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M-84-77 and -78 

About 2355 on October 25 ,  1983, the 400-foot-long United States drillship GLOMAR 
JAVA SEA capsized and sank during Typhoon LEX in the  South China Sea about 
65 nautical  miles south-southwest of Hainan Island, People's Republic of China (PRC). Of 
t h e  81 persons who were nboard, 35 bodies have been located, and t h e  remaining 46 
persons are missing and presumed dead. The GLOMAR JAVA SEA currently is resting on 
the  bottom of the  sea in an inverted position in about 315 f e e t  of water; i t s  estimated 
value was $35 million. IJ 

Since 1976, the Safety Board has investigated two other major marine accidents 
with a large loss of life involving vessels engaged in offshore oil  exploration. On April 15, 
1976, the self-elevating rig OCEAN EXPRESS 2/ capsized and sank with the loss of 
13  lives, and on February 15, 1982, t h e  column-sabilized OCEAN RANGER?/ capsized 
and sank with the  loss of 84 lives. The OCEAN EXPRESS, the  OCEAN RANGER, and the 
GLOMAR JAVA SEA accidents  all occurred when there  was a division of authority and 
responsibility in t ime of an emergency. A t  the  t ime of t h e  capsizing and sinking of the 
OCEAN EXPRESS, the bargemover (master)  who worked for the  Ocean Drilling and 
Exploration Company (ODECO), the owner and operator of the  rig, was technically in 
command, but the  ODECO toolpusher - 41 was the  person normally in charge of the rig. 

1/ For more detailed information, read Marine Accident Report-"Capsizing and Sinking 
Gf t h e  United S ta tes  Drillship GLOMAR JAVA SEA in t h e  South China Sea, 65 Nautical 
Miles South-Southwest of Hainan Islands, People's Republic of China, October 25, 1983" 
(NTSB/MAR-84/08). 
- 21 Marine Accident Report-''Capsizing and Sinking of the  Self-elevating Mobile Offshore 
Drilling Unit OCEAN EXPRESS, near Port  O'Connor, Texas, April 15, 1976" 

- 31 Marine Accident Report-"Capsizing and Sinking of the  U.S Mobile Offshore Drilling 
Unit OCEAN RANGER off t h e  East Coast of Canada, 166 Nautical  Miles East of St. 
John's, Newfoundland, February 15, 1982" (NTSB-MAR-83-2). 
- 41 The industrial supervisor of drilling operations was t h e  toolpusher. 

(NTSB-MAR-79-5). 
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The bargemover  decided that  t he re  was no need to abandon t h e  rig, but t he  toolpusher and 
the Marathon Oil Company drilling superintendent ordered the rig abandoned. Although 
there was a U.S Coast Guard (USCG) licensed master  aboard t h e  OCEAN RANGER, the  
person-in-charge (toolpusher), in accordance with USCG regulations, was an unlicensed, 
undocumented individual who was responsible for  any decision to abandon the  rig. 
Moreover, ODECO had designated another  unlicensed, undocumented individual t o  conduct 
all drills, including f i re  and abandon ship drills. The Mobil Oil Company drilling foreman 
aboard the OCEAN RANGER, who had cont ro l  of t he  helicopter and supply vessel and not 
t h e  master ,  maintained con tac t  with shoreside commands during the severe  storm. On the 
GLOMAR JAVA SEA, although the  operating manual recommended tha t  t he  typhoon plan 
state t h a t  t h e  master  had absolute responsibility and authori ty  for  the safe ty  of t h e  crew 
and ship, the  actual typhoon plan had no such s t a t emen t .  The "Critical Procedures" 
manual s t a t e d  that  the master  had absolute responsibility and authori ty  for the safe ty  of 
the crew and ship bu t  went on t o  say t h a t  the  drilling superintendent was in charge until 
such t ime as t h e  master  was of the opinion t h a t  t h e  ship and crew was or may become 
endangered. The Atlant ic  Richfield Company (ARCO) drilling supervisor had exclusive 
control  of t he  helicopters and supply vessels needed in case of an  evacuation. 

The Sa fe ty  Board recognizes that  mobile offshore drilling uni ts  (MODU) operations 
a r e  different  f rom conventional vessels where the master  is t h e  person-in-charge during 
all operations and has  both the authori ty  and responsibility to insure his crew and vessel is 
s a fe  at all times. On MODU's, the master or bargemover works for  t he  person-in-charge, 
the toolpusher, or t he  drilling superintendent.  In addition, the oil company representat ive 
controls  the  helicopters and supply vessels which would be  used t o  evacuate  t h e  crew if 
necessary. However, these three  accidents  c lear ly  show t h a t  both the  USCG and the 
offshore oi l  industry need to  require that qualified marine personnel be in charge of the 
safe ty  of the MODU and crew at all times. The master  should have the  authori ty  to s top  
drilling operations, evacuate  crewmembers,  and abandon t h e  well s i t e  without consulting 
the drilling supervisor and with full cooperation of t h e  oil company representative.  In 
t ime of emergency, decisions cannot  be made by a t r iumvirate;  one person needs t o  be in 
charge and t h a t  person should be t h e  master.  

Global Marine reacted quickly in notifying t h e  USCG of the GLOMAR JAVA SEA'S 
situation; however, valuable t ime was lost  because necessary vessel information was not 
available t o  the  U S .  Air Force Rescue Coordination Center  (RCC) in the  GLOMAR JAVA 
SEA'S operat ing area. The Safety Board believes that Global Marine in the PRC and 
ARCO China, Inc., a subsidiary of the Atlant ic  Richfield Company (ARCO), should have 
had a contingency plan to notify the  RCC at Kadena Air Force Base, Okinawa, Japan,  
immediately of the vessel's moored position, description, number and types of 
l i feboatshiferaf  ts, radio call sign, type of radios, and operating frequencies. 

Therefore,  the National Transportation Safe ty  Board recommends that t h e  
International Association of Drilling Contractors:  

Urge that member contractors  review the  chain of command aboard 
the i r  mobile offshore drilling units t o  insure t h a t  t h e  licensed master  or 
bargemover can effect ively exercise full authori ty  over t he  unit during 
a n  emergency. (Class 11, Priority Action) (M-84-77) 

Urge t h a t  member cont rac tors  contac t  t he  cognizant rescue coordination 
cen te r  t o  preplan procedures for  an emergency involving mobile offshore 
drilling units in remote  locations. (Class II, Priority Action) (M-84-78) 
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The National Transportation Sa fe ty  Board is a n  independent Federa l  agency with t h e  
s ta tu tory  responsibility ". . .to promote t ransportat ion safe ty  by conducting independent 
accident  investigations and by formulating safe ty  improvement recommendations" (Public 
Law 93-633). The Safety Board is vitally interested in any act ions taken  as a result of its 
safe ty  recommendations and would appreciate  a response from you regarding act ion taken 
or contemplated with respect  to the recommendations in this  letter. 

BURNETT, Chairman, GOLDMAN, Vice Chairman, and BURSLEY, Member, 
concurred in these recommendations. 

B y i /  J im Burnett  
Chairman 


