
Science & Technologies 

 Volume I, Number 2, 2011 
 Nautical & Environmental studies 17 

THE LANGUAGE OF MARITIME CONVENTIONS AND ITS UNDERSTANDING BY 
STUDENTS OF MARITIME ENGLISH 

 
Boryana Genova, Esin Halid 

Technical University – Varna, Faculty of Marine Sciences and Ecology 
9010, 1Studentska Str., Varna, Bulgaria 

e-mail: boryana35@yahoo.com; windes4@yahoo.com 
 

ABSTRACT 
The present paper discusses the peculiarities of legal language as present in maritime 

conventions and the ways of its understanding by students of Maritime English. The analysis of 
legal style is made on the basis of examples illustrating the specific syntactic structures and 
lexical items characteristic of legal writing. 
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In the course of their studies students of Navigation should become acquainted, among other 

things, with the texts of some of the principal maritime conventions and codes such as SOLAS, 
MARPOL, COLREG, STCW, ISPS Code, ISM Code, the Paris Memorandum, etc. Studying and 
analyzing extracts from these conventions with a focus on their specific language could well 
become a requirement of the Maritime English syllabus. In law, a convention is an agreement freely 
concluded between persons to create, modify, transfer or extinguish obligations. This term is used 
interchangeably in the place of contract even if the exact definition of the later term is more narrow. 
Since conventions are basically legal matter containing in addition the terminology of the respective 
special subject field, studying the language of conventions has to do with analyzing and interpreting 
some of the peculiarities of legal style. The practice has proved that studying terminology does not 
present great difficulties for the students of Maritime English. Terminology deals with special 
language, i.e. the language used in special subject fields, as contrasted with general language. 
Terminology is concrete and refers to distinct concepts, therefore it is not hard to learn. The 
problems come when the students have to cope with the specific organization of legal language. In 
the present paper the characteristics of legal style will be discussed mainly at the level of grammar 
in the sense of set of rules that allow us to combine words in our language into larger units. In this 
sense grammar coincides with syntax. Lexicology, i.e. the choice of words in legal texts will also be 
given attention in the analysis and interpretation of legal language. Some considerations at textual 
level will also be the object of our analysis. 

Legal writing differs from other styles of technical writing in its syntactic arrangement, word 
choice, mechanics, structure, rhetoric, even punctuation. Legal style has a lot to do with grammar 
style, the rules and exceptions of grammar. Grammar is a tricky, inconsistent thing. There are 
aspects of grammar that make good, logical sense and others that do not. First, students reading and 
interpreting the language of conventions encounter problems when dealing with long, tortuous 
sentences which are sometimes too wordy, redundant and confusing. 

 
Where the present regulations require that a particular fitting, material, appliance or apparatus, or type 
thereof, shall be fitted or carried in a ship, or that any particular provision shall be made, the Administration 
may allow any other fitting, material, appliance or apparatus, or type thereof, to be fitted or carried, or 
any other provision to be made in that ship, if it is satisfied by trial thereof or otherwise that such fitting, 
material, appliance or apparatus, or type thereof, or provision, is at least as effective as that required by 
the present regulations. (SOLAS) 

 
In this example sentence there is a combination of coordination and subordination, the 

sentence being of a mixed type, both compound and complex. There is a repetition of a phrase 
running through the sentence which forms the skeleton of the sentence around which the other 
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syntactic structures are built and the meaning centred. The modifiers before the repeated phrase are 
different (particular, any other, such) and distinguishing between them can help students to 
correctly interpret this part of the text. The use of “such” in legal texts is common and it is used as a 
reference to previous parts of the sentence or text which are repeated.  

 
Any such ship shall, however, comply with safety requirements which (1), in the opinion of that 
Administration, are adequate for the service for which (2) it is intended and are such as to ensure the overall 
safety of the ship and which (3) are acceptable to the Governments of the States to be visited by the ship. 
(SOLAS) 

Apart from the pre-modifier “such”, the use of the pre-modifier “that” is also common for 
legal texts to refer to something mentioned again. The relative pronoun “which” is used three times 
and students should be careful to correctly identify to which word it refers in each case. By a close 
analysis it becomes evident that the first and third use of “which” in this sentence refer to the word 
“requirements” because they are followed by a plural verb (are), while the second use refers to the 
word “service” because it agrees with a singular verb (is). In this example of another long sentence 
an anaphoric reference is also used. Anaphora is a reference to preceding utterances, using a 
pronoun or similar word instead of repeating a word used earlier. Students must be aware of such 
anaphoric reference and decide on which word mentioned previously the pronoun refers to. Here 
the pronoun “it” refers to “ship”, not to “Administration” since the word “service” in this context 
means “voyage”, therefore it is the ship that is intended to make a voyage, not the Administration. 
Students should be helped in the logical interpretation of any anaphoric reference. 

Some sentences in conventions acquire a front-focus, this being an exception to the regular 
word order. If we place an expression in an abnormal position, the effect is to make the expression 
more conspicuous. When a negative adverbial is fronted, it gains a stronger emphasis. The operator 
comes before the subject, as in questions. Students should be made aware of such structures by 
highlighting certain examples. 

 
In no case shall any such Party impose requirements in respect of seafarers serving on board ships entitled to 
fly the flag of another Party in excess of those of the Convention in respect of ships not engaged on near-
coastal voyages. (STCW) 

In the texts of conventions we may also come upon examples of adjective phrases with 
adjectives as post-modifiers of nouns, such as in the examples:  

 
the area involved, deficiencies found, the Parties concerned, the proposals made, a person 

properly certificated 
 
Here the function of adjectives is performed by past participle forms of verbs and students 

should be made aware of the inverted order of “noun + adjective” instead of the more regular 
pattern “adjective + noun”. 

Another syntactic pattern which is common in the language of conventions is the expression 
of condition. There are four distinct ways of expressing condition in legal texts: by using if-clause, 
should (at the beginning of a sentence, with a verb in infinitive), by means of the conjunction 
provided (that) and with the phrase on the condition that. Students should be taught to recognize 
and distinguish between these formally different expressions of condition. Some examples are: 

 
A Party may also inspect a ship to which the present Convention applies when it enters the ports or offshore 
terminals under its jurisdiction, if a request for an investigation is received from any Party together with 
sufficient evidence that the ship has discharged harmful substances or effluents containing such substances in 
any place. (MARPOL) 
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Should any inspection referred to in 3.1 confirm or reveal deficiencies in relation to the requirements of a 
relevant instrument warranting the detention of a ship, all costs relating to the inspections in any normal 
accounting period will be covered by the shipowner or the operator or by his representative in the port State. 
(Paris Memorandum) 

 
The Convention shall not prevent an Administration from retaining or adopting other educational and 
training arrangements, including those involving seagoing service and shipboard organization especially 
adapted to technical developments and to special types of ships and trades, provided that the level of 
seagoing service, knowledge and efficiency as regards navigational and technical handling of ship and cargo 
ensures a degree of safety at sea and has a preventive effect as regards pollution at least equivalent to the 
requirements of the Convention. (STCW) 

 
On the condition that all possible efforts have been made to rectify all deficiencies, other than those 
referred to in 3.10.1, the ship may be allowed to proceed to a port where any such deficiencies can be 
rectified. (Paris Memorandum) 

The expression of obligation is a function of modality. In the language of conventions 
obligation can be expressed by the modal auxiliaries “shall” (SOLAS, MARPOL, COLREG, ISPS 
Code), “should” (ISM Code) and “will” (Paris Memorandum). The students have to be familiar with 
all possible ways of expressing obligation used in maritime conventions. 

In legal texts there is a relatively high incidence of very formal adverbs performing the 
function of a kind of anaphoric reference. 

 
Each Authority will give effect to the provisions of the present Memorandum and the Annexes thereto, 
which constitute an integral part of the Memorandum. (Paris Memorandum) 

 
The inspection and survey of ships, so far as regards the enforcement of the provisions of the present 
regulations and the granting of exemptions therefrom, shall be carried out by officers of the Administration. 
(SOLAS) 

The students are advised to split these formal adverbs into separate words in order to grasp 
their meaning in relation to the word mentioned previously. Thus, “thereto” in the first example 
could be split into “to it” where “it” replaces “the Paris Memorandum”. In the second example 
“therefrom” can be split into “from them” where “them” refers to the earlier mentioned “the 
provisions of the present regulations”. 

The language of conventions abounds in complex prepositions and adverbs which are formal 
in style and can be best taught by referring them to a group with similar meanings or giving the 
more informal version. Examples are: in respect of, with respect to, with (special) reference to, with 
(due) regard to, as regards, so far as regards, in relation to, referred to, relating to – meaning more 
or less the same; in accordance with, in compliance with, in conformity with – also sharing nearly 
the same meaning; in lieu of (an expression with a French word) = instead of; inter alia (an 
expression of Latin origin) = among other things; with a view to; in addition to; subject to; pursuant 
to, etc. 

 
Another characteristic of legal texts is the use of stock phrases, or as some authors call them 

“stuffy phrases”, which only experience with reading such texts can teach. Examples of such stock 
phrases are: if the circumstances of the case admit, so far as practicable, in exceptional 
circumstances, in the absence of, if applicable, as the case may be, as appropriate, if there are clear 
grounds for believing, so far as reasonable and practicable, shall be deemed (to exist), etc. 

 
Finally, attention should be given to the understanding of the word “provide” and its 

derivatives which are so often used in the language of maritime conventions. The linguistic 
phenomenon of polysemy is observed, i.e. the existence of several meanings for a single word or 
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phrase. First, the verb “provide” has two distinct meanings – 1. to make sure that someone gets 
what they need, especially by giving it to them; 2. (+ for) if a law or rule provides for something, it 
makes doing that thing possible. Here are two examples to illustrate the two different meanings: 

 
The Company is responsible for ensuring that adequate resources and shore-based support are provided to 
enable the designated person or persons to carry out their functions. (ISM Code) 

 
All matters which are not expressly provided for in the present Convention remain subject to the legislation 
of the Contracting Governments. (SOLAS) 

 
Similarly, the noun “provision” also has two different meanings: 1. the act of providing 

something that someone needs; 2. a condition in an agreement or law. The example is: 
 

Subject to the provisions of regulation 10 of this Annex, the Government of each Party undertakes to ensure 
the provision at oil loading terminals, repair ports, and in other ports in which ships have oily residues to 
discharge, of facilities for the reception of such residues and oily mixtures as remain from oil tankers and 
other ships adequate to meet the needs of the ships using them without causing undue delay to ships. 
(MARPOL) 

Senses of the same word are seldom ambiguous in context but the less specific the context, 
the greater the possibility of ambiguity. The context in the above example contains both 
polysemous words and it is not hard for students to distinguish between them if they are previously 
taught to consider the difference in meaning of certain words. When their abilities to read and 
understand the language of conventions have developed, they may already know what to expect in a 
given context. 

And we must not forget the conjunction “provided (that)” meaning on condition that, the form 
of which may sometimes coincide with the passive form of the verb “provide” thus creating 
homonymy, homonyms being a group of words that share the same spelling and the same 
pronunciation but have different meaning. The role of the teacher is to remove the ambiguity caused 
by homonymy by explaining that the functions of “provided” in a sentence as a verb in a passive 
construction and as a conjunction are different. 

In conclusion, the language of maritime conventions is a tricky, sometimes complicated thing 
to understand. However, the peculiarities can be learned by guided reading of extracts where the 
teacher highlights certain often used words, phrases and structures typical of legal style, encourages 
the students to make logical connections at the level of the word, sentence and text and helps them 
resolve complexities and ambiguities by giving and contrasting appropriate examples from the 
texts. 
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