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Panama-registered ships have
been sinking at the rate of close to
one a month since last summer,
following a series of bulker loss-
es.

Seven dry cargoships under the
world’s largest ship register have
been lost since July 2007, leaving
25 seafarers missing and 40 re-
ported dead.

Debris found from the 5,100-
dwt general cargoship Rezzak
(built 1982) in the Black Sea ap-
pears to confirm the latest loss,
although there is still a suspicion
that it might have been involved
in a fraud and the cargo stolen.

The ship, which has been miss-
ing since mid-February, did not
have its automatic identification
system (AIS) switched on when it
went missing and there was no
distress call. 

One theory is that its valuable
cargo of steel billets was stolen by
a third party and the ship later
scuttled.

The search continues for the

vessel and its crew of 25 Indian
nationals. It has not yet been offi-
cially declared a loss.

But the recent run of Panama-
flag losses began with the sinking
of the 61,400-dwt Clinker Carri-
er (built 1980) off Mumbai, India,
in July.

The largest loss of life came
when the 27,300-dwt Mezzanine
(built 1975) sank in November,
claiming 26 lives. The 19,400-dwt
bulker Ever Winner (built 1978)
was presumed lost in the same
month but it is listed as still alive.

The most costly sinking was
that of the 43,800-dwt New
Flame (built 1994), which
grounded off Gibraltar in August
and finally sank last month.

In January, the 27,000-dwt Da
Ji (built 1977) went down with 12
lives lost, followed by the 18,600-
dwt Jinshan (built 1976) in Feb-
ruary, with two lives lost. Now
the Rezzak is also understood to
have been lost.

There is some evidence that the
rate of losses is accelerating — re-
flecting a wider increase in casu-

alties recently highlighted by
classification societies and pro-
tection-and-indemnity (P&I) in-
surers.

Panama has suffered a compar-
atively high number of bulker
losses but it appears to be wors-
ening. Figures from dry-bulk
owners’ association Intercargo
indicate that 22 ships of over
10,000 dwt under the register
were lost between 1997 and 2006,
averaging just two a year. This
compares with the six losses seen
in the past eight months. The
trend may have started last year.
Intercargo’s statistics show five
out of seven bulker losses in 2006
also involved ships under the
Panama register.

The high loss ratio comes at a
time when the register is trying to
show it is meeting international
standards on applying regula-
tions. Newly appointed adminis-
trator Fernanado Solorzano has
said he is preparing to put Pana-
ma through the International
Maritime Organisation (IMO)’s
flag-state member audit scheme.

But the flag was recently heavi-
ly criticised by the former Chief

Inspector of Marine Accidents in
the UK, John Lang, for its per-
formance on flag-state investiga-
tions.

In a recently published letter,
Lang said Panama seemed reluc-

tant to join France in probing the
serious collision in the Red Sea
between the 317,000-dwt double-
hull tanker Samco Europe (built
2007) and 6,350-teu boxship
MSC Prestige (built 2006).
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Ships are sinking at an alarming rate.

Loss record
looking bad
for Panama 

IN BRIEF
Corrosion cancelled cruise
Pre-existing corrosion on board the Carni-
val-owned cruiseship Pacific Star (built
1981) was worsened by the bad weather it
encountered off New Zealand last year, ac-
cording to an accident report.

The 35,200-gt, UK-flag ship, managed
by Princess Cruises, had to abandon its
voyage and was sent to a repair yard in
Australia after taking on water following
its departure from Auckland on 10 July.

During the night in question, the ship
experienced easterly winds in excess of 90
knots and a swell height of more than five
metres. It suffered damage to internal fit-
tings and to a number of windows in cab-
ins and public spaces, as well as structural
damage to the forecastle bulwark and the

loss of a satellite-communications dome.
The UK’s Marine Accident Investigation

Branch (Maib) says it was significant that
“rough weather also exacerbated pre-ex-
isting corrosion damage causing the ship
to take water through small holes in her
side”.

Shipper not liable for blast
A US federal appeals court has thrown out
the judgment against a shipper for the ex-
plosion that destroyed a containership.

The nuanced ruling by the three-judge
panel of the Second Circuit Appeals Court
in New York backs part of the lower-court
judge’s ruling that shipper PPG Industries
was liable for the explosion and fire that
destroyed the 1,799-teu DG Harmony
(built 1989).

The shipper had a duty to warn the op-

erator of a destroyed boxship that its cal-
cium-hypochlorite cargo was dangerous,
and it breached that duty, the judges
ruled.

“We vacate the judgment, however, be-
cause the district court failed to address

whether a warning, if given, would have
prevented the harm,” Judge Peter Hall
wrote in the unanimous opinion.

Council launches 
‘Napoli’ probe
The local council probe into the grounding
of the 4,277-teu containership MSC
Napoli (built 1991) off the UK’s Devon
coast has begun.

The inquiry is considering whether the
protected coastline should be a place of
refuge for shipping in emergencies.

It is also looking at salvage and public-
disorder issues.

Branscombe resident and county coun-
cillor Margaret Rogers told the BBC:“We
feel it very necessary there should be an
inquiry to establish what happened, why
what did happen happened, and what can

be done in the future to avoid the same
things happening.

“We do not want to point blame at peo-
ple but we do want to try to avoid further
trouble,” she said.

Ferry in chemical scare
Emergency services were alerted to a pos-
sible chemical spill on a Toll ferry sailing
between Wellington and Picton in New
Zealand on Wednesday morning.

Police say Australian owner Toll notified
the fire service after an unidentified sub-
stance was seen leaking from a rail wagon
on the 12,600-gt Aratere (built 1998).

Toll spokeswoman Sue Foley tells local
media that the spill involved a small
amount of what appeared to be phos-
phate with emergency services alerted as
a precautionary measure.

Adam Corbett London

Flag states have been told by a
senior industry figure to stop pro-
crastinating and ratify immedi-
ately the new super-convention
for seafarers.

More than two years have
passed since the Maritime Labour
Convention was agreed and laud-
ed as providing the first global
welfare standards for seafarers.

But it has still not got the re-
quired support to enter into force.
International Maritime Organisa-

tion (IMO) secretary-general
Efthimios Mitropoulos says more
action is required. “To date only
three states, namely the Bahamas,
Liberia and the Marshall Islands,
have [ratified the convention]
and I think more needs to be done
if we want seafarers and shipping
in general to benefit,” he said.

To come into force, the conven-
tion, agreed at the International
Labour Convention (ILO) in
Geneva, needs to be ratified by 30
states representing 33% of the
world fleet.

Industry watchers shortly ex-
pect the ratification en bloc by
European Union member states
to give the convention a signifi-
cant boost and see it ready to
come into force by 2010.

International Association of
Classification Societies (IACS)
members have already started
discussions on how to interpret,
certify and monitor compliance
with the convention.

Mitropoulos’s comments came
as he expressed worry there will
not be enough seafarers to meet

the demands of the growing
world fleet.

“[The supply of seafarers] in
sufficient numbers worldwide
continues to cause concern, par-
ticularly when seen against the
anticipated shortage of some
27,000 officers, representing al-
most 6% of the total, when set
against the recent unprecedented
rise in orders for newbuildings,”
he said.

The IMO this week met to con-
sider its comprehensive review of
the Standards of Training, Certifi-

cation & Watchkeeping (STCW)
convention and code. This is ex-
pected to bring it up to date with
new security measures and de-
velop competence-based training
for personnel on tankers with an
emphasis on LNG carriers.

The principles of safe manning
are also coming under review in
response to the increasing aware-
ness of fatigue in marine acci-
dents.

Other issues such as fraudulent
certification are also set to be
tackled.

IMO chief tells flags to get moving on seafarer convention
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The Panama register says it in-
tends to investigate all the acci-
dents fully and take action to re-
duce the numbers.

Milagros Villalobos, deputy
director of the directorate of
merchant marine, says things
will improve. 

She says all the casualties
identified by TradeWinds are
now under investigation. “Pana-
ma is committed to investigate
all serious and very serious ma-
rine casualties, no matter the
size of the vessel involved,
number of crew casualties... We
do consider that any casualty is
an important loss for Panama, as
every year we work hard to try
to avoid said casualties from oc-
curring in the future.”

She adds that there are no
identifiable trends behind the
casualties other than they in-

volved ships over 20 years old.
“In casualties such as those

[that] occurred on the above ves-
sels, we carry out marine-casu-
alty investigations to determine
the causes thereof and make ap-
propriate recommendations, en-
couraging higher standards and
bringing enhanced inspections
to prevent casualties occurring
again in the future,” she said.

Villalobos says so far no con-
clusion has been made on the
fate of the Rezzak. The loss of
the Jinshan is still unknown.
The New Flame loss is under
investigation with the Danish
Maritime Authority. It sank after
colliding with a Danish-flag
ship. The Mezzanine was lost
after flooding of the No 1 hold in
bad weather, while the Clinker
Carrier had cracking in the No
2 hold that led to flooding.

Register promises action
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Adam Corbett London

Another failing of the automatic
identification system (AIS) sys-
tem that presents a possible safe-
ty threat to shipping has been un-
covered.

The Swedish Maritime Author-
ity (SMA) reports that some older
AIS systems fitted on ships are
not compatible with new satellite
systems and are not transmitting
information.

The SMA says this can literally
make a vessel “invisible” to other
ships and shore stations.

A navigational warning has
been put out by the SMA and it is
also asking to be informed as
soon as possible of ships where
similar problems have been
found.

However, no casualty incidents
have resulted from the failing,
which was only uncovered last
week.

The problem is understood to
be linked to a new US satellite
that it is not compatible with
some existing systems.

The AIS has been blighted by
numerous “teething” problems

since it became mandatory in
2003.

Most are related to the incor-
rect input of ship identification
or navigational matters.

Protection-and-indemnity
(P&I) insurer the London Club re-
cently warned its members not to
rely too much on information
presented in the AIS system, as it
had proved inaccurate in the
past.

It cites an example of a contain-
ership that was overtaken by a
vessel displaying the sign
“moored” on its AIS system.

Sweden highlights AIS safety threat

Andrew Guest London

The rise in casualties involving
chemical tankers and gas carriers
is mirrored in the experience of
the world’s second-biggest opera-
tor of parcel tankers.

Odfjell of Norway last year suf-
fered several serious incidents in-
cluding the grounding of the Sin-
gapore-flag, 40,000-dwt Bow Star
(built 2004) off Indonesia in Sep-
tember and a main-engine break-
down on the Norwegian-flag,
37,000-dwt Bow Favour (built
2001) in February in the Indian
Ocean. 

Boss Terje Storeng has admit-

ted the company faces “uphill
battles” in dealing with problems
that include accidents, “technical
disruptions” and a “still too
high” lost-time injury frequency.

The company’s risk manager,
Toralf Sorenes, says the greatest
challenge is getting crews to un-
derstand and follow new proce-
dures and to achieve this Odfjell
has increased the number of ma-
rine superintendents it employs.

The loss of income and extra
costs resulting from the inci-
dents, as well as from “opera-
tional non-compliance”, con-
tributed to Odfjell’s loss of $10m
last year on revenues up 14% to

$1.2bn. Higher operating costs,
record bunker prices and a
$140m back-tax bill also took
their toll.

Odfjell was involved in two of
the 35 chemical-tanker accidents
studied by an inter-industry
working group in 2005. Twenty-
one crew died when explosions
sank the Singapore-flag, 40,000-
dwt Bow Mariner (built 1980) in
February 2004, while two were
killed in a blast on the Norwe-
gian-flag, 37,000-dwt NCC Mek-
ka (built 1995) in June of the
same year — for which Odfjell
was later fined $400,000 by a
Norwegian court.

Odfjell record mirrors casualty spike

 

Sharp rise in 
casualties in 
chemical and 
LPG sectors 
Andrew Guest London 

Industry-wide safety problems 
have spread to chemical tankers 
and gas carriers with a sharp rise 
in casualties last year. 

The 42% increase in the num
ber of incidents such as colli
sions, groundings and machin
ery failures is described as 
“acute and alarming” by the Eu
ropean chemical industry’s 
transport-safety body. 

The Chemical Distribution In
stitute (CDI) recorded 152 casu
alties among chemical tankers 
and liquefied petroleum gas 
(LPG) carriers last year, as com
pared with 107 in 2006 and 99 in 
2005. The rise is almost double 
the 22% increase in incidents 
involving all tankers noted by 
Intertanko. 

CDI general manager Martin 
Whittle tells TradeWinds that 
the chemical and LPG sectors 
are suffering from the same 
problem of crew competence af
flicting shipping in general. But 
he says chemical players will 
not wait on industry-wide solu
tions and will step up inspec
tions. CDI members include 
manufacturers such BASF 
Group and Dow Chemical Co 
and oil majors, as well as marine 
insurers Gard and the Norwe
gian Hull Club. 

WORSENING SAFETY RECORD: Pipework on board an LPG carrier 
Photo: Gillian Whittaker 

The biggest rises last year 
were in collisions and machin
ery failures — a pattern the CDI 
has also witnessed among con
tainerships, which through their 
carriage of packaged chemicals 
come under its vetting pro
gramme. 

The industry was rocked by a 
series of deadly blasts on chemi
cal tankers four years ago, which 
prompted the International Mar
itime Organisation (IMO) to con
sider making nitrogen-based in-

ert-gas systems mandatory for 
both new and existing ships. 

But rather than wait for the 
IMO, charterers and owners 
moved quickly to tighten up pro
cedures, while more cargoes 
were carried using inert gas. 
Whittle says no explosions or se
rious fires have occurred since. 
The number of deaths among 
crews has also fallen with only 
two “operational” fatalities 
recorded last year, as compared 
with 28 in 2004. 
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