SURVEYOR’S NOTEBOOK

What Do We Mean by ‘Critical Equipment’?

A risk-based approach to ship operations requires a definition of critical equipment.  It is a matter of debate as to what items of equipment should be included in this list.  Our view is that a wider definition is necessary.

What does ‘critical’ mean in the phrase ‘critical equipment’?  It can mean different things to different people, so it should not be taken as having a narrow definition.

In practical terms, there are many items of ship’s equipment that could be described as ‘critical’.  For example, when a second-hand ship is purchased or a ship is put into service, it is the critical equipment that should be checked first, before the ship is operated.  When developing a system for planned and preventative maintenance, the focus is on the examination and overhaul of critical equipment so that the possibility of failure is diminished.  Without doubt, critical equipment needs to be kept in good order.

When deciding which items of equipment need to be categorized as ‘critical’, consideration is given to operational safety, reliability, pollution prevention and so forth.  This is a start, but the devil lies in the detail.  In particular, which criteria should be applied to select individual components for inclusion in the list?  For example, how often are connecting bolts categorized as critical?  Bolts on an intermediate propeller shaft are certainly critical because their failure can disable a ship.  But are bolts that connect a light fitting to a bulkhead critical even though failure of the bolts could lead to a dislodged light causing injury?

The answer has to be ‘yes’, but how often are connecting bolts, for example, actually examined and tested?  Some of the claims that we have seen imply not often enough.

Training for Technology

The sophistication of equipment on ships today has become a source of great concern.  In the past, you could listen, watch or touch component parts of an engine and have a pretty good idea of what was going on.  They were simple systems, operated by practical engineers, who understood and could mend them when they broke.

Today, ships’ systems are different; they are complex and sophisticated.  This is especially true when the latest fully automatic control systems are fitted.  But what about the operators; will their education and training match the technical complexity of the systems they are overseeing?  When something goes bump in the night, in deep sea, can they repair it, or is it a question of struggling through to the next port and calling in a service engineer?

Evidence suggests that certification and training of ships’ engineers has not kept pace with technology and that this is causing accidents and casualties.  We have investigated injury claims where a better understanding of how equipment operates would certainly have prevented injury.

Modern technology enables more detailed and better understanding of machinery than ever before, but operators must know what to do when it goes wrong.

(Article extracted from The Standard P&I Club’s publication)
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