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On June 14, 1989, t h e  U.S. tug  BARCONA was under way from Long Beach, 
C a l i f o r n i a ,  i n  San Pedro Channel w i t h  two empty deck barges i n  tandem tow 
a s t e r n ,  bound f o r  Santa  Cata l ina  I s land .  The U.S .  Navy nuclear  a t t a c k  
submarine USS HOUSTON was opera t ing  submerged i n  the  same a rea .  A t  0430, t h e  
HOlISTON prepared t o  come t o  per iscope depth in  order  t o  obta in  a navigat ion 
f i x  from a navigat ion s a t e l l i t e .  The opera t ing  crew of t h e  submarine d id  not 
d e t e c t  t h e  presence of  the BARCONA's tow p r i o r  t o  reaching per iscope depth.  
The submarine came t o  per iscope depth c l o s e  t o  t h e  BARCONA and i t s  tow, and 
an antenna t h a t  had been r a i sed  t o  obta in  t h e  navigat ional  f i x  snagged t h e  
BARCONA's towline.  When t h e  submarine crew r e a l i z e d  t h a t  they were 
p e r i l o u s l y  c l o s e  t o  su r face  vessels, they executed an emergency d ive  a t  f u l l  
power. The f o r c e  of t h e  d iv ing  submarine pul led t h e  stern o f  t h e  t u g  down and 
caused t h e  tug  t o  f lood  through open e x t e r i o r  main deck doors ,  and the tug  
sank. Two o f  t h e  t h r e e  crewmen were ab le  t o  escape from the s inking  tug  and 
were l a t e r  rescued. One crewman, however, remains missing and i s  presumed 
dead" ' 

When t h e  towline was snagged by t h e  HOUSTON, only t h e  immediate r e l e a s e  
of  t h e  tow could have saved the BARCONA. The BARCONA had an a f t e r  s t e e r i n g  
s t a t i o n  loca ted  on i t s  upper deck a f t  of t h e  p i lo thouse ,  and t h e  towline 
could have been re leased  from this s t a t i o n .  However, the a f t e r  s t e e r i n g  
s t a t i o n  was a l ready  under water  when the master looked a f t  from t h e  
p i lo thouse  l e s s  than a minute a f t e r  he had awakened i n  h is  room. T h u s ,  he 
had ver,y l i t t l e  time i n  which t o  make a dec is ion  and t o  t ake  ac t ion  t o  
r e l e a s e  the towline.  Had he decided t o  r e l e a s e  the tow, he would have had t o  
leave  t h e  p i lo thouse  and proceed t o  the a f t e r  s t e e r i n g  s t a t i o n .  And he d id  
not  have s u f f i c i e n t  t ime t o  reach t h e  a f t e r  s t e e r i n g  s t a t i o n  before  i t  became 
submerged. If t h e  BARCONA had been o u t f i t t e d  w i t h  an emergency towline 
r e l e a s e  mechanism operable  from the p i lo thouse ,  the ope ra to r  of t h e  BARCONA 
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could have r e l eased  t h e  tow when t h e  tug ’ s  s t e r n  f i r s t  began t o  be submerged, 
and t h e  s ink ing  of  the BARCONA might have been aver ted .  

The Sa fe ty  Board has addressed t h e  need f o r  emergency towl ine  r e l e a s e  
mechanisms in  previous acc ident  r e p o r t s .  In the Board’s r e p o r t  on t h e  
caps i z ing  and s inking  of  t h e  U.S. oceangoing tug EAGLE,’ t h e  Board descr ibed 
the Canadian Government’s requirement t h a t  a l l  oceangoing towing vesse l s  
have an independent system f o r  quickly r e l e a s i n g  t h e  brake on a towing winch 
from the p i lo thouse ,  each conning s t a t i o n ,  and t h e  winch cont ro l  s t a t i o n .  
The U.S. has no s i m i l a r  requirement.  As a r e s u l t  of  i t s  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  
the s inking  of  t h e  EAGLE,  the Sa fe ty  Board recommended t h a t  the American 
Bureau of  Shipping ( A B S ) :  

M-84-43 

In conjuct ion w i t h  t h e  U.S. Coast Guard, develop 
s tandards  f o r  towing systems on a l l  ocean towing v e s s e l s ,  
inc luding  a means used t o  lead  and r e s t r a i n  t h e  towing 
hawser over  t h e  s t e r n  of  the vessel and the means f o r  
r e l e a s i n g  t h e  brake on towing winches remotely from t h e  
p i lo thouse  and each s t e e r i n g  s t a t i o n ,  and p u b l i s h  t h e s e  
s tandards  a s  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  r u l e s .  

In a response dated Augus t  2 ,  1990, ABS informed t h e  Sa fe ty  Board t h a t  i t  had 
developed rules f o r  towing vesse l s  and t h a t :  

In our r u l e s  f o r  towing v e s s e l s ,  qu ick - re l ease  devices  
were proposed and approved a s  opt iona l  requirements ... 
These r u l e s  became e f f e c t i v e  in  May 1990. 

The open doorways on t h e  BARCONA provided extremely l a r g e  openings 
through which rap id  downflooding occurred.  As soon as  the lower po r t ions  of 
the doorways were submerged, a massive q u a n t i t y  of  s ea  water  flooded the  
vessel. Consequently, i t  was a mat te r  of  seconds before  the tug  l o s t  a l l  
r e se rve  buoyancy and sank. 

Although secur ing  t h e  main deck doors might not have a l t e r e d  the outcome 
of this acc iden t ,  t h e  Safe ty  Board be l ieves  t h a t  i t  was gene ra l ly  an unsafe 
p r a c t i c e  f o r  t h e  BARCONA t o  have departed from the pro tec ted  waters  o f  Long 
Beach Harbor and en tered  the re1 a t i v e l y  unprotected waters  o f  San Pedro 
Channel w i t h  t h e s e  doors  open. Prudent seamanship requi red  t h a t  the doors  be 
secured a s  soon a s  t h e  tug  c l ea red  the harbor and t h a t  they  only be opened 
when a crewman needed t o  pass through. This i s  e s p e c i a l l y  true a t  n i g h t ,  
when crewmen a r e  a s l eep  and no one i s  moving about the vesse l .  Conventional 
t ugs ,  such a s  t h e  BARCONA, have very l i t t l e  freeboard’ amidships, and t h e  
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main deck doors  a r e  loca ted  f a i r l y  c l o s e  t o  t h e  wa te r l ine .  In addi t ion  t o  
being vulnerable  t o  being t r ipped  o r  t o  being overridden by their tows, t u g s ,  
l i k e  o t h e r  v e s s e l s ,  a r e  sub jec t  t o  c o l l i s i o n s  and groundings. Any of t hese  
acc idents  can result in  rap id  f looding  of  the vessel i f  the main deck doors  
a r e  open. Conventional t ugs  have l a r g e  engineroom spaces which, i f  f looded,  
w i l l  cause t h e  vessel t o  sink r ap id ly .  

The master and the engineer  from the BARCONA survived this  acc iden t ,  but 
the deckhand d id  not .  The deckhand had expressed t o  t h e  master t h a t  he 
intended t o  go t o  t h e  engineroom, apparent ly  t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  the cause o f  t h e  
tug’s  d i f f i c u l t i e s .  The master overruled the deckhand but s t i l l  sent him 
below t o  awaken the s leeping  engineer .  If the BARCONA’s accommodation spac.es 
had been o u t f i t t e d  w i t h  a general  alarm system operable  from t h e  p i lo thouse ,  
t h e  engineer  could have been awakened without having t o  send someone below, 
and t h e  deckhand would have had a g r e a t e r  chance of  escaping from t h e  vessel 
when i t  sank. The deckhand was a good swimmer and was r epor t ed ly  i n  good 
hea l th  a t  t h e  time of  the acc ident .  I f  he had been ab le  t o  reach t h e  su r face  
when t h e  t u g  sank, t h e r e  i s  no reason t o  be l i eve  t h a t  he would not  have been 
ab le  t o  swim t o  t h e  barge with t h e  master and the engineer .  

Therefore ,  t h e  National Transportat ion Sa fe ty  Board recommends t h a t  t h e  
Connolly P a c i f i c  Company: 

I n s t a l l  on a l l  company t u g s  an emergency towline r e l e a s e  
mechanism t h a t  can be operated from t h e  p i lo thouse .  
(Class  11, P r i o r i t y  Action) (M-90-70) 

Require t h a t  a l l  main deck doors be kept  c losed while 
company t u g s  a re  under way a t  sea .  (Class  11, P r i o r i t y  
Action) (M- 90- 7 1) 

I n s t a l l  gene ra l  alarm systems operable  from t h e  
p i lo thouse  i n  t h e  accommodation spaces on a l l  company 
tugs .  (Class  11, P r i o r i t y  Action) (M-90-72) 

A1 so, t h e  Sa fe ty  Board issued Safe ty  Recommendations M-90-67 through -69 
t o  U.S .  Navy; M-90-73 through -75 t o  t h e  American Waterways Operators ;  and 
M-90-76 and -77 t o  t h e  U.S. Coast Guard. 

The National Transpor ta t ion  Safe ty  Board i s  an independent Federal 
agency w i t h  t h e  s t a t u t o r y  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  “ t o  promote t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  s a f e t y  by 
conducting independent acc ident  i nves t iga t ions  and by formulat ing s a f e t y  
improvement recommendations” (Publ ic  Law 93-633). The Sa fe ty  Board i s  
v i t a l l y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  any a c t i o n  t a k e n  a s  a resul t  o f  i t s  
s a f e t y  recommendations. Therefore ,  i t  would apprec i a t e  a response from you 
regarding ac t ion  taken o r  contemplated w i t h  r e spec t  t o  t h e  recommendations in  
this l e t t e r .  Please r e f e r  t o  Safe ty  Recommendations M-90-70 through -72 i n  
your r ep ly .  
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KOLSTAO, Chairman, COUGHLIN, Vice Chairman, and LAUBER, BURNETT, and ( 
HART, Members, concurred in these recommendations. 

James L. Kolstad 
Chairman 


