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A general cargo vessel entered port with a pilot onboard as was normal. 
The pilot ladder was left rigged on the outboard side of the vessel in 
anticipation of the pilot using it to depart the vessel directly back to the 

pilot boat after the vessel was docked. However, after the pilot had departed, the pilot ladder was 
not raised and secured, and the safety chains were not re-attached. 

Once the vessel was alongside, two mariners were tasked to perform some maintenance work 
on the #3 hatch cover and gasket. As they headed forward along the outboard side, the second 
mariner accidentally dropped one of the tools he was carrying. Hearing the loud “bang,” the 
mariner in front turned to see what had happened. When he did so, he took a small step backward 
and tripped on the top rung of the pilot ladder. With no safety chains in place across the opening 
in the railing, he fell overboard. 

At the time of the vessel’s arrival, the freeboard was almost 9 meters (29.5 feet). The mariner hit 
the water hard. He had the breath knocked out of him and was dazed. He was struggling to stay 
afloat until his shipmate threw a lifebuoy to him. His shipmate then immediately notified the Officer 
of the Watch who notified the Master.

A small vessel nearby was able to rescue the mariner in the water and he was safely brought to 
the dock. An ambulance arrived and checked him for injuries, but after catching his breath, the 
mariner was determined to be okay and returned to the ship. He was embarrassed and dripping 
wet, but otherwise unhurt.

The investigation revealed that the pilot ladder had not been stowed and the safety chains had 
not been re-attached after the pilot had disembarked because the mate who had been on watch 
assumed the bosun was going to handle it. Meanwhile, the bosun assumed the mate was going to 
direct other crewmembers to do it. This miscommunication nearly caused a serious injury. Further, 
no “toolbox” talk or job safety analysis was done before the two mariners headed forward to start 
the maintenance work, and therefore, no safety assessment of the work area was done that might 
have identified that the safety chains were not in place across the opening.
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This could have been a serious injury had the mariner been knocked 
unconscious when he hit the water. The mariner was very fortunate 
that he was relatively upright when he hit the water and did not land 
on his back or with a “belly flop” as that would have greatly increased 

the likelihood he would have been rendered unconscious. If unconscious, he may not have 
survived in the time it took for the rescuers to arrive. Also, the quick action by his shipmate to 
throw him a lifebuoy was the main reason he was able to stay afloat until rescuers arrived.

Potential 
Damage

The mariner who fell overboard was uninjured and returned to work 
after changing into dry clothes.

Actual 
Damage



American Steamship Owners Mutual Protection & Indemnity Association, Inc.
American Steamship Owners Marine Insurance Company (Europe), Ltd

Shipowners Claims Bureau, Inc., Manager
New York
tel	 +1 212 847 4500	 fax 	 +1 212 847 4599
email	 info@american-club.com	 web 	 www.american-club.com	

Houston
tel 	 +1 346 223 9900
email 	 claims@american-club.com

Shipowners Claims Bureau (UK) Ltd.
London
tel	 +44 20 7709 1390
email	 claims@scb-uk.com

Shipowners Claims Bureau (Hellas), Inc.
Piraeus
tel 	 +30 210 429 4990	 fax 	 +30 210 429 4187
email 	 claims@scb-hellas.com

SCB Management Consulting Services, Ltd.
Hong Kong
tel 	 +852 3905 2150
email 	 hkinfo@scbmcs.com 

SCB Management Consulting (China) Co., Ltd.
Shanghai
tel 	 +86 21 3366 5000	 fax 	 +86 21 3366 6 1 00
email 	 claims@scbmcs.com

The American Club would like to specially 
thank Independent Maritime Consulting, LLC 

for their contribution to this document.

When you identify a hazard before something goes wrong...	 it’s a Good Catch.

When you stop an operation before something bad happens...	 it’s a Good Catch.

When you recognize and correct a safety hazard that could
allow someone to fall overboard...	 that’s a Good Catch, too!

	★ How do you prevent miscommunication like what happened in this case that resulted in 
the safety chains not being re-attached?

	★ Are “toolbox talks” or job-specific safety assessments done before starting work?

	★ Are safety chains in good condition? Do they fit appropriately? Are they always in place to 
secure openings in railings?

	★ Does the Officer of the Watch look for safety issues when making rounds of the vessel?

	★ Are all mariners empowered to speak up if they feel a situation is unsafe or not as safe as 
it could be?

How could this have been prevented?
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