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Machinery failures: Tales of the Unexpected? 
 
As marine casualty investigators the work of our surveyors frequently involves investigation into machinery 
breakdowns; quite often main and auxiliary engines.  

Occasionally the alleged cause of damage can be so far-fetched that it must be true! Mostly however the 
failure will occur through a few common causes. 

In spite of major improvements in design 
and quality control over the years, 
significant failures still occur. Why? 
Statistically around 40% of claims on H&M 
Underwriters are for machinery damages 
with corresponding monetary values much 
higher as a proportion. Consequential 
claims on P&I insurance can also be even 
more costly and then ensuing long 
debates on “seaworthiness” can create 
huge legal expenses. 

Through quality control measures, latent 
defects1 in components whilst not totally 
eradicated have become very much less 
prevalent. Similarly, as investigation into 
cases has shown, whilst marine engines are still largely hand built, quality assurance procedures have 
virtually eradicated errors in construction. 

But against such progress, man’s inhumanity towards machine continues virtually unabated and when 
taking a fresh look at this and past research into failures and causation, some of which is now decades old, 
the one common denominator that still prevails today is the human element.  

In spite of the major advances in design and materials made, investigation into failures of the nature of that 
highlighted in our alerts will show that in particular the level of competency and the knowledge base of 
engineers at sea has fallen and fallen significantly. 

 

Where Do We Go From Here 

The industry collectively faces a conundrum; no amount of design excellence and material selection in the 
construction of sophisticated marine machinery will amount to actual progress with reliability when faced 
with the downward trend of the level of engineering ability at sea.  

                                                
1 A ‘latent defect’ is a material defect that is not discoverable by “normal” i.e. manual / visual means. Such 
material defects, because of the early days and standards of machinery manufacture and construction have 
been a constant named insured peril in marine insurance policies. 
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Design and construction excellence and operator skills have been on steeply divergent paths. The latest 
engines, whilst intentionally simple in general construction terms are now becoming much more 
sophisticated in terms of the peripheral necessities of electronic monitoring and electronic control of fuel 
injection, exhaust valve and cylinder lubrication timing etc., brought on by the recent advent of the 
“camshaft-less” engine concept.  

New trends in fuels for ships for example, driven largely by environmental considerations will require yet 
more sophistication in engine rooms as far as the main machinery and the supporting auxiliary plant is 
concerned. 

But whatever advances are made, unless marine machinery can be made totally operator free - at best 
presently doubtful, the human element will continue to play a major role in failures. 

The American Club would like to thank John Poulson CEng., of Atlantic Marine Associates, Inc. for his 
contribution to this series - and who will be producing more case studies soon. 
 

Disclaimer 
 
The information presented here is for general guidance information purposes only. While the American Club makes every 
effort to ensure that the information contained in the document is accurate, neither the American Club nor its Managers 
warrant that the information is correct or timely and no reliance is to be placed on the information. 
 
Neither the American Club nor its Managers shall be liable for any damages arising out of an injury, loss, expense, claim, 
or damage, including but not limited to any indirect, special, incidental or consequential damages of any kind, whether 
based in contract, tort, strict liability, at law or otherwise, arising out of or relating in any way to the use of, or inability to 
use, this guidance. 
 
Moreover, the information in this guidance should not be construed as evidence of any contract of insurance and should 
not be regarded as evidence of any undertaking, financial or otherwise, on the part of the American Club or its Managers 
to any other party. Furthermore, nothing in this guidance should be construed as an indication that the American Club or 
its Managers hereby consent either to act as a guarantor or to be sued directly in any jurisdiction whatsoever.  The 
guidance should not be construed as a legal advice and Members are strongly encouraged to consult with their lawyers 
or contact the Managers for such recommendations. 
 


