
National Transportation Safety Board 
Wushington, D C 20.594 

Safety Recommendation 

Date: JUN f 4 1996 
In Reply Refer TO: M-96-10 

Mr. George D. Miller, President 
National Fire Protection Association 
1 Batterymarch Park 
Quincy, Massachusetts 02269-9101 

About 0200 on May 27, 1995, the IJS. fish processing vessel ALASKA SPIRIT caught fire 
and burned while moored alongside a dock at the Seward Marine Industrial Center, Seward, 
Alaska Firefighters extinguished the fire at 1100. The master of the vessel died, and damage to the 
vessel was estimated at $3 million.’ The National Transportation Safety Board determined that the 
probable cause of the fire aboard the ALASKA SPIRIT was the failure of The Fishing Company of 
Alaska, Incorporated, to address the inadequate fire safety conditions and practices on the vessel. 
Contributing to the severity of the damage and the loss of life was the lack of fire safety standards 
for commercial fishing industry vessels. 

The Safety Board’s investigation indicated that the fire on the ALASKA SPIRIT ignited in 
the room of the vessel’s assistant fish master, probably from overheating of a “cook pot” device that 
was left in the room when it was vacated several days earlier. The highly combustible construction 
of the vessel allowed the fire to grow and spread rapidly after ignition. 

The poor sbvctural fire protection of the ALASKA SPIRIT made it difficult to extinguish 
the fire until much of the combustible fuel had been consumed. The fuel load was very lugh in the 
small rooms of the vessel because of their wood construction and the volume of bedding, clothing, 
and wood furniture they contained. All of the partition bulkheads were constructed of wood with a 
vinyl veneer that had a National Fire Protection Association (WPA) Class C flame spread rating. 
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polystyrene insulation were installed behind the wooden bulkheads and overhead. These 
combustible materials all contributed to fuel a rapidly spreading fire. 

The ALASKA SPIRIT would not have met the requirements of the U.S. Coast Guard 
striictural fire protection regulations for cargo and n~iscellaneois vessels or the NFPA shoreside 
Life Safety Code. The Coast Guard established cargo and miscellaneous vessel s t ruc t id  fire 
regulations and later developed the voluntary guidelines for fishing industry vessels in the 
Navigation and Vessel Inspection Circular (”IC) 5-86 (which refers to the cargo and 
miscellaneous vessel regulations (46 Code of Federal Regulations Subchapter I) for-structural fire 
protection). Most of these regulations and guidelines were not incorporated into commercial fishing 
industry vessel regulations. Had structural fire protection guidelines been adopted into the 
regulations for fishing industry vessels, however, the owner of the ALASKA SPWT would still 
not have been required to implement them. The ALASKA SPIRIT was exempted from the 
regulations because: (1) it carried 49 or fewer persons, and (2) it had been opemting as a fishing 
industry vessel before the effective date of the regulations. 

Current Coast Guard regulations for new vessels carrying more than 16 persons require that 
vessels “minimize fire hazards insofar as is reasonable and practicable” and that “insulation be 
noncombustible.” Except for NVIC 5-86, there is no other national standard for fishing industry 
vessels. This accident highlights the need to establish structural fue protection regulations for 
fishing industry vessels that cany niore than 16 persons. 

Following its 1994 investigation of the fire in the cargo spaces on the fish processing vessel 
ALL ALASKAN: the Safety Board recommended that the NFPA: 

M-95-25 

Establish, in cooperation with the U S .  Coast Guard, a national marine safety 
standard on the safe use of rigid polyurethane foam and other organic combustible 
material insulations on vessels. 

The NFPA replied that it is working with the Coast Guard to develop such a standard to 
address tire protection and life safety aboard merchant vessels. The new standard will be designated 
NFPA 301. Pending the publication of NFPA 301, the Safety Board classified the recommendation 
“Open Acceptable Response” on October 26, 1995. 

Seeking changes to regulations takes time. In the interests of safety, the Coast Guard could, 
in the interim, develop a national marine fire safety standard with the NFPA. A national marine fix 
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standards, would improve the level of fire safety on commercial fishing industry vessels by 
reducing the amount of highly combustible materials in vessel living spaces and corridors. 

Combustible construction was not the only factor in the ALASKA SPIRIT accident. 
Because heat rather than smoke detectors were used on the ALASKA SPIRIT, the crew was not 
provided with suffcient early warning of the fire, which led to the death of the master and allowed 
tlie fire to go out of control. An operating smoke detector in the rooms, and especially in the room 
of origin, would have given warning of the fire while it was still in the smoldering stage. 
Smoldering fires can produce smoke without significantly increasing room temperature. 

Smoke-actuated firedetecting units or independent modular smoke detectors Oousehold 
type), however, are only required in the accommodation spaces of those commercial fishing 
industry vessels built or converted after September 15, 1991, that carry more than 16 persons. The 
minimal cost of these household-type battery-operated smoke detectors, and their ease of 
installation, strongly suggests the use of this safety device on existing vessels. 

By the time the fire was discovered, it was well established and beyond the crew's 
capability to contain it. The regulations for new fishing industry vessels that are 36 feet and over in 
length that carry more than 16 persons require a power-driven fire pump and fire main system, but 
no fire suppression system in the accommodation area. The ALASKA SPIRIT had a power-driven 
pump and fire main system, which were not required by the regulations for this existing fishing 
vessel, but did not have a sprinkler system. To provide effective fire protection to the crew and the 
vessel, fire suppression equipment should be part of the power-driven fire pump and fire main 
system. 

nie Coast Guard should consider requiring automatic fie-extinguishing sprinkler systems 
on fish processing vessels with accommodations that are not of noncombustible construction. Such 
vessels often carry large numbers of people not trained as firefighters. They also operate in areas 
remote from professional firefighting assistance, in weather and sea. conditions that could prevent 
help from being rendered even if available. SpriinMers also reduce the dependency on vessel 
personnel for responding to and extinguishing a fire, which is especially important when a reduced 
crew is staffing the vessel. In the case of the ALASKA SPIRIT accident, an installed sprinkler 
(suppression) system would probably have extinguished the fire in its early stages of development, 
impeded the spread of fire in the accommodation spaces, and possibly prevented the loss of life. 

The ALASKA SPIRIT investigation bas shown that fire safety standards for commercial 
fislling industry vessels are inadequate. In particular, it highlighted deficiencies in the areas of 
shuctural fire protection, fire detection systems, and fire suppression systems. The development 
and use of a national marine fire safety standard for commercial fishing industry vessels that 
includes structural fire protection standards and fire detection and suppression systems would 
improve the level of fire safety on board these vessels. 
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Therefore, the National Transportation Safety Board issues the following safety 
recommendation to the National Fire Protection Association: 

Develop, in cooperation with the U S .  Coast Guard, a national marine fire safety 
standard for commercial fishing industry vessels, which should include structural 
fire protection standards and fire detection and suppression systems in 
accommodation areas. (Class 11, Priority Action) (M-96-10) 

The Safety Board also issued Safety- Reconunendations M-96-1 through -3  to the US.  
Coast Guard, M-96-4 though -8 to The Fishing Conipany of Alaska, Incorporated, and M-96-9 to 
the Commercial Fishing Industry Vessel Safety Advisory Committee. 

The National Transportation Safety Board is an independent Federal agency with the 
statutory responsibility “to promote transportation safety by conducting independent accident 
investigations and by formulating safety improvement recommendations” (Public L.aw 93-633). 
The Safety Board is interested in any action taken as a result of its safety recommendations. 
Therefore, it would appreciate a response from you regarding action taken or contemplated with 
respect to the iecoinmendation in this letter. Please refer to Safety Recommendation M-96-10. If 
you need additional information, you may call (202) 382-0675. 

Chairman I-IALL, Vice Chairman FRANCIS, and Members HAMMERSCHMIDT, 
GOGLIA, and BLACK concurred in this recommendation. 


