Seafaring the most dangerous profession: official

Oxford University has found that fishers and merchant seafarers have the most dangerous jobs in the UK
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Seafaring is like serving a prison sentence, just with the added fear of drowning. Haven’t we all heard this before? And we should believe it. The often-mentioned isolation at sea can, in extreme cases, lead to suicides or even homicides, we are told. Yet, those numbers are nothing compared to the number of fatal accidents onboard. 

Dr Stephen Roberts of the Department of Health at Oxford University has conducted a study to investigate the most hazardous of all occupations in Great Britain. The study is based on findings for the period between 1976 and 1995. 

Worryingly, it is reported that that and seafarers were 26 times more likely (and fishermen even 52 times more likely) to die of accidents at work, compared with average British workers. Although the number of work-related deaths has decreased in recent decades, in relative terms the occupations of fishing and seafaring remain as hazardous as before. 

The fatal accident rates (per 100,000 worker-years) among chemical plant workers, police, firemen and military personnel added all together do not compare to the high death rates among seafarers.

Dr Roberts suggests in his study that “if mortality rates in these occupations are to decrease, unsafe working practices, especially unnecessary operations in treacherous conditions, should be reduced.”

It is alarming that of 1405 deaths in British seafaring between 1976 and 1995, 507 were caused by accidents at work. The remainder of deaths were through illness (600), suicide (53), homicide (17), disappearance at sea or other unexplained causes (195), and non-work-related traffic accidents (33). 

Losses by “accidents at work” in merchant shipping is mainly caused by isolated disasters; for example, the foundering of the bulk carrier Derbyshire during a typhoon in the North Pacific (42 deaths) and the capsize of the ferry Herald of Free Enterprise (38). 

Almost ironically, both fishermen (10 deaths) and seafarers (13 deaths) were both at high risk of accidental falls and unexplained drowning in docks when returning to their ships from ashore.

As the study concludes, “prevention efforts should be directed, most importantly, towards reduction of hazardous working practices.” 

“Although mortality rates in fishing and seafaring have fallen in recent decades, there has also been an overall decline in fatal occupational injury rates, and, in relative terms, these two occupations remain as hazardous as before.”

Perhaps, the technology providers to the merchant marine could come up with solutions to make shipping safer. Digital Ship invites everyone with an interest in this to submit comments and suggestions in response to this alarming study.

