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Who Governs The Website Via Which A
Ship Is Registered?

“When we think about ship registration, we imagine a government office. Today, the first 

interaction is not with an Administrative Officer from the State — it is with a website.”
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W H Y  T H I S  M A T T E R S ?

Digitalisation Has Moved the Point of Authority

PAPER ERA

Shipowner

↓

Registry Office

↓

Certificate

DIGITAL ERA

Shipowner

↓

Website

↓

Portal

↓

Certificate

Digitalisation hasn’t simply replaced paper; it has changed where government authority is exercised.

Administration begins not when the application is 
received but when the registry website is accessed. 



T H E  S U C C E S S  S T O R Y

Digitalisation Has Delivered Real Gains
Before the argument turns critical — the improvements are genuine.

✓
Faster & remote registration

Owners register and renew without a physical visit to a registry office.

✓
Lower cost, electronic certificates

Administrative overhead drops; certificates issue and update digitally.

✓
Less paper fraud, QR verification

Scannable credentials replace easily-forged paper documents.



T H E  H I D D E N  A S S U M P T I O N

Every QR Code Sends You Somewhere

Certificate

↓

QR Code

↓

Registry Website

↓

Registry Database

What if that “somewhere”  is fake, compromised, or no longer under State 
Control?



T H E  L E G A L  G A P

From Genuine Link to Electronic Genuine Link

TRADITIONAL LAW ASKS

Does the ship have a genuine link with the flag State?

DIGITALISATION CREATES ANOTHER QUESTION

Does the State have effective control over the digital infrastructure through which it exercises that authority?

It is a new form of governance question: an Electronic Genuine Link?
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T H E  R E G U L A T O R Y  B L I N D  S P O T

Two Regimes Govern the Pieces — Neither Governs the Whole

MARITIME LAW COVERS

✓ Nationality

✓ Flag-State responsibility

✓ Certificates & ROs

INTERNET GOVERNANCE COVERS

•  Domain allocation (ICANN)

•  ccTLD delegation

•  Hosting & ISP jurisdiction

NEITHER REACHES

✗ Registry authentication authority

✗ The State’s digital identity

✗ Continuity if outsourcing ends

Existing regimes regulate different components, but no single framework clearly addresses the legal status and State 
responsibility of the digital interface through which ship nationality is administered.



T H E  I N T E R F A C E  H A S  C H A N G E D

When the Registry Website Fails, the Ship List Fails With It

A digitally administered ship registry is only as verifiable as the digital infrastructure through which its records are authenticated and 

accessed.



Rethinking Flag State Administration in the Era of Digitalisation

TRADITIONAL GENUINE LINK

Ship

↓

Flag State

ELECTRONIC GENUINE LINK

Flag State

↓

Digital Legal Interface

↓

Ship

Requires separation from a cybersecurity claim: a hacked hospital site is a data breach; a compromised registry site means a port State officer cannot 

verify whether nationality under Article 91 was ever validly conferred. That is a genuine-link-family harm under Article 91.



W H A T  I T  S H O U L D  R E Q U I R E

Four Governance Questions

Proposed as a compliance floor, not a fault-based standard — The State must retain effective control and continuity over the digital 
infrastructure through which its registry authority is exercised, whether directly or through accountable delegation.

1 Does the State control its digital identity?

2 Does the State control its verification systems?

3 Does the State control its registry data?

4 Is there continuity if outsourcing ends?



International law has spent decades asking whether there is a genuine link between a ship and 

its flag State.

As registration becomes digital, perhaps we should also ask whether 

there is a genuine electronic link between the flag State and the 

digital interface through which it exercises that authority.



Thank You!
Choudhuryb25@nus.edu.sg
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