
Ship Arrest in South Africa



Ship Arrest in South Africa

02

Admiralty Jurisdiction Regulation Act
The regime for maritime courts is set out in the Admiralty Jurisdiction Regulation Act, No 105 of 1983 as amended and 
read with the Admiralty Rules. Section 3 of that Act provides that South African Courts, in the exercise of their Admiralty 
jurisdiction, can hear any maritime claim regardless of the place where it arose or the domicile of the parties. This marks  
a significant move away from usual Court jurisdiction where, even in the High Courts, that Court must have some 
connection with the dispute and at least the Defendant. In the absence of such a connection the parochial Court will only 
exercise jurisdiction following the attachment of a peregrinus’ property.

Section 1(1) of the Act defines a maritime claim as being any claim “for, arising out of or relating to” a list of matters 
covering every conceivable claim attached in any way to ships, the sea or a port. That list ends with a catch all  
in sub-section (ee), which states that it includes any claim which by its nature or subject matter is maritime or marine.

There are a few decisions where Courts have sought to interpret the list of maritime claims restrictively, but in general  
if it relates to a ship or the sea, it’s a maritime claim.

Once you have a maritime claim, you have to resort to various remedies contained in the Act, including the right to arrest.

There are a number of methods of instituting proceedings in the Admiralty Court as follows:

 • Action in personam: This is analogous to the parochial Court procedure where a plaintiff has a claim against a person 
(commercial or real). Action is commenced by way of issuing a summons and instituted by serving the summons  
on the defendant;

 • Action in rem: A maritime claim may be enforced by an action in rem if the plaintiff has a maritime lien over the property 
or if the owner of the property would be liable to the claimant in an action in personam. We have inherited the English 
common law list of closed maritime liens. The only relevant ones are claims for crew wages and claims arising out  
of salvage. These very rarely arise. What frequently arises is a plaintiff with a claim against the owner of maritime 
property arising out of that property. Maritime property includes the ship, the cargo, the equipment or fuel on the ship, 
the reight, any container or a fund created from the proceeds of the sale of one of these.  
The action in rem is commenced by issuing a summons, warrant of arrest and arrest certificate. The action in rem  
is instituted by the arrest of the property concerned.  
This means, for example, if you have a claim for damage to your cargo carried on a ship and caused by that ship,  
you can enforce that claim by way of an arrest of that ship;

 • Attachments: As in the parochial Courts, actions can be commenced by way of an attachment to found or confirm 
jurisdiction and the rules in this regard are the same as in the parochial Court.

One significant deviation from the general rule that the claim can be brought by the arrest of property owned  
by a defendant liable in personam is contained in the associated ship arrest provision. 
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Associated ship arrest
Arrest regime - Associated Arrest
 • South Africa has not acceded to any international conventions related to the arrest of ships. Issues concerning arrest 

are governed by the provisions of the Admiralty Jurisdiction Regulation Act No 105, of 1983. However, certain aspects 
of the Arrest Convention 1952 were incorporated into the Act, such as the provision for the arrest of “associated ships”, 
which is akin to “lifting the corporate veil” of ship owning companies controlled by the same person(s).

 • Pursuant to section 3(6) of the Act:  
“An action in rem may be brought by the arrest of an associated ship instead of the ship in respect of which the Maritime 
Claim arose”.

An associated ship is defined as a ship, other than the ship in respect of which the maritime claim 
arose, which is either:
 • “Owned, at the time when the action is commenced, by the person who was the owner of the ship concerned at the time 

when the maritime claim arose; or

 • Owned, at the time when the action is commenced, by a person who controlled the company which owned the ship 
concerned when the maritime claim arose; or

 • Owned, at the time when the action is commenced, by a company which is controlled by a person who owned the ship 
concerned, or controlled the company which owned the ship concerned, when the maritime claim arose”.

“Ownership” and “control” are defined in the Act, as follows:
 • “Ships shall be deemed to be owned by the same persons if the majority in number of, or voting rights in respect of,  

or the greater part in value, of the shares in the ships are owned by the same persons;

 • A person shall be deemed to control a company if he has power, directly or indirectly to control the company...”.

Ownership is therefore deemed when a majority of shares (in number, or of voting rights or value) in the ships is owned  
by the same person(s), and a person is deemed to control the company if he has the power, directly or indirectly,  
to control it.

If it is not possible, as is often the case, to establish who has beneficial ownership of a particular vessel, the burden  
of proof is on the Claimant to establish control, or power to control the company, on a balance of probabilities.  
The question of control is one of fact and relates to overall control of the assets and destiny of the companies. It constitutes 
more than merely the day to day running of the company.

However, there is rarely one “decisive” fact which is sufficient to establish association. While it may be sufficient  
to establish an association in a particular case by, for example, demonstrating cross mortgages between vessels  
or common signatories to financing or security documentation, what is sufficient in a particular case will always depend  
on its own facts. The general rule is that the more evidence that is available, the greater the probabilities of association.

If a shipowner wishes to contest the arrest of an “associated ship”, he must present evidence to the Court to counter that  
of the arresting party (it is not enough to make a bare denial).

An associated ship is defined as a ship other than the wrongdoing ship, owned or controlled, at the time when the action  
is commenced by a person who owned or controlled the wrongdoing ship at the time when the claim arose.

The first thing which has to be done is to determine who owned or controlled the wrongdoing ship at the time the claim 
arose. Thereafter it is necessary to establish who owned, or controlled the ownership of the associated ship at the time 
when the action against that ship is commenced. The various permutations of associated ships are as follows:
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Both the guilty and the associated ships are owned by the same company.

The owner of the guilty ship controls the owner of the associated ship.

The owner of the associated ship controlled the owner of the guilty ship.

A third party controlled the owner of the guilty ship and controls the owner of the associated ship.
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A person is deemed to control a company if he has the power, directly or indirectly, to control the company.

Depending on the law relevant to the companies, such control may be either direct or indirect, and may be either legal  
or factual.

Legal control may exist where the same majority shareholders are present in both companies whether they be nominee 
shareholders or not.

Factual control may exist where it can be established that somebody other than the shareholders control the company. 
Whether or not a person or persons controls a company is a question of fact under the law of that company’s country  
of domicile.

The Act further provides that:
“If at any time a ship was the subject of a charterparty the charterer or sub-charterer, as the case may be, shall for the 
purposes of [association] be deemed to be the owner of the ship concerned in respect of any relevant maritime claim  
for which the charterer or the sub-charterer, and not the owner, is alleged to be liable.”

The effect of this is that where a claim lies against a company that is the charterer of the carrying vessel, that company  
is deemed to own that vessel but only for the purposes of association in order to create a guilty ship. This does not entitle 
the claimant to arrest the carrying vessel. 

The only exception to this is if the charterer is the bareboat or demise charterer in which case the Act allows for the arrest 
of the carrying vessel for claims that lie against the demise or bareboat charterer. 

Issuing writs in rem
 • The types of arrest set out above can be for proceedings in South Africa or as security for proceedings contemplated  

or underway in any jurisdiction.

 • If the owner/claimant wants to run the merits of the claim in South Africa, they can consider filing an in rem writ against 
the charterer’s vessels. In rem writs can be issued at any time after the claim arises even if the vessels are not within 
South Africa at that time. They are valid for a period of one year which can be extended on application to the court.  
If one of the vessels calls at South Africa during that period then the action is instituted by serving the summons  
on the ship and arresting her. 

 • If the owner/claimant merely wants to obtain security for proceedings commenced or contemplated overseas then they 
do not need to issue an in rem writ. They merely need to wait for the ship to call at a South African port. At that stage  
an application can be filed with the court for an order for the arrest of the ship for security for the overseas proceedings.

Protective writs
 • In a recent decision of the High Court in Cape Town, it was held that the issue of protective writs does not create  

a statutory lien that protects the claimant against a change of ownership of the associated ship. This decision is not 
binding on the other divisions of the High Court but is highly persuasive and settles a hitherto uncertain area of South 
African law. This decision applies only to associated ships but it is generally accepted that the South African courts 
would not follow the approach taken by the English courts in the Monica S insofar as the “guilty” ship is concerned. 
Issuing protective writs against the guilty and associated ships accordingly does not protect the claimant against  
a change of ownership of those ships.
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International Bunker Arrest - South Africa
 • If the claim against the charterer cannot be secured by way of an arrest of a ship that is within the same ownership and 

control as the charterer, the next alternative is to arrest bunkers owned by the charterer. An arrest in rem of the bunkers 
is only possible if a claim arises out of the supply of the bunkers and they are the same bunkers that gave rise to the 
claim. There are not many claims which can be linked directly to the bunkers, but provided a claimant can show it has a 
claim against the charterers and the bunkers are owned by the charterers, an order can be obtained for the arrest of the 
bunkers for security for proceedings commenced or contemplated in a jurisdiction outside South Africa. If the claimant 
can and wants to proceed in South Africa then the bunkers can be attached in order to found and confirm  
the jurisdiction of the South African courts and the claim can then proceed in the South African courts. 

 • There are two main problems with attaching or arresting bunkers. 

 • First, the claimant will often not be in possession of a copy of the charterparty and it may later transpire that the 
wording is such that the bunkers remain the property of the owners, so that there is a risk of the arrest being set aside. 
In relation to the wording of NYPE time charterparties and on whether wordings such as “shall take over and pay for 
bunkers on board” it has been held (Areti L 1986 (2) SA 446) that such wording is sufficient to constitute a passing  
of ownership from owner to charterer. 

 • Second, where the claim is substantial, the value of the bunkers may not be sufficient to adequately secure the claim.

Wrongful arrest
 • If a ship or bunkers are arrested then the owner or any interested party can apply to court to set aside that arrest.   

This application, which is typically brought on the grounds that the ships are not associated, can be heard as a matter  
of urgency and is based on affidavits filed by both parties. The mere fact that the arrest is set aside does not give rise  
to a claim for damages for wrongful arrest.

 • The owner of property only has a claim for damages for wrongful arrest against the claimant if the court is satisfied  
that the arrest was obtained “without reasonable or probable cause”. Generally this means that the owner of  
the arrested property has to show that the claimant made a material non-disclosure or failed to disclose material 
evidence to the court when the original arrest order was obtained. 

 • Typically the claim for damages for wrongful arrest is based on the loss of hire while the vessel was under arrest.

Action following an arrest
Once property has been arrested or attached, the Act contemplates a number of possible alternatives at the discretion  
of the owner of the arrested property:

 • They can provide security for the claim in a form acceptable to the plaintiff or to the Registrar of the High Court.  
The Registrar will direct plaintiffs to accept letters of undertaking from P&I Clubs that are a member of the International 
Group and, generally, bank guarantees from first class South African or foreign banks.  
Following an arrest, the security must be for the value of the claim, plus interest and costs or the value of the property, 
whichever is the lesser. Following an attachment, the law is that it must be for the value of the claim plus interest and 
costs regardless of the value of the property. The reality, however, is that if security is tendered following the attachment 
for the value of the property, the plaintiff has little choice but to accept it;
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 • The defendant can approach the Court either before or after the provision of security for an order setting aside  
the arrest. Typically arrests will be challenged on the basis that the ships are not associated.  
Another ground for setting aside or staying proceedings is if some other Court will exercise jurisdiction and it is more 
appropriate that that Court do so. This means that although our admiralty Courts have prima facie jurisdiction to hear 
every maritime claim, our Courts will not necessarily retain jurisdiction over that claim if it has nothing whatsoever  
to do with South Africa.   
In those circumstances, applying the forum non-conveniens principles adopted from English law, our Courts may stay 
any proceedings instituted in South Africa in favour of, for example, London proceedings. If the Court stays proceedings, 
it usually orders that the security provided for the South African proceedings be held as security for the London Court 
proceedings. This option is rarely resorted to because in those circumstances the Court also tends to merely order the 
transfer of the security from the South African Court to be held, pending the outcome of the London Court proceedings;

 • If no security is provided and no application is brought to set aside the arrest or the arrest is not set aside, the plaintiff 
can apply to Court for an order to sell the property by way of judicial auction. The proceeds of the property sold  
is paid into a bank account, which constitutes a Fund against which all creditors can lodge claims. Those claims  
are considered by a referee appointed by the Court, who then makes an order with regard to their validity and ranking.  
The ranking is as set out in the Admiralty Act. 

Security arrest
One other unique procedure available under the Admiralty Act is that claimants who have commenced or contemplate 
bringing a claim in a foreign Court can apply for an order in the South African Court for the arrest of maritime property  
in South Africa as security for the foreign proceedings. This application can be brought ex parte urgently and after hours 
if necessary. Any security that arises from this application is then held in South Africa, pending the outcome of the foreign 
proceedings.

Contacts

Peter Lamb
Director
Tel +27 31 582 5627
peter.lamb@nortonrosefulbright.com

Andrew Robinson
CEO, South Africa
Tel +27 31 582 5630
andrew.robinson@nortonrosefulbright.com

Malcolm Hartwell
Head of Transport, Africa; Master Mariner; 
Director
Tel +27 31 582 5622
malcolm.hartwell@nortonrosefulbright.com

Carol Holness
Director
Tel +27 31 582 5625
carol.holness@nortonrosefulbright.com

Ndumiso Colvelle
Trainee Associate
Tel +27 31 582 5812
Ndumiso.Colvelle@nortonrosefulbright.com



Norton Rose Fulbright is a global law firm. We provide the world’s 
preeminent corporations and financial institutions with a full 
business law service. We have more than 3500 lawyers and other 
legal staff based in Europe, the United States, Canada, Latin 
America, Asia, Australia, Africa and the Middle East. 

Norton Rose Fulbright Verein, a Swiss verein, helps 
coordinate the activities of Norton Rose Fulbright members 
but does not itself provide legal services to clients. Norton 
Rose Fulbright has offices in more than 50 cities worldwide, 
including London, Houston, New York, Toronto, Mexico 
City, Hong Kong, Sydney and Johannesburg. For more 
information, see nortonrosefulbright.com/legal-notices. The 
purpose of this communication is to provide information as to 
developments in the law. It does not contain a full analysis of 
the law nor does it constitute an opinion of any Norton Rose 
Fulbright entity on the points of law discussed. You must take 
specific legal advice on any particular matter which concerns 
you. If you require any advice or further information, please 
speak to your usual contact at Norton Rose Fulbright.

© Norton Rose Fulbright LLP. Extracts may be copied 
provided their source is acknowledged. 
52282_GLO – 05/23 

Law around the world
nortonrosefulbright.com


