UK sets up confidential accident maritime reporting scheme

http://www.chirp.co.uk
The UK Department of Transport is funding a confidential maritime accident-reporting scheme, called CHIRP (“Confidential Hazardous Incident Reporting Program”), similar to a scheme already in operation for aviation.

The system enables seafarers to alert their shipping company about hazardous incidents which occurred onboard without the company knowing the identity of the seafarer. 

So, for example, the superintendent and shipmaster, or anybody else who might have made a decision putting commercial interests ahead of safety, cannot intimidate seafarers into not reporting accidents to more senior shipping company staff by threatening them with the sack. 

CHIRP is staffed by Captain Michael Powell, a qualified solicitor and also master mariner, previously marine operations adviser for Enterprise Oil plc, who has experience as a seafarer on tankers, product carriers, chemical tankers, reefer ships, ro-ro freight ferries and bulk carriers.

SUBHEAD

Process

CHIRP recommends that seafarers do not send reports by normal shipboard e-mail, since they are often monitored by shipping company personnel. 

However seafarers can send reports by post or fax (a form template can be downloaded from the CHIRP website and printed out), or they can use private e-mail accounts (eg hotmail).

CHIRP will then look at the information, and send it to the shipping company, making sure that the seafarer cannot be identified in the report. 

CHIRP will not accept anonymous reports from seafarers; in fact, it often goes back to the seafarer submitting the report to ask for further information, before sending a report to the employer. 

“The full facts around an issue rarely come through in the first report,” comments Captain Powell. “The reporter knows his organisation better than we do.”

If it still be fairly obvious who sent the report (for example, if the report could only have been sent by a chief engineer and the shipping company only has one vessel), then CHIRP will send the report to, say, 4 different companies and not specify which company’s vessel the event occurred on.

It is also considering publishing the information publicly; in the aviation version of the scheme, reports are published quarterly and posted to every registered pilot in the UK. 

Captain Powell notes that the maritime industry faces many similar issues to aviation, notably fatigue, employers putting commercial issues in front of safety issues, and poor maintenance. 

CHIRP is currently looking to put together an advisory board from the maritime industry and requests that anybody interested gets in contact. 

Although the project is funded solely by the British, its scope is international, covering vessels anywhere in the world and under any flag. “It is difficult to draw boundaries in the maritime industry, so we didn’t try,” comments Captain Powell. 

