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About 1220 e.d.t .  on May 10 ,  1978, the  M i l i t a r y  S e a l i f t  Command 
tanker  USNS NECHES, c a r ry ing  25,000 long tons of j e t  f u e l  J P 8 ,  was about 
50 mi nor th  of Curacao, Netherlands A n t i l l e s  when t h e  engineer  on watch 
:;av flames on t h e  a f t e r  p a r t  of t h e  t anke r ' s  po r t  main d i e s e l  engine. 
The flames appeared to be  coming from t h e  top of t h e  engine and were 7 
to 8 f e e t  high. The engineer  on watch stopped both engines ,  a c t i v a t e d  
t h e  engineer ' s  a s s i s t a n c e  alarm, and ex i ted  the  engineroom. The f i r s t  
a s s i s t a n t  engineer  a c t i v a t e d  t h e  emergency s t o p  switches f o r  t h e  f u e l  
pumps and t h e  engineroom v e n t i l a t i o n .  Af te r  making s u r e  t h a t  a l l  crew- 
members were o u t  of t h e  engineroom, t h e  master ordered t h e  f ixed  CO2 
s y s t e m  to be ac t iva t ed .  A t  1305, t h e  f i r e  was ext inguished but  the  main 
engines and s h i p ' s  s e r v i c e  e l e c t r i c a l  system were inoperable .  
tanker  was towed to Curacao where t h e  r e p a i r  cos t  was estimated to be 
$750,000. 

The 

On May 1 3  and 14, 1978, t h e  p o r t  main engine was examined by Coast 
Guard i n v e s t i g a t o r s ,  v e s s e l  personnel ,  machinery manufacturer r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s ,  
and a representa t i ,ve  of t h e  M i l i t a r y  S e a l i f t  Command. They found the  
f u e l  i n t a k e  and r e t u r n  l i n e s  from t h e  f u e l  o i l  supply header t o  t h e  f u e l  
i n j e c t i o n  pumps on Nos. 1 and 2 cy l inde r s  on t h e  p o r t  engine were leak ing  
a t  t h e  headers .  The f u e l  i n t a k e  and r e t u r n  l i n e s  have packing gland 
f i t t i n g s  a t  t h e  headers ,  bu t  not a t  t h e  f u e l  i n j e c t i o n  pumps. 
packing gland f i t t i n g s  of a l l  l i n e s  lead ing  to Nos. 1, 2 ,  3 ,  and 4 cy l inde r s  
were disassembled, and evidence of mechanical damage to t h e  packing 
m a t e r i a l  due to over t igh ten ing  w a s  noted. 

The 

The f requent  disassembly of d i e s e l  engines f o r  maintenance n e c e s s i t a t e s  
t h a t  f u e l  i n t a k e  and r e t u r n  lines be e a s i l y  removable. 
acc ident  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  packing gland f i t t i n g s  on pressur ized  f u e l  l i n e s ,  
near  ho t  su r f aces  such a s  exhaust l i n e s ,  can be a s e r i o u s  f i r e  hazard.  
Maintenance personnel were not aware t h a t  t h e  packing glands had been 
damaged. 

However, t h i s  
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The i n s t a l l a t i o n  of medium speed, h 
l a r g e  merchant sh ips  i s  a r e l a t i v e l y  new development in t h e  United S t a t  
The NECHES, b u i l t  i n  1971, was one of t h e  f i r s t  l a r g e  s h i p s  to  be b u i l t  
i n  t h e  U.S. wi th  diesel  engines since World War 11. Large s h i p s  i n  t h e  
U.S. have t r a d i t i o n a l l y  been equipped wi th  steam tu rb ine  engines ,  bu t ,  
more and more U.S. s h i p s  are being converted t o ,  o r  b u i l t  wi th ,  medium 
speed, high horsepower d i e s e l  engines.  
i n  ope ra t ion  o r  under cons t ruc t ion  which 
those  i n  t h e  NECNES, and t h e  same type  o 
probably being used. Therefore,  t h e  Coa 
f i t t i n g s  used i n  these f u e l  systems d o  not  pose a f i r e  hazard.  

Therefore ,  t h e  Nat ional  Transpor ta t ion  Sa fe ty  Board recommends 
t h a t  t h e  U.S. Coast Guard: 

i 

Conduct a des ign  s tudy  t o  determine t h e  adequacy of 
packing gland f i t t i n g s  on pressur ized  d i e s e l  engine 
f u e l  systems and promulgate r egu la t ions  as neccessary.  
(Class  11, P r i o r i t y  Action) (M-79-99) 

KING,  Chairman, DRIVER, Vice Chairman, McADAMS, GOLDMAN, and 
BURSLEX, Members, concurred i n  t h i s  r eco  


