Surveyor’s Notebook

Cargo Stowage

A 1,500-tonne general cargo ship was loading curved concrete segments, for use in the construction of a railway tunnel.  The segments were being shipped from Gravesend to Copenhagen.  Delivery would involve a voyage across the southern part of the North Sea.  It was February.  The charterer, who had contracted the ship for more than one voyage, had devised the system for stowage.  A charterer’s representative would be present during the loading.  However, under the terms of the charter the ship’s master was responsible for supervision of the stevedores and for stowage.

The segments were loaded upright, sitting on their ends and nesting together.  They were loaded across the ship in parallel rows.  In each alternative row the segment direction was reversed so that the curvature of the segment faced in opposite directions from row to row.  Dunnage was placed at the ends and between rows.

The ship sailed and immediately encountered very bad weather in the southern North Sea.  Strong North Westerly winds blowing to force 8/9 caused the ship to roll and pitch heavily.  Loud crashes could be heard coming from the cargo hold and when the ship settled with a permanent starboard list, the Master realized something was wrong.  They deviated to Harlingen where examination of the cargo found it had shifted and was extensively damaged.  There were no facilities at Harlingen to discharge and re-stow cargo, and it was necessary to return to the load port, after first putting sand bags around cargo to stop further movement.  When the ship arrived back at Gravesend and cargo was discharged, 348 segments were found damaged of which only 128 could be repaired.

Surveyors who were appointed by the Club to investigate the incident reported that the cause of damage was inadequate use of dunnage during loading.  The segments, which were difficult to manhandle, had been stowed with gaps between them and only the minimum amount of dunnage had been placed in these gaps.  Indeed, most of the dunnage had been placed at the ends of each row where cargo touched the ship’s inner shell.  Consequently, as the ship rolled the segments were able to move from side to side and crash together.  The master who had responsibility for supervision of cargo stowage had not made sure that the segments were stowed tightly together.  He should have required additional dunnage in the gaps between segments.  The ship had carried this cargo before and the master would have been familiar with the requirements for loading.  Regardless of the potential dangers, the ship left port with poorly stowed cargo.  This can only be trusting to good luck.

(Article extracted from The Standard Club’s publication – Standard Bulletin)

