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NATIONAL TRANSPORTATION SAFETY BOARD 
WASHINGTON, D.C. 

I S S U E D :  April 17, 1979 

\ Forwarded to: 
Mr. Arthur Lopez 
Whittaker Corporat ion 
Surv iva l  Systems Divis ion  
5159 Baltimore Drive 

) SAFETY RECOMMENDATION(S) 

La Mesa, C a l i f o r n i a  92041 M-79-50 

About 1100 c . s . ~ .  on Apr i l  1 4 ,  1976, t h e  se l f - e l eva t ing  mobile 
o f f s h o r e  d r i l l i n g  u n i t  OCEAN EXPRESS departed a d r i l l i n g  s i t e  near  t h e  
Texas c o a s t  i n  t h e  Gulf of Mexico under tow f o r  a new d r i l l i n g  s i t e  
about 33 mi  nor theas t .  The  OCEAN EXPRESS a r r ived  a t  t h e  new s i t e  about 
2330, bu t  was not  s e t  i n  p l ace  because of adverse seas .  Three tugs he ld  
t h e  OCF4N EXPRESS i n  p o s i t i o n  await ing b e t t e r  weather,  bu t  t h e  seas 
continued t o  inc rease .  About 1530 on A p r i l  15 ,  one tug became p a r t i a l l y  
d isab led  because of a reduct ion  gear  f a i l u r e .  
towline broke. With only one e f f e c t i v e  t u g  remaining, t h e  OCEAN EXPRESS 
turned broadside t o  t h e  wind and s e a s ,  d r i f t e d ,  grounded, caps ized ,  and 
sank about 2115. 

A t  1930, another  t u g ' s  

The v e s s e l  was valued a t  $20 mi l l i on .  L/ 
The bargemover was rescued by a Coast Guard h e l i c o p t e r .  

abandoned t h e  OCEAN EXPRESS i n  t h e  u n i t ' s  s u r v i v a l  capsules .  
persons i n  one capsule  were rescued without  i nc iden t .  
capsized with 20 persons i n s i d e ;  7 persons escaped and 13 persons drowned. 

The crew 
The 1 4  

The o the r  capsule  

Although b!!ittaker recommended t h a t  t h e  capsule  n o t  be towed, 

I t  should have been 
l i f e b o a t s  and l i f e r a f t s  are o f t e n  towed during r e scues ,  e s p e c i a l l y  when 
heavy s e a s  make personnel  t r a n s f e r  dangerous. 
an t i c ipa t ed  t h a t  s u r v i v a l  capsules  a l s o  would be towed, e s p e c i a l l y  s i n c e  
a towing t e s t  was requi red  f o r  Coast Guard approval .  Although s u r v i v a l  
capsules  have been towed success fu l ly ,  t h e i r  towing l i m i t a t i o n s  a r e  not  
known. The capsu le ' s  towing c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  should b e  determined, and 
proper towing equipment should be  f i t t e d  on t h e  capsule .  L i f eboa t s  and 
o the r  smal l  rescue  c r a f t  a r e  o f t e n  secured t o  l a r g e r  a s s i s t i n g  v e s s e l s  
when t r a n s f e r r i n g  personnel .  
t i o n a l l y  has been one of t h e  most dangerous p a r t s  of a r e scue ,  S O  
p a r t i c u l a r  e f f o r t s  should be  made t o  reduce t h e  r i s k s .  
mooring f i t t i n g s  and proper fendering would reduce t h e  p o s s i b l i l i t i e s  of 
i n  j iry . 
- 1/ For more d e t a i l e d  information read "Marine Accident Report - Capsizing 
and Sinking of  the  Self-Elevat ing Mobile o f f shore  D r i l l i n g  Unit OCEAN 
EXPRESS near  Por t  0' Connor, Texas, A p r i l  15, 1976" 

The personnel  t r a n s f e r  ope ra t ion  t r a d i -  

Access ib le  
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Even though i t  would have been e a s i e r  t o  escape from a capsized 
l i f e b o a t ,  t h e  s u r v i v a l  capsules  were t h e  b e s t  a v a i l a b l e  equipment f o r  
u s e  by inexperienced i n d u s t r i a l  personnel .  In cons ide ra t ion  of t hose  
u s e r s ,  Whi t taker ' s  t r a i n i n g  program should inc lude  guidance f o r  towin 
secur ing  a longs ide  another  v e s s e l ,  and emergency escapes.  

A s  a r e s u l t  of i t s  a n a l y s i s  of t h i s  acc iden t ,  t h e  Nat ional  Trans 
Safe ty  Board recommends t h a t  Whittaker Corporation: 

Revise i t s  s u r v i v a l  capsule  t r a i n i n g  program t o  inc lude  
guidance on towing, secur ing  a longs ide  another  v e s s e l ,  
and emergency escape from t h e  capsule .  
P r i o r i t y  Action) (M-79-50) 

K I N G ,  Chairman, DRIVER, Vice Chairman, McADAMS and HOGUE, Members, 

(Class  II, 

concurred i n  t h e  above recommendation. 


