, to 
any charterer, inspector or class society, is not merely a safer company. It is cheaper to insure, faster to fix, more credible to award cargo 
to, and able to grow the fleet while its shore team spends its time on judgement rather than chasing paper. That is a commercial 
argument built entirely out of safety and compliance material. 

Shipping is a profit-making business, and nobody should apologize for that. Our duty is not to make less money but to do safe business, 
and to recognize that the two were never in tension. When they align, the company earns properly, the crew works where the procedure 
protects them rather than exposes them, and the risk carried by families ashore and coastal communities is one somebody is watching. 
Everyone sleeps well at night, not because we stopped chasing profit, but because we stopped pretending that safety, compliance 
and profit were three different conversations. 

They were always one conversation. The records were telling us so all along. 


