
GOOD CATCH from The American Club

Slipping into a New Career
Inland Towing Falls Overboard

In a barge fleeting area while the crew was building a tow of 20 barges, 
a deckhand on an inland towing vessel slipped from a barge and fell 
overboard. Fortunately, he was rescued by other crew members using a 
ring buoy with an attached lifeline.

Several hopper barges recently loaded with sand were being added to the tow. While walking 
along the side of one of the barges and carrying a ratchet, the deckhand fell overboard. He later 
explained that his right foot likely caught the edge of a void hatch cover that he didn’t see, and 
then, when attempting to catch his balance, his left foot slipped on the sand that had accumulated 
on the deck. He fell hard and went directly overboard along with the ratchet.

The incident happened just after midnight. Of additional note, the deckhand had only seven months 
of industry experience, all of which had been onboard this towing vessel on a 28-day rotation.
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	★ The risk factors for this deckhand were not fully assessed and mitigated.

a.  He had less than a year of experience in the industry, so he had only a limited 
understanding of the specific hazards.

b.  He was working at night, and lighting was limited. The existing lighting cast dark 
shadows, especially around the coaming of the hopper barges.

c.  The barge decks had not been checked and swept clear of loose sand, thereby leaving 
a slipping hazard unmitigated. 

	★ The specific risks and hazards on that specific day and time had not been identified, 
discussed, or mitigated by the mate and deckhands before the work began. Those hazards 
identified should have included:

a.  The loose sand on the decks of the barges;
b.  The limited lighting, and;
c.  The time of day and any fatigue concerns.

	★ Data from a recent survey by the American Waterways Operators indicates that falls 
overboard are more likely to happen to deckhands in their first year of work, at night, and 
from a barge vice the towing vessel. They are also most likely to be caused by slip, trip, 
and fall hazards.

What went wrong?

This fall overboard could have been fatal. The deckhand was fortunate 
that the other crew members were alert and witnessed him fall, allowing 
them to respond quickly. He was also fortunate that the current did not 
drag him under a barge, where he could have drowned, despite wearing 
a work vest.

Potential 
Damage

The deckhand was taken to a local hospital and evaluated. He was 
bruised in several places but was able to return to the towing vessel 
and continue working. The medical evaluation and treatment cost 
approximately $3,700 plus almost $1,000 for the lost ratchet.
More significantly, the fall overboard impacted the deckhand so much 
that when his hitch was over a few days later, he quit the job and left the 
industry altogether.

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 make the time to assess the specific risks of
a fall overboard from a barge and mitigate them...	 that’s a Good Catch, too!
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