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Malfunctioning of equipment – biggest maritime risk

In an interview with 22 serving seafarers from 4th engineer to 2nd officer, conducted by Digital Ship in New Delhi, malfunctioning of equipment on board was considered as the most likely cause of accidents by 37% of the respondents. Human error in situations of traffic, and navigational errors stood next at 27% and 18% respectively.
When asked what they considered the biggest risk to personal safety, more than a third of them listed accidents whilst working with shipboard equipment as the biggest risk to personal safety, while almost another one-third perceived fire as the biggest hazard on board.

Other threats such as pirate attacks, terrorism or wars did not feature as biggest sources of risk to a serving mariner.

Other causes such as non-compliance with safety regulations, lapse in internal communication and coordination, lack of proper knowledge of operations, and work-induced stress / fatigue also featured as causes most likely to cause accidents on board.
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Engineering and deck officers

Also interesting to note is that from amongst an equal mix of engineering and deck officers, most engineers perceive accidents related with equipments and with fire as most hazardous, while deck officers, on the other hand, view navigational malfunctioning as most dangerous. 

This stems from the fact that a certain degree of trust exists between the two departments (engine and deck), and that each worker is concerned primarily about his own functional domain and ‘controllables’. 
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Have you had a serious accident?

Half of all respondents admitted that they had been involved with / witness to a serious accident. 23 per cent said they had been very close and 27 per cent said they had been “close” to a serious accident, with the remainder saying they had been “not close at all.”

Following are first-person accounts of a few notable incidents:

Ship came dangerously close to a dredger because of a sudden unpredicted alteration made by the dredger. A prompt and bold action by the ship prevented a serious collision.

While manoeuvring out of restricted waters, fuel supply to main engine was cut-off because of a broken flow meter, causing engine to remain dead for a few minutes before fault identification and subsequent remedial action could be carried out.

Opened a fuel-filter cover (for cleaning the filter) without isolating the fuel supply to it, causing oil (at around 7 bar, 120 degree Celsius) to gush out violently.

Vessel faced an extremely violent storm, making navigation virtually impossible and causing immense probability of running aground.

Both steering gear motors stopped functioning whilst ship in restricted waters in Singapore.

Explosion on board a gas-carrier due to faulty inert gas plant.

Experienced serious bodily injury while overhauling main engine unit during an emergent situation in rough sea conditions.
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How safe do you feel?

Considering their daily lives at home as ‘fairly safe’, most seafarers (41%) view their degree of personal safety on board, as being at par with that of life at home. 

Although a sizeable 23% considers itself fairly at risk while serving on a ship, the remaining (36%) respondents admitted that though life at sea was certainly not as safe as being at home, they had in effect, come to terms with the degree of risk involved at sea.

No respondent, however, considered himself as being on either of the extremes - very safe / very much at risk.
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Improving safety 

Respondents made the following suggestions for improvement of personal safety on board ships:

Better training and education of seafarers with regard to safety procedures.

Increased safety-consciousness, greater emphasis on simulator-based training.

Compliance with IMO guidelines for work hours; making of rest hours mandatory before taking over watch-keeping, as in the aviation industry.

Increase in ship’s staff in case the ship regularly demands greater than normal quantum of work.

Safety drills to be administered as close to being real as possible, emphasising on board training and simulations.

Closer watch of vessels, stricter law-enforcement and penal action (in case of non-compliance) by maritime administration.

Sharing of information related to operations amongst all personnel involved, communicating critical aspects and corresponding contingency plans.

Sharing of learning from accidents / near-accidents worldwide, from the shipping industry or otherwise.

Provision for parallel voyage before handover of charge.
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Investments in safety

Considering a weighted average score for assessing relevance of initiatives taken by a shipping company towards promotion of safety, we found that seafarers strongly agreed (a rating of 1.5, where 1= strongly agree, 5 = strongly disagree) with the notion that investments towards enhanced training bring about improvements in safety.

As for the use of electronic charts, seafarers significantly agreed (rating = 1.82) with investments made by the company; while investments made towards radio communication equipment were perceived, more or less, as having marginal improvements in safety (rating = 2.82).
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Employee motivation

95% of the respondents believe that a safe working culture emanates from high employee morale and motivation (50% respondents strongly believed that each motivated employee makes a difference).

Regarding their most recently served ship, nearly 32% respondents stated that the employees were significantly motivated to perform high quality and safe work, while another 63% stated that workers on board their most recently served ship were partially motivated in this regard.

Almost 90% of the respondents believe that well-defined career plans as well as better training programmes help in uplifting employee morale for safer work practices.

Although about three-fourths of the respondents agreed that motivation may increase if company foots the communications expenses of employees, they believed that having to pay for communications themselves would have little or no change in their commitment to safety on board ships.
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Improving employee motivation

The following suggestions were made into how shipping companies can improve the motivation of their employees. 
Provide full and overt support and motivation by top management.

Recognise and appreciate a job well performed by an employee.

Maintain good interpersonal relations with workers in the organisation (both on sea as well as at shore office, during leave-period).

Involve the entire crew in team-building exercises.

Develop a transparent work culture with more ‘approachable’ senior officers.

Inculcating a feeling of belonging to the ship and to the organisation (My ship, not just the Company’s ship).

Improved recreational facilities, sessions for ‘de-stressing’.

Better teamwork and camaraderie amongst co-workers.

Assurance by company about grievance redressals, help and support to family members in case of need.

