Why do Maritime Accidents Occur?
Research and statistics show that human error is to blame in over 70% of marine accidents.  These include trips and falls, fire, pollution and collisions, and are invariably due to a failure in safe working practices.  Such incidents often result in crew injuries or fatalities, with the ship being consequently delayed or damaged.

Even when there has been a mechanical failure, human error can play a role either by way of a lack of maintenance or monitoring (failing to pick up a potential problem), a lack of suitable equipment or protective devices, or a breakdown in communication or procedures.

The question we should be asking is “Why does this happen?”.  The average seafarer is competent and well trained, has been shown the right way to work, has the appropriate equipment for the job and does not necessarily want to put himself or his fellow crew members in danger.  So why are these preventable accidents recurring?

Manning Issues
Crew fatigue and complacency can often be a major factor in incidents.  The prudent shipowner or manager will ensure that these are addressed by way of additional manning or rotating the ship staff more regularly if the ship is employed on a demanding trade route.  There are, however, owners and managers who are unable to do this, which could in part be due to a shortage or available trained seafarers, but is more often attributed to commercial or operational considerations.  Good equipment can cost more, but safety should be accorded a higher priority, because a ship cannot be operated safely without the seafarer.

Ship Design
It used to be said that ships were designed by people who had very little practical knowledge of what they were designing, and there was always the one set of nuts and bolts that required the services of a contortionist with arms 3 metres long in order to reach them.

In the modern world of shipbuilding, however, the ship design team usually incorporates the suggestions of seafarers who are familiar with or have sailed on the type of ship that is being designed.  Proper supervision during the building process ensures that discrepancies and potential problem areas can be addressed.  Senior officers are also able to join the ship during the final fitting-out process in order to familiarize themselves with the ship and, especially, the increasingly complex equipment they will be required to use.

Operating Standards
Improved methodology in ship design does not completely address the problem, as the seafarer then has to decipher the operating manuals that are supplied with the equipment.  The Confidential Hazardous Incident Reporting Programme (CHIRP) has recently concluded a study, with the help of the UK’s Marine Accident Investigation Board, which shows that a substantial number of accidents are caused by operating manuals that are hard to understand.

Language can often be a major problem.  The manual may not be written in the language of the crew on board, and is often merely a generic document.  Given that adequate facilities are available for translation of manuals into just about any language, this is unacceptable.

Lack of Unified Standards
Equipment problems are further compounded by the lack of a unified standard for essential equipment, including oily water separators, voyage data recorders and lifeboat launching equipment, and until regulatory and industry bodies are able to agree on a common standard, it is the seafarer who will be faced with understanding and operating equipment that is unfamiliar and unduly complex, often in less than ideal conditions.

It is often said that safety and quality must be initiated and led from the top.  Unfortunately, this does not always happen.  It is our collective responsibility to ensure that a seafarer is provided with an environment in which it is safe to live and work.
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