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FOREWORD
FOREWORD

The investigation into the sinking of the Bahamian tanker Prestige was conducted
under the provisions of the Bahamas Merchant Shipping Act.
The Bahamas Maritime Authority investigates incidents at sea for the purpose of
discovering lessons which may be learned with a view to preventing any repetition. It
is not the purpose of the investigation to establish liability or to apportion blame,
except in so far as it emerges as part of the process of investigating the incident.
It should be noted that section 170(2) of the Merchant Shipping Act requires officers
of a ship involved in an accident to answer an Inspector’s questions fully and
truthfully. If the contents of a report were subsequently submitted as evidence in court
proceedings relating to an accident this would offend the principle that a person
cannot be required to give evidence against himself. The Bahamas Maritime
Authority makes this report available to interested parties on the strict understanding
that it will not be used as evidence in any court proceedings anywhere in the world.
A number of tentative conclusions have been reached based on the best available
information at the time of publishing this report. If, subsequent to publication, further
relevant information is received which justifies modifying those conclusions, a
supplement to this report may be produced.
A draft of this report was circulated to interested parties asking for comments. A
number of recipients responded with helpful corrections to factual statements, views
and opinions on the contents of the report and drawing attention to additional sources
of information considered to be relevant to the inquiry. All comments were given full
consideration and, where appropriate, amendments have been incorporated into the
report.
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GLOSSARY OF ABBREVIATIONS

GLOSSARY OFABBREVIATIONS:
ABS

- AMERICAN BUREAU OF SHIPPING

BMA

- BAHAMAS MARITIME AUTHORITY

BEAmer

- BUREAU D’ENQUETES ACCIDENTS MER (FRENCH SHIPPING
ACCIDENT INVESTIGATION BUREAU)

BV

- BUREAU VERITAS

CBT

- CLEAN BALLAST TANK

COW

- CRUDE OIL WASHING

EEZ

- EXCLUSIVE ECONOMIC ZONE

EPIRB

- EMERGENCY POSITION-INDICATING RADIO BEACON

ESP

- ENHANCED SURVEY PROGRAMME

GMDSS

- GLOBAL MARITIME DISTRESS AND SAFETY SYSTEM

GPS

- GLOBAL POSITIONING SYSTEM

IACS

- INTERNATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF CLASSIFICATION SOCIETIES

INMARSAT C

- INTERNATIONAL MARITIME SATELLITE - SYSTEM C

INTERTANKO

- INTERNATIONAL TANKER OWNERS ASSOCIATION

UR Z10.1

- IACS UNIFIED REQUIREMENT Z10.1

IOPP CERTIFICATE

- INTERNATIONAL OIL POLLUTION PREVENTION CERTIFICATE

IMO

- INTERNATIONAL MARITIME ORGANIZATION

ISM

- INTERNATIONAL SAFETY MANAGEMENT CODE (SOLAS
CHAPTER IX)

MARPOL

- INTERNATIONAL CONVENTION FOR THE PREVENTION OF
POLLUTION FROM SHIPS 1973 AS MODIFIED BY THE PROTOCOL
OF 1978

MF/HF DSC

- MEDIUM FREQUENCY/HIGH FREQUENCY DIGITAL SELECTIVE
CALLING

MMSI

- MARITIME MOBILE SERVICE IDENTITY NUMBER

MRCC

- MARINE RESCUE COORDINATION CENTRE

MRSC

- MARINE RESCUE COORDINATION SUB-CENTRES

RPM

- REVOLUTIONS PER MINUTE

SASEMAR

- SOCIEDAD DE SALVAMENTO Y SEGURIDAD MARITIMA
(SPANISH MARITIME SEARCH AND RESCUE SERVICE)

SAR

- SEARCH AND RESCUE

SIRE

- SHIP INSPECTION REPORT (FOR OIL COMPANIES
INTERNATIONAL MARINE FORUM)

SOLAS

- INTERNATIONAL CONVENTION FOR THE SAFETY OF LIFE AT
SEA 1974 AS AMENDED

S-N Curves

- STRESS-NUMBER OF CYCLES CURVES
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STCW

- STANDARDS OF TRAINING CERTIFICATION AND
WATCHKEEPING CONVENTION 1978 AS AMENDED

STS

- SHIP TO SHIP TRANSFER

TSS

- TRAFFIC SEPARATION SCHEME

UNCLOS

- UNITED NATIONS CONVENTION ON THE LAW OF THE SEA

UTC

- UNIVERSAL TIME COORDINATES

VHF

- VERY HIGH FREQUENCY
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
1.1
The 26 year old Bahamian registered tanker Prestige (Details of which are
provided in Appendix A) broke in two and sank on Tuesday 19th November 2002 with
a large amount of her original cargo of 76,972 tonnes of fuel oil still on board. The
ship was some 130 miles off the North West coast of Spain at the time.
1.2
The ship had sailed from Ventspils in Latvia on 31 October 2002, bound to
Gibraltar for orders, having loaded cargo at both St. Petersburg and Ventspils.
Although the weather had deteriorated after entering the Bay of Biscay and the ship
had slowed because of the rough seas and heavy swell, the voyage was uneventful
until the afternoon of 13 November, when the ship was in the Traffic Separation
Scheme off Cape Finisterre, Spain
1.3
At around 1500 on 13 November, the ship was struck by a large wave. A loud
bang was heard and the ship rapidly developed a 20o list to starboard. A number of
Butterworth covers became displaced from the starboard tanks as the ship heeled,
spray was seen to be coming from the resulting openings in 3 Starboard wing tank,
which had been empty, and cargo oil was seen to be coming from the Butterworth
openings in other starboard wing tanks.
1.4
It is likely that the initial failure was in the side structure of 3 Starboard wing
tank, followed by a failure in 2 Starboard after wing tank, probably in the bulkhead
between the two tanks. There may possibly have been some damage to one of the
cargo tanks adjoining 3 Starboard wing tank. The Master ordered 2 Port after wing
tank and 3 Port wing tank to be flooded by gravity to correct the list which was slowly
reduced to less than 5o by 2200.
1.5
All of the crew, apart from the Master, Chief Officer and Chief Engineer, were
evacuated at about 1800 by two helicopters based in Spain. Despite the best efforts of
the three remaining crew it was not possible to establish connection to a tug until
about 0900 on 14th November after additional personnel had been placed on board.
1.6
The Master asked to be taken to a Place of Refuge but the Spanish authorities
ordered the ship to be towed in a NW’ly direction away from the coast. On the
morning of the 14 November a Spanish surveyor boarded together with some
additional engine room crew to start the main engine. After some repairs this was
done, although the Master explained that the vibration of the engine may cause further
damage to the hull. The Master initially opposed the starting of the main engine but
complied with the order of the surveyor.
1.7
A salvage team was engaged and requested permission from the Spanish
authorities to take the ship to a Place of Refuge, but the request was denied. The
salvage team boarded at about 0300 on 15th November and the Salvage Master made a
further request to be allowed to take the ship to a Place of Refuge. This was refused
and the team was told to take the ship 120 miles off the coast in accordance with an
undertaking signed by the team before being allowed out to the ship. The ship was
towed in a south westerly direction to try to find calmer waters but was not allowed to
enter the Portuguese EEZ. The damage to the hull became progressively worse and
eventually the ship broke in two. As the salvage team boarded the Master stopped the
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main engine as further plating broke away from the starboard side.
1.8
A large amount of oil was released when the cargo tanks eventually breached
on the morning of the 15th and subsequently until the ship sank. Further leakage from
the wreck occurred after the sinking. Much of the oil polluted the Spanish coastline
and, later, stretches of the French coast.
1.9
The probable cause of the initial breach in the hull was a large wave revealing
a weakness in 3 Starboard wing tank. The weakness was probably one of, or more
likely a combination of two or more of the following: ship-to-ship transfer damage
sustained in St. Petersburg; fatigue; stresses due to large quantities of new metal being
attached to old steelwork; and/or corrosion.
1.10 A number of conclusions are drawn concerning: the initial actions taken on
board; the rescue of the crew; the salvage operation; the refusal of a place of refuge;
and the treatment of the master. In addition there is comment on the quality of the
surveys carried out and the management of the ship. The possible causes of the initial
structural failure are explored in some detail.
1.11 Finally a number of recommendations are made, relating to: the detecting of
defects and weaknesses during survey and after repairs; the reduction of any adverse
effects of repairs; current strength requirements for deck opening securing
arrangements; the need for clear lines of authority during an emergency; the authority
of a master during an incident; and places of refuge.

12

The Bahamas Maritime Authority

Narrative

Prestige Report

2. NARRATIVE
2. NARRATIVE
Note: The times used in this report refer to ship’s time unless otherwise indicated. Ship’s time was 1
hour ahead of UTC.

2.1

Introduction

Prior to its final voyage, the Prestige was in St Petersburg from 22 June 2002 to 30
October 2002, acting as a storage and transfer facility, loading and discharging fuel oil
(Details of the storage period and the trading history from 1996 to 2002 are provided
in Appendix D).
2.2

The voyage from St Petersburg and Ventspils

2.2.1 On completion of the storage operations at St Petersburg, the Prestige was
ordered to load a cargo for a destination to be disclosed on passing Gibraltar. It is
common practice in the tanker trades to be ordered to proceed to an intermediate point
in the voyage at which a final destination will be given; this is because cargoes are
frequently traded during the voyage. Gibraltar is a point frequently used. A part cargo
of FOM100 fuel oil was loaded in all cargo tanks, which were part filled. No cargo
was loaded in 2 Port and Starboard after wing tanks or in 3 Port and Starboard wing
tanks. When loading was completed, on the evening of 31 October 2002, the ship
sailed for Ventspils in Latvia. (A chart showing the voyage from St Petersburg to the
position of the initial incident is at figure 1)
2.2.2 At Ventspils further fuel oil cargo was loaded. Loading was completed on 5
November at 0320 (UTC +2) and the ship departed at 1430 (UTC+2) on the same day
for Gibraltar for orders via Kerteminde.
2.2.3 Leaving Ventspils the ship had on board a cargo of 76,972 tonnes of fuel oil.
The draft was 13.54m forward and 13.86m aft. The maximum shear force and
longitudinal bending moment on the hull in the departure condition were 62% and
56% respectively of the maximum permissible values (Details of the loading
conditions of the ship are provided in Appendix H).
2.2.4 A pilot boarded at 2154 on 6 November for the passage through the Great
Belt. During the passage, the ship called at Kerteminde, taking 1,000 tonnes of
bunkers. The drafts on departure were 13.52 m forward and 13.80 m aft. The apparent
anomaly of the draft being less than sailing from Ventspils is due the variation in
salinity between the two places. The maximum shear force and bending moment on
the hull were 59% and 51% of the maximum permissible values for the ship.
2.2.5 The pilot disembarked at Grensa Pilot Station at 0115 on 8 November.
Weather experienced during the passage to and through the Kattegat was moderate,
the most extreme winds and sea experienced being on the evening of 6 November
when winds were recorded as Force 6/7 for a brief period.
2.2.6

After disembarking the pilot, the bridge and engine room manning reverted to
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normal seagoing watches. The three deck officers each performed 4 hour watches.
The engine room watches were manned by an engineer officer and an oiler. The
remaining engine room crew worked day work.
2.2.7 The voyage through the North Sea and the English Channel was without
incident, passing through the Dover Strait on 10 November and reaching the Ushant
Traffic Separation Scheme (TSS) on the afternoon of 11 November. Winds were from
the West Force 6 to 7 throughout, but increased to Force 8 by 1600 on 11 November
on entering the Bay of Biscay. Until this time, the main engine was run at 94 rpm,
giving a speed of around 12 knots. The ship proceeded on a course of 209° with winds
constantly recorded as Force 8. The ship was rolling, heavily at times, and shipping
seas on deck. The ship was steered manually on entering the Bay of Biscay, and
automatic steering was not used thereafter.
2.2.8 By 1200 on 12 November the ship was in the centre of the Bay of Biscay. The
wind had reached West Force 9, and the ship was rolling heavily in the rough sea and
heavy swell. The Master made frequent visits to the bridge and, as the weather
deteriorated, he reduced the engine revolutions to 60 rpm.
2.2.9 At about 0800 on 13 November, approaching the Finisterre Traffic Separation
Scheme (TSS), the Prestige called Finisterre Traffic and reported her position, course,
speed and cargo and her destination as Gibraltar for orders. Finisterre Traffic accepted
this report.
2.2.10 The course of 209° was maintained until just before 0900 on 13 November
when it was altered to starboard to provide a lee for the Chief Officer, boatswain and
sailors to go on to the main deck to tighten lashings on some items of deck equipment,
thought to have moved in the severe weather. The work was completed within about
15 minutes and the course resumed.
2.2.11 The Prestige entered the Finisterre TSS at about 0900 on 13 November, still
on a course of 209°. The course was altered to 180o at 1100 at position latitude 43o
16.5’N longitude 9o 55.9’W. While on this course the ship was rolling heavily and
shipping seas on deck. The speed made good fell to about 4 to 5 knots between 1100
and 1500. There was a confused wave pattern with heavy seas and swell from
different directions (An analysis of the weather conditions is provided in Appendix
K).
2.3

The initial incident

2.3.1 Around 1500 the Second Officer was on watch and a quartermaster was
steering the ship, the Master and Chief Engineer were also on the bridge. At 1510 the
ship was struck by a large wave and a loud bang was heard. The ship shuddered as she
rolled to starboard and Butterworth covers were displaced from several tanks. Spray
was sighted emerging from the Butterworth openings on 3 Starboard wing tank, which
had been empty. The ship immediately began to list to starboard, reaching an angle of
about 10o within about two minutes and increasing to around 20o by 1520 (A
photograph taken on 13 November showing the initial list is at Figure 2). The main
engine and boiler stopped and the ship continued to roll heavily.

14

The Bahamas Maritime Authority

Narrative

Prestige Report

November 13 2002 – Initial list

Figure 2

November 19 2002 – The final breaking up

Figure 2
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2.3.2 The cargo hose rail and manifold drip tray on the starboard side of the ship
were seen to be damaged; a little while later it was discovered that the starboard
lifeboat had been destroyed and one inflatable liferaft had been lost overboard. The
starboard side of the deck was awash, and some oil had escaped through the displaced
Butterworth covers of some cargo tanks and was washing around the decks and over
the superstructure. Some oil was washed into the sea causing some local pollution
around the ship.
2.3.3 On the orders of the Master, the Second Officer immediately sounded the
General Alarm and activated the EPIRB mounted on the starboard side of the bridge.
He then transmitted a distress message by VHF radio and INMARSAT C.
2.3.4 The crew responded immediately to the General Alarm and mustered on the
port side of the boat deck. The Third Engineer, who had been on watch in the engine
room, left the engine control room and went to his muster station on hearing the
General Alarm. He met the Chief Engineer on deck, and they, together with the
Second Engineer, Electrician and four engine room ratings, returned to the engine
room. The fuel supply was changed from heavy oil to diesel. The main engine was
restarted at the third attempt and it continued to run at Dead Slow Ahead speed of
about 50 rpm for a short time. The engine room crew then returned to their muster
stations on deck. No attempt was made to restart the boiler as it was likely to cut out
again due to the list. The boiler supplied steam for the windlass, mooring winches and
cargo pumps.
2.3.5 At around 1545, the Master ordered 2 Port after wing tank and 3 Port wing
tank to be filled to reduce the list. The Pumpman went to the pump room to open the
sea valves, and the Chief Officer and a sailor opened the tank valves using the valve
controls on the port side of the deck. These tanks were then filled by gravity, slowly
reducing the list. By 2200 on the same day the list had reduced to about 5°, though the
ship was still rolling. The starboard side of the deck was washed continuously by
waves breaking over the deck. The escape of oil through the open Butterworth
openings diminished as the list reduced.
2.4

Rescue of crew

2.4.1 The distress message transmitted from the Prestige was received both by
Coruna Radio and Finisterre Traffic. Coruna Radio contacted the Prestige to confirm
that the distress was genuine and obtain the ship’s exact position, before broadcasting
a Mayday relay message to all ships. Finisterre Traffic contacted the ship Walili, then
about three miles astern of the Prestige. Walili confirmed that she would proceed
towards the Prestige (A transcript of VHF calls to and from the Prestige is at
Appendix I).
2.4.2 It is understood a request was made by the MRCC for the helicopter Helimer
Galicia, owned and operated by SASEMAR (the Spanish maritime search and rescue
service) and based at La Coruna, to be mobilised to assist with rescue operations. This
request was timed at 1520 in the MRCC Log. After some difficulty in making
telephone contact, a request was also made to the Xunta de Galicia Salvage Service
for their helicopters Pesca I and II to be made available. The tug Ria de Vigo, which is
understood to have been on charter to SASEMAR, was tasked to proceed to the
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assistance of the Prestige. This entry was timed at 1534 in the MRCC record of events
(Appendix I). The position of Ria de Vigo at that time was 23 miles SE of the
Prestige.
2.4.3 Around 1552, the Prestige called Finisterre Traffic and asked for information
on the rescue. The number of persons on board was confirmed to be 27 and the
Prestige was advised that one ship and a helicopter were on the way to give
assistance. The ship Walili arrived on scene at 1600. She then stood by the Prestige as
requested by Finisterre Traffic. Walili confirmed to Finisterre Traffic that the
pollution astern of the Prestige was slight.
2.4.4 The Master of the Prestige contacted Universe Maritime, managers of the ship,
in Piraeus by INMARSAT telephone at 1650. He spoke to the Operations Manager to
advise him of the situation. After discussing the situation with the Master, the
Operations Manager immediately activated the Universe Maritime’s Emergency
Response Plan, and began to look for suitable salvage and towage assistance. He also
appointed an agent at La Coruna to look after the ship’s interests in Spain and to liaise
with the Spanish authorities.
2.4.5 The helicopter Pesca 1 arrived at the Prestige at 1700, lifted off seven of the
crew, then proceeded to Vigo Airport. The helicopter Helimer Galicia arrived at the
Prestige around 1730 and began lifting off the remaining crew. Some difficulty was
experienced by the crew in taking hold of the line from the helicopter due to the
weather conditions (WNW Force 9) and the motion of the Prestige. By 1805 a further
seventeen of the crew had been lifted off. The Master, Chief Engineer and Chief
Officer remained on the Prestige. Helimer Galicia contacted the MRCC and advised
that the three crew members were remaining on board. This was confirmed to
Finisterre Traffic by the Master at 1815. Helimer Galicia took the seventeen crew
members to La Coruna.
2.4.6 When the crew had been evacuated, the Chief Engineer went to the engine
room and found the generator still running. He transferred fuel to the day tank and
stopped non-essential pumps to reduce the load on the generator and conserve power.
2.4.7 During the call at 1815, the operator at Finisterre Traffic advised the Master
that he was obliged to accept a towline from Ria de Vigo because the ship was
drifting towards the coast. The Master advised Finisterre Traffic that his owners
would arrange towage, and that he would have to contact them. Finisterre Traffic
agreed he should do so. In the same call, the Master advised that some crew from the
tug would be required on board the Prestige because there were insufficient crew
aboard to secure a towline. At the time of this call Ria de Vigo was about 2.5 miles
south-east of the Prestige.
2.5

Towage

2.5.1 On the afternoon of 13 November 2002 the tug Ria de Vigo was cruising
about 10 miles southwest of Cape Finisterre. Some time after 1600 she began to move
in a westerly direction and approached the Prestige from an ESE’ly direction. Ria de
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Vigo arrived in the vicinity of the Prestige around 1830 on 13 November, but did not
remain in close proximity. The Masters of the Prestige and Ria de Vigo were in VHF
radio contact. Radar plots from the Finisterre Traffic System indicated that Ria de
Vigo was 4.4 miles south-east of the Prestige at 1800 and 3.3miles WNW of the
Prestige at 1900. No offer to provide towage of the Prestige was made at this time. (A
plot of the Prestige’s movements after the initial incident is provided at figure 3)
2.5.2 The Operations Manager of Universe Maritime telephoned the Master of the
Prestige at about 1920 and advised him that a salvage agreement was about to be
completed. The offer of salvage services was made by facsimile at 1941, and
immediately accepted by telephone, with facsimile confirmation to the Salvors
following within minutes. The offer stated that Tecnosub would act as co-Salvors with
Smit Salvage and that Remolcanosa would provide tugs under an existing agreement.
The offer also stated that the Master of the Remolcanosa tug Ria de Vigo had been
instructed by his owners to make fast to the Prestige. The Operations Manager of
Universe Maritime then tried to telephone the Master of the Prestige through
INMARSAT, but could not make contact at that time. He then sent a message by email instructing the Master to take a tow from Ria de Vigo. He also asked him to
make telephone contact with the ship’s managers in the same message.
2.5.3 Smit Salvage sent a facsimile to Universe Maritime at 1949 requesting that
they instruct the Master of the Prestige to accept a tow from Ria de Vigo. The
Operations Manager sent a further e-mail to the Master of the Prestige at 2032 and
shortly after that he was able to speak to him by telephone. The Master explained that
he had been engaged on deck earlier and confirmed that he would make fast to Ria de
Vigo.
2.5.4 The Master of the Prestige called Finisterre Traffic at 2101 and confirmed that
a salvage agreement had been concluded and that he was ready to accept a towline.
He again advised that some assistance would be required on board the Prestige to
make the towline fast as there were only three crew members on board. The operator
acknowledged this request and suggested the Master should contact the tug Ria de
Vigo. After making this call, the Master, Chief Engineer and Chief Officer made their
way forward along the access structure to the forecastle. The ship, listed slightly to
starboard, was rolling heavily with seas breaking over the deck. The plating of the
access structure, which was on the starboard side of the deck, was covered in a film of
oil in places, and some plates were missing, having been washed away by the waves
breaking on deck. As a result of these conditions, it took 20 minutes for the Master,
Chief Engineer and Chief Officer to reach the forecastle. The deck lights were
switched on, but no steam was available to operate the mooring winches.
2.5.5 The tug Ria de Vigo approached and an attempt to connect a towline began at
about 2130 on 13 November. A heaving line was sent over from Ria de Vigo by
rocket and secured on board the Prestige. A messenger line was then attached to the
heaving line on the tug, and hauled on board the Prestige by hand. It was passed
through a fairlead, round a set of bitts, and back out through another fairlead, so that it
could be heaved back on board the tug by means of the heaving line. Once secured on
the tug, the messenger was to be used to heave a towline to the Prestige.
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2.5.6 Seven attempts were made to connect a towline between around 2130 on 13
November and 0600 on the 14 November. At each attempt either the messenger or
heaving line parted. Helicopters remained on standby throughout this operation and
would have been available had it been necessary to evacuate the remaining personnel
from the Prestige.
2.5.7 Finisterre Traffic contacted the Prestige on VHF at about 0041 and asked why
the emergency towing gear could not be used. The Master explained that it was
situated on the poop, and that it would be too dangerous for men to work in this area
in the prevailing conditions, with the ship listed and rolling heavily, decks covered in
a film of oil, and seas breaking over the deck. Video footage taken by one of the
rescue helicopters when taking off crew members from port side of the poop some six
hours earlier shows less severe conditions than were originally indicated. At that time
deployment of the aft towing gear looks as if it may have been possible. Such
deployment at an early stage in the incident would undoubtedly have made the
operation to connect the tow easier and connection may have been achievable earlier.
However, the situation would have been more difficult when the tug was available as
it was then dark and there were only three crew members on board. Given the long
experience of the Master his decision not to attempt to deploy the after towing gear
has to be respected. The forward emergency towing gear consisted of single point
mooring stoppers for securing towing pennants. These required the use of steam
powered winches that were not available thus making any operation to connect a tow
using this equipment very difficult.
2.5.8 The tug Ibaizabal Uno was ordered by Finisterre MRCC (CZCS Finisterre) to
proceed from La Coruna to the casualty scene at 1600 on 13 November, and arrived in
the vicinity of the Prestige around 0130 on 14 November. Sometime later, two crew
members from the tug Ibaizabal Uno were transferred to the Prestige by helicopter to
assist in securing the towline. The time of their arrival on board the Prestige is
uncertain.
2.5.9 Four further personnel were landed on the Prestige at about 0800 on 14
November, but Ria de Vigo still could not be successfully connected. The tugs
Charuca Silviera, Sertosa 32 and Ibaizabal Uno had arrived on scene earlier, and a
650 metre towline was successfully connected to Charuca Silviera at 0850 on 14
November. At around 0920, Charuca Silviera started towing the Prestige in a NNW’ly
direction at a speed of around 2 knots; the towline parted about 0945. The tug Sertosa
32 made fast at about 1000; towing then continued in a NW’ly direction. The wind
gradually decreased during the morning of 14 November, falling to about 10 knots by
midday. The sea fell to around 1 m or less. There was a persistent swell, with a
significant wave height over 4 m high and a period of 11 to 12 seconds, from the
WNW. The total significant wave height was between 4 and 5 m throughout 14
November in the vicinity of the Prestige (See weather analysis report at Appendix K)
2.5.10 At about 1050 on 14 November, the Second Engineer, Third Engineer,
Electrician, an Oiler and the Pumpman returned to the ship by helicopter. They were
accompanied by a surveyor from the La Coruna Harbour Master’s Office. The
surveyor instructed the Master to start the main engine immediately. No authorization
to take control of the ship was given to the Master by the surveyor. The Master was
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reluctant to start the main engine as he considered further damage to the hull might
result. However, he complied with the instruction and ordered the Chief Engineer to
start the main engine. The Chief Engineer, assisted by the crew who had returned to
the ship, then began the necessary preparations to make the engine ready for starting.
2.5.11 The surveyor accompanied the crew to the engine room. One generator was
running, and a second was required to provide sufficient power to start the main
engine. After changing a lubricating oil filter and bleeding the fuel line of air, a
second generator was started and run up to speed. After a few minutes, when the
running speed had been attained, the generators were synchronised and power fed to
the main switchboard. Sufficient power was then available to start the main engine.
2.5.12 There is conflicting evidence surrounding the actions of the surveyor during
the operation to start the main engine. When giving evidence to The Bahamas’
investigators, some months after the event, the surveyor stated that the ship’s crew,
especially the Chief Engineer, were unhelpful and, furthermore, the surveyor’s efforts
to get the main engine started were sabotaged on two occasions. However, the ship’s
engineering staff, maintain that the surveyor left the engine room shortly after the
second generator was put into service and before the main engine was restarted.
2.5.13 The ship’s staff maintain that a spare main engine cylinder cover had moved
from its stowage position as a result of the severe weather and heavy list. It was found
to be lying in contact with the main engine and to have damaged some fuel lines and
actuators for No 5 cylinder. The cover weighed around 400 kg and had to be moved
before work on the main engine could begin. The surveyor stated however that the
fuel lines were deliberately damaged by persons unknown to prevent the main engine
from being restarted. Given the prevailing situation, it is difficult to think of any
reason why someone should wish to sabotage attempts to restart the main engine.
However, the fuel pipes and fuel actuators were repaired, and the main engine fuel
and lubricating pumps started. Difficulties were experienced in attaining the necessary
lubricating oil pressure; these were resolved and the main engine made ready to start.
2.5.14 The main engine was started at about 1530. The Master requested that the
engine speed should not exceed its critical speed, as he feared the resultant vibration
might cause further damage to the hull. This was agreed by the Spanish surveyor, and
the engine run at around 55 rpm. The Third Engineer remained in the engine room
continuously while the main engine was running.
2.5.15 During the attempts to repair the main engine, technical advice was sought
from the Manager’s Emergency Response Team in Greece. This was of assistance in
completing the repairs speedily.
2.5.16 At around 1200 on 14 November the Prestige stopped drifting towards the
coast and Ria de Vigo made a 645 metre line fast. Ria de Vigo started towing the
Prestige on a heading of 330° at a speed of 2.5 knots. The second tug Sertosa 32 was
also connected forward and assisted with the towage, while the tugs Charuca Silviera
and Ibaizabal Uno remained in attendance.

The Bahamas Maritime Authority

23

Narrative

Prestige Report

2.5.17 During the investigation into the incident, the Spanish authorities were
adamant that at no time was the Master relieved of his command although they
accepted that their priority during the emergency was to move the Prestige away from
the coast as quickly as possible. However, the Master had no influence on the
direction of towage, this was decided by the MRCC. When giving evidence to
Bahamas’ investigators, the Spanish surveyor stated that his role was only to start the
main engine as quickly as possible and he was not involved in the decision to take the
ship away from the coast.
2.5.18 The position of the Prestige at 1419 on 14 November is recorded in the MRCC
log as latitude 43o 11.4’N longitude 9o 24.2’W, some 8.6 miles from Cabo Villano.
2.5.19 The Master of the Prestige was not in control of the tugs; they were being
directed from ashore. Realising the ship was being towed in a NW’ly direction, away
from the coast, and towards more severe weather in the Bay of Biscay, he asked the
Spanish surveyor for the Prestige to be taken to a place of refuge. This was refused.
The Master then suggested a course of 270°, but this was also refused. The Spanish
surveyor was lifted off the Prestige by the helicopter Helimer Galicia around 1800 on
14 November.
2.5.20 At 1803 on 14 November, the Master called Finisterre Traffic by VHF and
requested a change of course to 270°. The position of the Prestige was given as
latitude 43° 26.2’N longitude 9° 38.1’W. Finisterre Traffic insisted that the present
course and speed be maintained. The Master acknowledged this order, but reminded
Finisterre Traffic that this course would take the ship back into the Bay of Biscay.
2.5.21 Towage continued throughout the evening of 14 November, with the speed
increasing to about 6 knots after the main engine was started. An entry in the MRCC
log states that Ria de Vigo reported the position to be latitude 43° 45.6’N longitude 9°
56.5’W at 2256, with winds from the NW at 20 to 25 knots, and a swell of 2.5 m, also
from the NW. The Spanish frigate Cataluna was also in the vicinity ( Figure 4 shows
the Cataluna and the Prestige under tow being guarded). The speed of the Prestige
was reported to be 2.5 knots and 4.5 knots at 0206 and 0300 respectively on 15
November. The reasons for these variations in speed are not clear.
2.6

The Salvage Team

2.6.1 The Smit Salvage Master and his team arrived by air at La Coruna Airport at
1415 on 14 November, less than 24 hours after the initial incident, and were met by
their locally appointed agent. The Salvage Master immediately requested helicopter
transport to the casualty and this request was relayed by the agent to the MRCC. The
agent was advised that helicopter requests should be made in writing and
arrangements were made to submit the request by facsimile. At 1720 on 14 November
the Salvage Master was informed that helicopter transport was available. On arrival
at the airport at 1800 the Salvage Master received a telephone call from a government
official, who asked about the Salvor’s intentions. The Salvage Master replied that, as
the full extent of the damage to the Prestige was not known, his priority was to board
the ship to check her condition with a view to proceeding to a sheltered anchorage or
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perhaps Gibraltar for a ship to ship transfer of cargo. The government official
acknowledged the Salvage Master’s explanation and asked to be kept informed.
2.6.2 At 1810 the Salvage Master was informed by an official of La Coruna Harbour
Master’s office that that the Salvors were required to sign a written undertaking to
move the Prestige 120 miles from the Spanish coast, and that this must be done before
permission would be given for the helicopter flight to the ship. The Salvage Master
waited at the airport and met the Harbour Master of La Coruna at 1900. He was
presented with a letter of undertaking, which he signed as requested (Copies of the
undertaking and a translation are provided in Appendix J).
2.6.3 The salvage team waited at the airport and were advised at 1930 that efforts
were being made to find a more suitable helicopter. At 2115 the Salvage Master was
advised that the helicopter pilot had received instructions to take the salvage team to
the casualty and evacuate the remaining crew members. The Salvage Master
requested through the helicopter pilot that his instructions be amended to permit the
crew to remain on board the Prestige with the salvage team; this was agreed at 2130.
Within minutes of this authorisation being received the helicopter pilot received a
telephone call ordering him not to take the salvage crew to the Prestige. The salvage
team then left the airport. While waiting at the airport the Salvage Master had made
several requests to the Helicopter Control Tower for weather forecasts to be made
available to assess the risk of boarding the Prestige. None were provided.
2.6.4 At 0030 on 15 November, the Salvage Master was informed that authorisation
for the flight to the Prestige had been granted and at 0150 the salvage team left La
Coruna airport by helicopter. The helicopter arrived in the vicinity of the Prestige at
0250. After circling the ship the nine man salvage team were lowered onto the after
deck with their equipment. This operation was completed about 0340. The damage to
the Prestige could not be assessed from the helicopter due to the darkness.
2.6.5 The Chief Officer was on the bridge at the time the helicopter carrying the
salvage team approached the Prestige. At about 0330, he heard a loud bang from the
direction of the starboard side of the ship. The deck lights were switched on and a
section of side shell plating was seen to be breaking off from the vicinity of 3
Starboard wing tank. He advised the Master immediately. The Salvage Master and
eight salvage personnel were landed on board the ship at about the same time and
proceeded to the bridge where they met with the Master, Chief Engineer and Chief
Officer. The main engine of the Prestige had been stopped by the Master at around
0330. The ship was at that time being towed by Ria de Vigo and Sertosa 32.
2.6.6 The Salvage Master made an inspection of the deck from the access structure
at 0400 and was able to see with the decklights on that there was damage in the
vicinity of the starboard ballast tanks which he estimated to extend over a length of
about 30 metres. Water, but no oil, was seen to be coming out of the open Butterworth
opening in 3 Starboard wing tank. Following this initial assessment, the Salvage
Master considered that the ship should be turned to a SW’ly heading to reduce the
strain on the hull by allowing the ship to roll rather than pitch.
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2.6.7 The Salvage Master called Ria de Vigo, who advised that she had earlier
sustained damage on her starboard quarter. The starboard bulwark of Ria de Vigo had
been damaged by contact with an anchor on the Prestige. The bulwark plating was
damaged and it was feared that the towline might foul the jagged steel if a turn to
starboard was attempted. Consequently, she could continue straight ahead or turn to
port, but not turn to starboard. Ria de Vigo then started a slow turn to port. The
position at 0505 on 15 November while turning is recorded in the MRCC log as
latitude 43o 53.7’N longitude 10o 08.9’W. The tug Sertosa 32 continued to assist in
the towage and in bringing the ship to a heading of 230o.
2.6.8 A more detailed assessment of the damage to the ship was made by the
Salvors at daylight. This confirmed that the deck plating over 3 Starboard wing tank
was buckled, and the most of the shell plating above the water level in way of 3
Starboard wing tank was missing. 2 Starboard after wing tank and 3 Starboard wing
tank were open to the sea. The Salvors was also suspected that 3 Centre tank was
leaking oil through 3 Starboard wing tank and that 4 Starboard wing tank may have
sustained damage. The oil leaking from the ship was caused by the ship rolling. Based
on this assessment the Salvage Master considered the only way to save the ship and
her cargo was to move her to shelter on the Spanish coast to undertake a ship to ship
transfer of cargo. All of this information was passed to the Salvor’s representative in
La Coruna.
2.6.9 The Salvor’s representative in La Coruna started looking for a suitable tug to
replace the damaged Ria de Vigo and made a request to the Spanish authorities for
permission to bring the Prestige into sheltered waters on the coast of Spain. The
Salvors were called to a meeting with the Spanish authorities at around 1100 on 15
November. The meeting was attended by the Harbour Master of La Coruna, The
Director General of SASEMAR, the Director General Marine Mercante, a
representative of the Galician Government, and representatives of Remolcanosa. The
situation was explained to the meeting by the Smit representative and the request to
bring the Prestige to shelter on the Spanish coast repeated. This was refused by the
Spanish authorities, who again instructed the Salvors to take the ship 120 miles off the
Spanish coast in a W’ly direction and suggested considering the possibility of a ship
to ship transfer south of the Canary islands. The Spanish authorities are understood to
have confirmed that their naval vessels would be used to ensure the Prestige convoy
complied with this instruction. Following this decision the Salvors submitted a formal
written request to bring the Prestige inshore (see copy of request at Appendix J).
2.6.10 During the morning of 15 November, the tow headed in a SW’ly direction at
about 3 knots. On board the Prestige, the Salvors were successful in blanking off
some of the Butterworth openings, but no attempt was made to blank those openings
which were venting, as this was considered too dangerous. Water which had
accumulated in the accommodation was found to be leaking into the engine room and
falling close to the generators. The salvage team were able to drain the water into the
engine room clear of the generators.The Salvors also began deploying the emergency
towing gear at the stern of the Prestige for connecting up the tug Alonso de Chaves
that was en route to the scene. At around 1410 the tug Charuca Silviera connected up
with Ria de Vigo to assist in maintaining heading, and the tow continued in a SW’ly
direction at a speed of 1.7 knots. The Salvage Master consulted his Naval Architect
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about pumping out the ballast in the port wing tanks but decided not to do so as this
would render the deck more vulnerable to breaking seas.
2.6.11 The weather deteriorated suddenly around 1600. Wind increased to force 8 to
9 in squalls and large waves were breaking over the forecastle and main deck of the
Prestige.The Salvage Master decided that all personnel should be evacuated from the
ship for the night. The officer in charge of the MRCC instructed the Master of the
Prestige to bring the ships documents and log book on boarding the helicopter. The
Master gathered the documents together and wrapped them in protective plastic
sheeting. He took the ship’s documents with him to the helicopter lifting area, but was
ordered by the helicopter crew not to bring any packages on board the helicopter.
2.6.12 At around 1800 on 15 November, the eight crew of the Prestige and nine
salvage personnel were evacuated from the ship by helicopter and landed at La
Coruna around 1840. The Master was immediately arrested by the police and
interviewed between 2200 on 15 November and 0200 on 16 November. He repeatedly
asked to be allowed to rest, but his requests were denied. The Master was allowed to
sleep after his interview finished at 0200. The Chief Engineer and Chief Officer were
then questioned until 0445. On completion of the interviews, the Master was kept in
custody, and the Chief Engineer and Chief Officer allowed to go to a hotel. The Chief
Engineer and Chief Officer were not charged with any criminal offences at that time.
The Master had allegations made against him by the Harbour Master of La Coruna
(See Appendix L). By the time he was allowed to rest, the Master had been
continuously occupied by duty and interview for 59 hours, he had also been on the
bridge before the initial incident. The Chief Engineer and Chief Mate had been
similarly occupied for over 60 hours.
2.6.13 During the evening of 15 November, the tug Alonso de Chaves arrived on
scene and attempted to connect to the emergency towline at the stern of the Prestige.
There were no personnel on board the Prestige at this time. The emergency towing
pennant had earlier been prepared by the salvage team so that it could be picked up by
a tug without assistance from anyone on board the Prestige. The messenger was
secured, but parted and no connection was made. The towline of Sertosa 32 also
parted, but Ria de Vigo continued to tow throughout the night making slow progress.
2.6.14 The salvage team returned to the Prestige by helicopter on the morning of 16
November and boarded around 0900. They reported the wind to be force 8 to 9, with a
swell of 6 to 8 metres. The deck plating over 3 Starboard wing tank was now missing.
Seas were breaking over the forecastle, and it was not possible to proceed forward to
reconnect the towline to Sertosa 32. The towing pennant connected to Ria de Vigo
was known to have been damaged, but could not be replaced with a new one in the
prevailing weather conditions. The emergency towing pennant at the stern of the
Prestige was picked up by Alonso de Chaves at around 1400 at the second attempt.
The tow proceeded in a SW’ly direction at a speed of around 2 knots for the
remainder of the day and throughout the night, with Ria de Vigo connected forward
and Alonso de Chaves aft.
2.6.15 The towing pennant forward by which Ria de Vigo was towing had sustained
some damage and needed to be replaced. Around 0800 on 17 November, Alonso de
Chaves began towing the Prestige stern first, with Ria de Vigo remaining connected at
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the bows. Towing stopped at 1000 on instructions from the Spanish authorities. The
reason for this is not known. These instructions were passed directly to the tugs
without consultation with or the knowledge of the Salvors. The Salvage Master with
three others boarded Ria de Vigo around 1330. They observed that the starboard
derrick post on the Prestige was leaning at an angle of about 20o and that the
longitudinal bulkhead between 3 Starboard wing tank and 3 Centre tank was
damaged. A large amount of oil was seen to have escaped into the sea.
2.6.16 The tug Deda arrived in the vicinity of the Prestige around 0800 on 18
November. The transfer of the towline from Alonso de Chaves to Deda was
successfully completed by 1035 and Deda then began towing the Prestige by the stern.
Three salvage personnel on board Deda were transferred to the Prestige, where they
were joined by five others from Ria de Vigo around 1240. They pumped the engine
room bilges dry, shut down the generator, closed all seawater inlet valves in the
engine room and rigged an emergency towing line on the bow of the Prestige. This
was completed by around 1500. Three Spanish officials boarded the Prestige during
the afternoon to collect documents and cargo samples.
2.6.17 Ria de Vigo began shortening her towline at 1035 on 18 November and
remained in attendance after disconnecting. At about the same time, the Spanish
authorities advised the owners of the Ria de Vigo that Ria de Vigo should be released
immediately. The Salvage Master advised that Ria de Vigo was required on site and
could not be released. It was agreed by SASEMAR at 1120 that Ria de Vigo could
remain in attendance. Sertosa 32 and Alonso de Chaves were released and returned to
port. Deda resumed towing the Prestige stern first at around 1800 in a SW’ly direction
at a speed of about 3 knots. The position of the Prestige at 1904 on 18 November was
reported by Ria de Vigo to be latitude 42o 26’N longitude 11o 28.7’W.(Figure 6 shows
tht Prestige under tow)
2.6.18 Towage continued in a SW’ly direction for the remainder of the evening. At
2340 on 18 November the position of the Prestige was reported by Ria de Vigo to be
latitude 42o 19.6’N longitude 11o 42.9’W. At that time the Portuguese warship Jaoa
Patino called Ria de Vigo and inquired if they were aware that the tow could not pass
into the Portuguese Exclusive Economic Zone and suggested they contact the Spanish
authorities.
2.6.19 At 0000 on 19 November, following some communciations between Ria de
Vigo and the Spanish authorities, Ria de Vigo instructed Deda to set a course of 270o.
The position of the Prestige was reported to be latitude 42o 18.2’N longitude 11°
46’W at this time. Towage continued with Deda towing the Prestige stern first at a
speed of 2 to 3 knots on a course of 270o and with Ria de Vigo connected forward.
2.6.20 At 0800 on 19 November, the Prestige was seen to be buckling and breaking
up. Deda was ordered to stop towing by the Salvors, and to cut its towline. By 1125
both sections of the Prestige were vertical at the position latitude 42o 12.6’N longitude
12o 03.9’W. The aft section sank at 1145 in position latitude 42o 12.6’N longitude 12o
03.9’W. The forward section sank at 1615 in position latitude 42o 10.8’N longitude
12o 03.8’W. The charted depth of water at the two locations is 3600 m. All the towing
vessels were released at 1710 and returned to port.
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Oil pollution

2.7.1 Oil pollution from the Prestige began initially when the Butterworth plates
were dislodged at 1510 on 13 November. Fuel oil spilled out of the cargo tanks as the
ship rolled heavily. The oil was washed around the main deck, poop, forecastle, and
the lower parts of the accommodation block. This pollution was relatively light, as
reported by Walili, which was first on scene at 1600 on 13 November.
2.7.2 When giving evidence to Bahamas’ investigators, the pilots of the two rescue
helicopters Pesca 1 and Helimar Galicia stated that there was a heavy concentration of
oil in way of a hole that was visible in the the ship’s starboard side near the manifold.
The helicopter Pesca II, at 1941 on 13 November, also reported a slick about 5.7
miles long and 300 m wide, south of the track followed by the Prestige from the time
of disablement, although it was dark at this time and this could have been the result of
oil escaping through the Butterworth openings.
2.7.3 A second oil slick was reported by the helicopter Pesca I at 0933 on 14
November. This slick extended from latitude 42o 54.97’N longitude 9o 45.9’W to
latitude 43o 04.9’N longitude 9o 24.5’W. The slick was reported as about 20 miles
long and 200 metres wide, but the distance between the reported positions is 11.5
nautical miles.
2.7.4 A further oil slick was reported from the helicopter Helimer Galicia at 1536 on
14 November. This slick extended from latitude 43o 17’N longitude 9o 27’W SE to
latitude 43o 09.2’N longitude 9o 18’W, and then SW to latitude 42o 49.3’N longitude
9o 54.8’W. The slick was reported to be most concentrated at the south-western end.
This slick followed closely the track of the Prestige as she drifted towards the coast
and was then towed in a NW’ly direction between1900 on 13 November and 1500 on
14 November.
2.7.5 Photographs of the vessel taken on the 14th of November, after the ship had
been taken in tow, clearly show oil escaping from the hull in the region of the
starboard manifold. This may indicate that one or more cargo tanks adjacent to 3
Starboard wing tank had been breached.
2.7.6 A number of small oil slicks were also reported by a ship in the vicinity of
latitude 43o 36’N longitude 9o 42’W at 1048 on 15 November. Another ship reported
a slick several miles long and about 200 metres wide in latitude 43o 36’N longitude 9o
42’W at 1150 on the same day.
2.7.7 It is outside the scope of this investigation to examine the subsequent pollution
or the examination of the wreck by the Spanish authorities.
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3. ANALYSIS OF EVIDENCE
3.1

Introduction

3.1.1 The Prestige was a 26 year old, single hull tanker, subject to the Enhanced
Survey Programme adopted by the International Maritime Organization (IMO) for
such ships, in addition to the standard survey requirements of the American Bureau of
Shipping (ABS). The ship had also been subject to various inspections, such as a
SIRE inspection some six months before the incident. Yet, despite the inspections and
surveys, the ship suffered structural failure and eventually sank.
3.1.2 During our investigation into the loss of the Prestige, specialists in ship
structures, meteorology and consultants of international repute and wide experience of
ship casualties were engaged to assist in those parts of the investigation in which their
specific expertise would assist in analysing the evidence and identifying possible
causes of the casualty. Careful consideration has also been given to other
investigations, including those by the ABS, BEAmer, and the European Parliamentary
Committee. A further document has also been sent to the investigation team
purporting to be a report on trials carried out by Canal de Experiencias
Hidrodinamicas for the Directorate General of the Merchant Marine in Spain.
3.2

Initial Sequence of Events

3.2.1

Weather

3.2.1.1 The weather experienced in the Bay of Biscay was recorded in the ship’s log
as severe, with the ship rolling heavily and shipping seas on deck. The crew further
described the conditions at the time of the casualty and in the hours immediately
following as ‘atrocious’. The casualty occurred when the ship was struck by a
particularly large wave. Expert meteorological advice was commissioned by the
Bahamas’ investigation team to provide a detailed analysis of the weather encountered
by the Prestige (Appendix K). The report by Canal de Experiencias Hidrodinamicas
also contains wave information.
3.2.1.2 The weather analysis confirms that weather encountered on Tuesday 12
November was rough, but not extreme, with winds of up to 29 knots and a significant
wave height of from 4.8 to 5.2 m. The swell was on the starboard beam, from a WNW
direction. The further deterioration in the weather that occurred on Wednesday 13
November was caused by the development of a complex low, which deepened very
close to the Prestige as she progressed southwards off Cape Finisterre. The onset of
the most severe weather occurred on the afternoon of 13 November, with a sudden
increase in wind to force 9 from the WNW, but the sea state at the time is of more
direct significance when considering the cause of the casualty. A long period NW’ly
swell was accompanied by a short period sea from WNW and short period waves
from SW. The sea state was therefore very confused. It is estimated that the Prestige
encountered a significant wave height of 6 metres, implying that individual waves of
10 to 11 metres would have been occasionally been encountered. The expert analysis
further concludes that ‘although the overall conditions at the time of the initial
incident were not exceptional the situation was such that isolated steep, high toppling
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wave crests may have occurred, associated with individual waves exceeding 10
metres from trough to crest’. Such a large wave is consistent with the description of
the Master and Second Mate who were on the bridge at the time of the initial incident.
The report by Canal de Experiencias Hidrodinamicas indicates that the significant
wave height could have been as high as 8.4 metres, which, if correct, would give a
higher individual wave height.
3.2.2

Initial list to starboard

3.2.2.1 The Master, Second Officer and Chief Engineer were on the bridge when the
initial incident happened. They heard a loud bang when a large wave struck and the
ship began to list immediately. Water was seen spraying from the Butterworth
openings on 3 Starboard wing tank; the covers of the openings having been displaced.
The Master and Chief Engineer were very experienced officers, and their evidence on
this issue is considered accurate and reliable. The Second Mate, although less
experienced, is also considered to have given an accurate account of events, and was
able to confirm that the list reached 10o within two minutes, and the maximum, stated
to be about 25o within 10 minutes. The maximum angle will be further considered on
the basis of theoretical calculations.
3.2.2.2 Other crew elsewhere in the ship confirmed the evidence of those on the
bridge at that time, and on that basis it is considered that the ship was struck by a large
wave at 1510 on 13 November, heeling 10o to starboard within two minutes, and
around 20° within ten minutes
3.2.3

Evidence of initial damage

3.2.3.1 On departure from Kerteminde, the only empty spaces of sufficient capacity to
cause a large angle of starboard heel were 3 Starboard wing tank and 2 Starboard after
wing tank. All other starboard wing tanks were filled with fuel oil cargo. The effect of
flooding 3 Starboard wing tank and 2 Starboard after wing tank has been calculated.
These calculations indicate that the flooding of 3 Starboard wing tank would result in
a list of between 11.5o and 12.6 o in still water. The effect of flooding 2 Starboard
after wing tank would be a list of about 6.5o in still water. The flooding of both 2 and
3 Starboard wing tanks would have resulted in a list of between 18o and 19.6 o to
starboard in still water. The crew reported a final list of 25o, but this was only an
impression and would have been hard to measure accurately given the rolling of the
ship. It is considered that an angle of 18o to 20o is probably more correct.
3.2.3.2 The development of the starboard list was probably due to the filling of both 3
Starboard wing tank and 2 Starboard after wing tank which were both empty.
3.2.3.3 The crew who witnessed the list developing from the bridge could see no sign
of structural damage to the hull. All they reported at that time was damage to the
starboard cargo hose rail, damage to the starboard drip tray, the destruction of the
starboard lifeboat and water spraying from the Butterworth openings at 3 Starboard
wing tank. However, subsequent interviews with the helicopter pilots involved in the
operation to evacuate most of the crew from the ship, later that afternoon, describe “a
triangular shaped hole” at, or near the deck edge and extending below the waterline in
way of No.3 starboard ballast tank. However, no photographic or video evidence has
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November 14 2002 - General views of the starboard side
Figure 7
The Bahamas Maritime Authority
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November 14 2002 - Damage to the starboard side (See enlarged views in Figure 9)
Figure 8
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been made available to this investigation showing such a hole. At the time the pilots
report seeing the hole, the ship had a substantial starboard list and the video evidence
has shown that very little of the ship’s side was being uncovered in way of 3
Starboard wing tank, even when the ship rolled. Whether the helicopter pilots could
have seen a hole is doubtful.
3.2.3.4 The ship was also sighted in daylight when helicopters landed personnel on
the ship on the morning of 14 November, including a surveyor from La Coruna
Harbour Master’s Office, but there is no report of any damage to the Prestige in the
MRCC log. In a Spanish government report to the European Commission, the
surveyor is quoted as observing a large opening in the starboard side at the level of the
manifold measuring between 10 and 15 metres in length. However, according to the
Master and the crew, the surveyor did not go on deck to assess the damage at any
stage and therefore his evidence on what he saw must be treated with caution.
3.2.3.5 All available photographs of the ship taken while under towage have been
examined. The number of photographs from which the nature of damage can be
ascertained is extremely limited; nevertheless, it is possible to derive some relevant
information from them. The photographic evidence confirms the displacement of the
Butterworth covers and the damage to the starboard lifeboat. The photographs also
reveal the extent to which the seas were breaking over the decks before the heel was
corrected and the extent of the oil on the decks and superstructure. There are no still
photographs available of the damage on 13 November. The earliest still photographs
are a series taken on 14 November. These photographs (Examples are shown in figure
7) indicate that the side structure and deck edge in the region of 3 Starboard wing tank
has severely deformed. A breach in the side shell plating cannot be seen in the
photographs but these only show the upper part of the side shell the majority being out
of view below the water surface. A breach in the side in the region of the cargo
manifold seen by the Spanish surveyor may have existed below the waterline seen in
the photographs. The hose rail, which is connected to the deformed deck edge, is also
visibly deformed, as is the drip tray. These two items appear to have deformed simply
as a result of the displacement of the deck. The starboard lifeboat is badly damaged.
3.2.3.6 Two of the photographs of 14 November (See figure 8) are of particular
interest as they show that there was at that time a substantial setting down of the main
deck edge over the length of 3 starboard wing tank. There is an associated
deformation of the visible part of the side shell plating that is a strip of plating above
the sea surface about 1 metre deep. The maximum deformation is at approximately
mid length of the tank. The deformation to the deck and the side structure commences
at approximately frame 72 that is one frame space forward of the tank’s forward
bulkhead and within 2 starboard wing tank (Figure 9 shows an enlargement of the
relevant sections of the photographs in figure 8). The photograph indicates that at that
stage the upper part of the forward bulkhead of 3 starboard wing tank must have been
at least heavily deformed. The aft most extent of damage cannot be ascertained
precisely from the photograph but it appears to be close to the aft end of the tank at
frame 61. The photograph indicates that the deck is set down from the starboard side
to about mid width of the wing tank. Clearly the photograph does not provide any
direct evidence of the nature of damage to the internal structure of the tank or of
damage below the sea surface. However, it does indicate that the initial damage was
predominantly to that wing tank rather than to 2 Starboard after wing tank or to 4
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starboard wing tank. The nature of the damage to the deck and the upper part of the
side structure strongly suggests that the upper part of the web frames in the tank as
well as the upper part of the forward bulkhead had all failed. Of course, this is all
evidence of damage existing on 14 November and not at the time of the initial breach
on 13 November.
3.2.3.7 The fact that the witnesses saw damage to the hose rail and the drip tray at the
time of the initial breach suggests that the deck was deformed at that time and that the
damage was similar to that seen on 14 November. However, the possibility that there
had been some increase in the degree of damage between the time of the initial
incident and the time the photograph was taken on the following day has to be
contemplated. The hole 10–15 m long as described by the Spanish surveyor on 14
November is different to the helicopter crews’ description of a triangular shaped hole
on 13 November. This might suggest an increase in extent of the breach between the
two days, however, some doubt exists about the evidence of the hole from both of
these sources (see 3.2.3.3-4).
3.2.3.8 The list of 10 degrees developing in 2 minutes implies that the initial breach
was large. A simple flooding rate calculation indicates that a hole with a total area of
about 6 to 12 square metres is necessary to explain the list initially increasing as
quickly as it did. In conclusion there is no direct evidence of the nature of the damage
that initially occurred and which caused the starboard list to develop. However, the
direct evidence, albeit limited in nature, of damage observed later, taken with the crew
evidence indicates that a substantial breach into 3 Starboard wing tank developed
suddenly and that additionally the adjacent 2 Starboard after wing tank also flooded.
3.2.3.9 Further photographs taken by the Salvors on or after 15 November show that
there was a progressive deterioration in the extent of damage to the starboard side
structure in the region of 3 Starboard wing tank. The photographs indicate that the
side shell structure and deck of 3 Starboard wing tank were progressively lost and that
the side shell structure at the after part of 2 Starboard aft wing tank was also lost. The
Salvors had concluded that the whole of the side shell of 3 Starboard wing tank was
missing. The hose rail cannot be seen in any of the Salvors’ photographs indicating
that by the morning of 15 November this had been lost together with the deck edge
plating to which it was attached. The deck structure though remained largely intact,
although with the complete loss of side shell it was extremely vulnerable to further
damage.
3.2.3.10 By the morning of 16 November the Salvors, on returning to the vessel,
found that the majority of the deck plating of 3 Starboard wing tank was missing. The
photographs indicate that in fact approximately half the width of the deck
structure had torn away at that stage leaving the derrick and cargo manifold in
place on the remaining deck structure of the tank.
3.2.3.11 No external damage to other wing tanks was reported, either initially or
during the tow and none is apparent from the photographs of the ship. However, it is
known that at some point in time 4 Starboard wing tank was breached and oil in that
tank was lost as venting can be seen coming from the Butterworth openings in the
tank from video footage taken on 15 November.
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Aft End of Water Breaker

Fwd End of Hose Rail
Frame 72
Forward most deformation of main deck edge and side in way of 3 Starboard Ballast Tank and 2
Starboard after wing tank

Frame 61

Maximum Deformation at Frame 65 – 66

Main deck edge from aft end of 3 Starboard wing tank (Frame 61) to mid length of tank (Frame 65)

Enlarged views of the damage to the starboard side (See Figure 8)
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Breach of 2 Starboard after wing tank and 3 Starboard wing tank

3.2.4.1 There is no evidence of a list developing prior to the vessel encountering a
large wave and the subsequent sudden list to starboard. This suggests that the breach
in the hull must have developed very quickly. Due to the lack of witness or other
evidence of the precise nature of the initial breach in the hull it is only possible to
propose a number of hypothetical ways in which a breach developed. It may therefore
be helpful to explore whether or not there is anything about the evidence of the
developing list that can assist further in establishing the likely location and nature of
the initial breach.
3.2.4.2 It is clear from an analysis of the ship’s stability that a breach must have
occurred to 3 Starboard wing tank and 2 Starboard after wing tank within a few
minutes of each other. The interval between the two tanks being breached must have
been less than the ten minutes in which the starboard list developed. It therefore seems
highly probable that there was a direct link between the breaching of these two tanks.
3.2.4.3 There are a number of possible sequences. Firstly, that there was a breach to
the side shell plating plating of each of the two ballast tanks, allowing water to enter
both tanks simultaneously. Such a scenario suggests that the breaches occurred either
side of the transverse bulkhead (at frame 71) separating the two tanks, but from the
same initial cause. The breaches need not have been simultaneous but one must have
followed within a very few minutes of the other. An example of such a breach would
be a tear in the shell plating starting in 3 Starboard wing tank progressing forward into
2 Starboard after wing tank.
3.2.4.4 Alternatively, there may have been firstly a breach of the side shell plating to
one of the two tanks followed shortly afterwards by a breach of the transverse
bulkhead separating the two tanks.
3.2.4.5 The fact that the witness evidence is that the Butterworth covers blew off 3
Starboard wing tank but not 2 Starboard after wing tank, in itself strongly suggests
that the initial breach occurred in 3 Starboard wing tank. The loss of the Butterworth
covers further suggests that there was a large increase in pressure inside the tank as
water rushed in. This rise in pressure may have accounted for a breach occurring in
the bulkhead between 3 Starboard wing tank and the empty 2 Starboard after wing
tank. The other tanks surrounding 3 Starboard wing tank were full of cargo and their
bulkheads would have been less prone to damage because of the counteracting
pressure of liquids in them.
3.2.4.6 The fact that the list is reported to have been 10o within two minutes and to
have then increased more slowly to 20o over a longer period lends weight to the
scenario of a rapid flooding of 3 starboard wing tank and subsequent slower filling of
2 Starboard wing tank through a rupture of the bulkhead. However, on the basis of the
observed rate of developing list alone, other mechanisms explaining the flooding of
both tanks through breaches in the shell plating are equally plausible depending
simply on the assumed size of rupture in each tank.
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3.2.4.7 The indication that deformation to the deck was associated with an original
leak into 3 Starboard wing tank suggests that there was a sudden large scale failure of
the side structure of the tank. This is because the setting down of the deck implies a
failure of the webframes within the tank which would have occurred with either a) a
sudden loss of a relatively large section of side plating and immediate weakening of
the tank’s side structure or b) a large scale setting in of the side shell structure as a
result of a weakness in the web frames and a consequent rupture of the plating which
then progressively tore away. There is insufficient evidence to conclude on which of
these two scenarios is the more likely.
3.2.4.8 The photographic evidence showing that on 14 November damage to the side
shell extended forward into the first bay of 2 starboard after wing tank is consistent
with a failure of the web frames in 3 starboard wing tank causing a large scale hinging
down of the deck and consequent deformation of the upper part of the bulkhead at
frame 71 and the adjacent side shell. Damage to the upper part of the bulkhead due to
internal pressure caused by a breach in 3 starboard wing tank and consequent flooding
of 2 starboard after wing tank is also consistent with this. In contrast, an initial failure
of the bulkhead appears inconsistent with the observable maximum deformation
occurring at mid length of 3 starboard wing tank. It also appears inconsistent with the
witness evidence of damage to the drip tray and the hose rail that were clearly
deformed when the deck set down.
3.2.4.9 It is very uncertain as to which of the cargo tanks, if any, initially leaked into
the breached 3 starboard wing tank. The oil may have come from 4 starboard wing
tank, 2 centre tank or 3 centre tank. There is no evidence as to the nature of the
location or nature of the leak or leaks that may have developed in those tanks.
However, it is likely that it developed as a consequence of damage to and flooding of
3 starboard wing tank and 2 aft starboard wing tank.
3.2.5

Summary of initial sequence of events

3.2.5.1 The most likely initial sequence of events is that the ship was struck by a large
wave, which caused deformation to and a breach in the side shell of 3 starboard wing
tank. The combination of a large wave and an empty tank would have exposed any
potential weaknesses in that structure. After the breaching of 3 Starboard wing tank,
the rise in internal pressure within the tank, in combination with deformation caused
as a direct result of a collapse of the side and deck structure of 3 starboard wing tank,
resulted in the breaching of the bulkhead between 3 Starboard wing tank and 2
Starboard after wing tank, flooding the latter tank.
3.3

Possible causes or sources of weakness in the structure

3.3.1

Explosion

3.3.1.1 The initial failure occurred in an empty ballast tank. Explosions in empty
ballast tanks resulting from the leakage of oil or vapour from adjacent cargo tank are
known to have occurred in other casualties. However, such incidents are extremely
rare and normally result in fire and immediate massive structural damage. There is no
such evidence in this case. In particular, with an explosion inside a ballast tank the
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deck structure is prone to damage by being set up globally and again such damage did
not occur. Furthermore, the fuel oil carried was of a heavy grade containing little
volatile matter which would evaporate to form an explosive mixture. Consequently,
explosion can be discounted as a possible cause of the initial damage with a high
degree of confidence.
3.3.2

Collision with a floating object

3.3.2.1 According to the Spanish MRCC log, a ship in the vicinity of the Prestige was
reported to have lost some of her log cargo overboard. Entries in the MRCC log
indicate that a search was being made for logs on 18 November, and three logs were
reported to have been recovered on the same day. Containers are washed overboard
from ships from time to time, and they may be struck by passing ships.
3.3.2.2 Contact on the side of the ship of either a floating log or container may have
been possible due to the heavy rolling motion then being experienced, but no such
large object was seen from the bridge. If the shell plating were to have been ruptured
the aperture is unlikely to have been of the size necessary to explain the rate of
flooding that was experienced. Consequently, it is unlikely that the initial flooding
was caused by contact with a floating object such as a log or container.
3.3.3. Contact damage associated with ship to ship operations (STS)
3.3.3.1 The ship acted as a storage ship for 131 days (22.06.02 to 30.10.02) while
moored at St Petersburg prior to the final voyage. During that time barges delivered
oil to the ship and tankers came alongside to load. The ship would have been at risk of
contact damage by vessels coming alongside to discharge or load cargo. Such damage
may occur to the side shell structure, particularly if relatively large vessels berth with
excessive speed and or at an inappropriate angle. The damage in such cases is usually
restricted to the localised setting in of the side shell plating with associated
deformation or cracking of internal framing. No such external damage in the area of 3
Starboard wing tank was reported despite constant activity around the ship in both St
Petersburg and Ventspils.
3.3.3.2 Photographs of the port side of the vessel taken after the incident on 14
November indicate that there was permanent deformation to the side shell plating in
two locations (See figure 10 and the enlargement of the relevant portions of these
photographs in figure 11). One location is immediately below the hose rail where
there is very apparent setting in approximately 2.5 m below deck level. The second
location is further forward in way of 1 Starboard wing tank and about 3 to 4m below
deck level. These deformations appears to be contact type damage and to be of a
magnitude sufficient to have resulted in deformation to web frames and longitudinals.
Such damage was not reported prior to departure from St. Petersburg and it is possible
that the damage to the port side happened during the long process of making tugs fast.
It is known (see 2.6.7) that the tug Ria de Vigo was damaged during this operation.
The position of the damage on the port side in way of the hose rail was probably too
high to have been caused by fender damage during ship-to-ship transfer operations in
St. Petersburg. In addition the Master did not Note Protest during the ship’s stay,
which would be the usual action of an experienced master if such damage was
suspected.
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3.3.3.3 If the side shell in way of 3 Starboard wing tank had been damaged at St
Petersburg then it is possible to envisage a scenario in which damaged web frames
were progressively weakened during the course of the voyage by the lengthening or
developing of cracks by fatigue. On encountering a larger than normal external wave
pressure the weakened web frames collapsed causing a rupture in the side shell
plating and the setting down of the deck. It is therefore concluded that it cannot be
completely ruled out that damage occasioned at St Petersburg was the cause of the
initial breach.
3.3.4 Overstressing of hull during cargo operations
3.3.4.1 The ship was equipped with a loading calculator with which loading
conditions could be investigated rapidly. The loading condition was checked regularly
by the Chief Officer during cargo operations, including the condition on departure
from Ventspils. It has been confirmed by further calculations that the ship was safely
loaded at the beginning of the voyage. The highest shear force on the hull has been
shown to be 62% of the maximum permitted value, this being at frame 51, at the
forward end of the engine room. The highest bending moment was found to be 56%
of the maximum permitted value, at frame 82, at the after end of No 1 Tanks. The
evidence of the Chief Officer confirms that loading conditions were verified during
storage operations to ensure that the hull was not overstressed, and this is considered
reliable. Furthermore, the Master was a highly experienced officer, with a career
spanning 30 years of successful and trouble-free tanker operation.
3.3.4.2 Overstressing can arise due to overpressure or underpressure in a tank caused
by pumping cargo or ballast water with blocked air or ventilator pipes. If this had
occurred, visible deformation of the deck and/or the ship’s side would have been
evident. No such damage was noticed prior to the incident. It is therefore highly
unlikely that overstressing of the hull due to these causes during cargo operations
caused any damage to the hull.
3.3.4.3 The possibility of the ship being overloaded for the Winter Zone has also
been considered. On departure from Ventspils and Kerteminde the deadweights were
78,625 and 78,941 tonnes respectively. Both are under the permitted winter
deadweight of 79,406 tonnes. The draught leaving Kerteminde was 13.70 m, less than
the winter draught of 13.763 m. No increases in deadweight occurred during the
passage and the ship was therefore not overloaded during the passage from Ventspils.
3.3.5

Bottom Damage

3.3.5.1 There is no evidence of the ship having grounded at any time since completion
of the last dry-docking. This took place at the time of the 5th. Special Survey in April
and May 2001. Sufficiently severe damage to explain a breach of the bottom plating
large enough to cause rapid flooding is unlikely to have gone unreported or unnoticed
in the period between the last dry-docking and beginning of the final voyage.
3.3.5.2 It is also unlikely that pre-existing bottom damage would have resulted in the
type of damage which subsequently occurred to the side shell structure.
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General views of the port side showing setting in of shell plating
(See enlarged views in Figure 11)
Figure 10
The Bahamas Maritime Authority
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Setting in of shell plating beneath hose rack on port side of the vessel (Between frames 67 and 69)

Setting in of shell plating at Frame 85 on port side of the vessel

Enlarged views of port side showing setting in of shell plating (See Figure 10)
Figure 11
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Fatigue

3.3.6.1 Fatigue cracking of the internal structure propagating into the side shell plating
is not uncommon in tanker hulls. However, such cracking usually commences with a
crack of very limited length and width causing leakage of limited extent. In order to
explain the rapid filling of the tanks there would need to have been a very long crack
in the side shell plating. A fatigue crack may however, in particular circumstances,
cause the initiation of an unstable fracture. This is a fracture rapidly extending in
length, such as a brittle fracture or a fracture caused by an incipient weakness and/or
massive overloading. Such an unstable fracture in the side shell plating would provide
an explanation for the filling of the two wing tanks. An unstable fracture also
affecting web frames within the tank might also explain the initial failure.
3.3.6.2 The theoretical possibility of fatigue cracks developing in No 3 Wing Tanks
was investigated by the ABS following the loss of the ship. This was carried out using
the scantlings of the hull as gauged at the 5th. Special Survey in May 2001, and using
the United Kingdom Department of Energy S-N Curves which are widely accepted
internationally as giving the most appropriate coverage for ships. Based on a 26 year
fatigue life, it was found that some structural details of the Prestige did not satisfy the
current ABS fatigue strength requirements for new ships. However, it should be noted
that there were no fatigue strength requirements when the Prestige was built, as the
methodology was not sufficiently developed for incorporation in classification society
rules.
3.3.6.3 The ship had no history of fatigue cracking of the side or bottom shell
structure, and no fatigue cracking was found in 3 Starboard wing tank or 2 Starboard
after wing tank during the 5th. Special Survey in May 2001. There are two factors that
may account for this:
i. The ABS fatigue strength requirements are based on a ship operating in the
North Atlantic for 20 years. From 1996 onwards, it is known that the Prestige
traded very little in the North Atlantic and in fact spent considerable time in
port acting as a storage ship. It is evident from the type of ship that a
considerable time before 1996 would have been spent in waters much calmer
than the North Atlantic. The fatigue life of the structure would be expected to
be much greater than that predicted for North Atlantic conditions.
ii. An additional factor which would extend the fatigue life of the structure in 3
Starboard wing tank is that many of the side longitudinal frames were renewed
at the 4th and 5th Special Surveys in February 1996 and May 2001
respectively. These renewals were primarily due to corrosion wastage and not
fatigue damage. However, there may well have been weakness due to fatigue
in the surrounding structure.
3.3.6.4 Both the theoretical calculations carried out by ABS and the survey history of
the ship suggests that fatigue cracking was unlikely to have been present in any
significant degree prior to the initial incident. While it is considered that fatigue alone
is unlikely to have been the cause of the breach in the shell plating in 3 Starboard
wing tank, it may have been to a contributory factor, particularly in the circumstances
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described in the first paragraph of this section.
3.3.7 Failure of transverse bulkhead between 2 Starboard after wing tank and
3 Starboard wing tank
3.3.7.1 The Prestige was required to maintain 2 Port and Starboard after wing tanks
and 3 Port and Starboard wing tanks empty when the ship was in the loaded condition.
All centre tanks and the remaining wing tanks were filled with fuel oil cargo. The
transverse bulkhead at frame 71 between 2 Starboard after wing tank and 3 Starboard
wing tank had no cargo or ballast water on either side.
3.3.7.2 The bulkhead at frame 71 was of corrugated construction with three horizontal
girders. In the report of an investigation conducted by the French Shipping Accident
Investigation Bureau (BEAmer) it is tentatively suggested that collapse of this
corrugated bulkhead may have caused the initial structural failure. It is argued that
deterioration of the side sections of the bulkhead through corrosion might have led to
buckling and collapse of the bulkhead under compression of oil in the centre oil tank
and sea water pressure on the shell plating. The scenario envisaged is that the shell
plating was forced in and cracked followed by the buckling and collapse of the
adjacent web frames with tearing of the side shell plating.
3.3.7.3 There are difficulties in attributing the flooding of the tanks to this scenario.
The collapse of the corrugated bulkhead sufficient to give rise to a large rupture of the
side shell plating would have needed a large scale failure of the corrugated bulkhead
and adjacent web frames. Such a failure would have required a massive weakness of
the overall structure of the bulkhead.
3.3.7.4 The upper two thirds of this bulkhead was completely renewed at the 5th.
Special Survey in Guangzhou in April/May 2001, eighteen months prior to the
casualty. The gaugings of steel on the remainder of the bulkhead were within
allowable limits and considered satisfactory by the classification surveyor. This
suggests that the bulkhead would not have been weakened by corrosion by the time of
the incident, and that it should have been of sufficient strength to withstand the
loading experienced on the final voyage.
3.3.7.5 It is known from the photographic evidence that at some early stage at least
the upper part of the bulkhead was damaged and the side shell is set in at that location.
However, taken as a whole the available evidence suggests that the initial failure
started well aft of the bulkhead and that the bulkhead was damaged as a consequence
of the damage to 3 starboard wing tank side shell. It however cannot be ruled out on
available evidence that some sort of failure of the bulkhead contributed to the initial
breach of 3 starboard wing tank.
3.3.8

New for old steel replacement

3.3.8.1 Extensive repairs were carried out in 3 Starboard wing tank during the 5th.
Special Survey at Guangzhou in April and May 2001 and also during the previous
Special Survey at Constanza. In 1996 the greater proportion of most of the web
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frames were renewed in 3 Starboard wing tank. The portions of the web frames above
the cross ties in the tank were again renewed in 2001. Many side longitudinals were
renewed in 1996 and again in 2001. The other main renewal of steel in 2001 was the
plating of the transverse bulkhead at frame 71 between 3 Starboard wing tank and 2
Starboard after wing tank. In accordance with normal Classification Society practice,
no record exists of the thicknesses of steel removed in 2001. The rate of corrosion
between the previous Special Surveys cannot therefore be estimated for the steelwork
replaced on both occasions.
3.3.8.2 No side shell or bottom plating in either 2 Starboard after wing tank or 3
Starboard wing tank was renewed during the 1996 or 2001 Special Surveys. Any
influence of repairs on the cause of the rupture of either the bottom or side shell
plating could not have been a direct result of repairs to the plating itself. It could only
have been as a result of repairs to the internal structure, namely the web frames, side
longitudinals or bulkhead plating. There were no renewals of steel in the internal
structure close to the bottom shell structure in 2001, therefore repairs would only have
influenced the cause of a rupture in the side shell plating.
3.3.8.3 The repairs in 2001 were carried out under the survey of ABS using approved
materials. There is no direct evidence concerning the quality of the repairs carried out
in 1996 except that they were carried out to the satisfaction of ABS. It is likely
however that any significant defects in those repairs would have come to light either
before or during the 2001 Special Survey.
3.3.8.4 Whether or not repeated and relatively large-scale repairs are capable of
introducing a weakness into a structure is open to question. It is known that residual
stresses resulting from welding particularly in large-scale repairs may be a factor in
the initiation and development of unstable fractures. The presence of residual stresses
would not be revealed in the survey and testing of the new work using current
methods of inspection. The connecting of new steel to older corroded steel (albeit
within acceptable limits) may introduce areas of stress concentration at the interface
between old and new material. It may, as well, accelerate the rate of corrosion in the
remaining older uncoated steel. The true extent and effect of such factors in causing
weakness in the context of this incident is unknown but might warrant further
investigation with respect to the conduct of repairs in general.
3.3.9

Corrosion

3.3.9.1 The potential for the weakening of the structure of ballast tanks of tankers
because of corrosion is a well-documented problem area. The reported initial breach
of 3 Starboard wing tank and 2 Starboard after wing tank is not, as far as can be
ascertained, inconsistent with such a weakness. However, it is necessary to consider
whether it was likely that corrosion could have been present in the tank structure so as
to cause a weakness sufficient to explain the initial breach.
3.3.9.2 At the Special Survey in 2001 substantial quantities of steel in 3 Starboard
wing tank were found to be corroded beyond the acceptable limit and, as a
consequence, were cropped and renewed. On completion of the survey the attending
ABS surveyors were satisfied that the corrosion levels of steel that had not been
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renewed were within acceptable limits. This is confirmed by the thickness gauging
results for the tank which show wastage in the remaining structure significantly below
the level at which renewal would have been necessary.
3.3.9.3 A period of about 18 months had elapsed between the time of the Special
Survey and the time of the incident. During this period of time further loss of
thickness of the steelwork would have taken place. Rates of corrosion in tanks used
for water ballast can be high, particularly to internal structures such as the web plates
of web frames and longitudinals as they are subject to simultaneous corrosion on two
faces. These can be significant when the structure is uncoated as in the case of 3
Starboard wing tank. Furthermore, corrosion may be exacerbated if heated cargo is
carried in adjacent tanks, which was the case in this instance. However, for much of
the period it appears that the tank was empty and any corrosion should not have been
excessive. In addition, as the vessel was operating in largely sheltered conditions it is
unlikely that corrosion would have been as active as if the ship had been subject to sea
going stresses. How much loss of thickness would have occurred within this period
cannot be determined with certainty, but it is considered unlikely that the amount of
corrosion would have been sufficient by itself to have caused the initial structural
failure.
3.3.9.4 Anodes were fitted to this tank at the 5th. Special Survey, but as the tank was
empty for much of the period since the Special Survey they would have been of
limited benefit.
3.3.10 Summary of possible sources of weakness in the structure
3.3.10.1 In summary, it has not been possible to identify a specific reason for the
initial failure of structure resulting in the flooding of 3 Starboard wing tank and 2
Starboard after wing tank. However, there are a number of possible causes of
weakness to the structure of 3 Starboard wing tank that cannot be ruled out as having
the potential to have led to the initial failure, acting individually or in combination.
They are:
i. Contact damage associated with Ship-to-Ship transfer of cargo
ii. Fatigue.
iii. Failure of the transverse bulkhead between 2 Starboard after wing tank and 3
Starboard wing tank
iv. New for old steel replacement.
v. Corrosion
3.4

Review of surveys and inspections of the ship

3.4.1 As a 26 year old ship, the Prestige was subject to the survey requirements of the
classification society, ABS, and the Enhanced Programme of Inspections of the
SOLAS and MARPOL Conventions. The ship was duly surveyed and certificated in
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accordance with these requirements, operated by responsible managers and manned
by a well qualified crew with very experienced senior officers, and yet suffered
structural failure. Consideration of the survey and inspection arrangements for the
ship is, therefore, necessary.
3.4.2

Classification Society Surveys

3.4.2.1 The classification society, ABS, made available all survey records. The
managers of the ship also provided extensive information on the operation and
maintenance of the ship.
3.4.2.2 Immediately following the loss of the ship ABS requested the International
Association of Classification Societies (IACS) to carry out an audit of the survey
records relating to the ship. Observers from the International Maritime Organization,
the European Commission, INTERTANKO, as well as the Bahamas Maritime
Authority witnessed the audit. The audit was not confined to a scrutiny of documents,
but included interviews with the surveyors who had carried out the surveys on the
ship in Guangzhou in 2001 and Dubai in 2002. The shipyard in Guangzhou where the
last Special Survey and related repairs were undertaken was also visited. The auditors
concluded that the surveys were carried out in a thorough and diligent manner but
recorded some reservations about the ABS survey arrangements then in force. These
reservations concerned: documentation on board ships for Enhanced Survey
Procedures (ESP); treatment of ballast tanks; the loading instrument; the hydrostatic
testing of cargo tanks; and the IOPP Certification documentation. The observers did
not dissent from the findings of the auditors.
3.4.2.3 The Guidelines on the Enhanced Programme of Inspections during Surveys of
Bulk Carriers and Oil Tankers require that a survey report file be maintained on board
ship. This requirement is mirrored by IACS unified requirement UR Z10.1, and
incorporated in ABS Survey Rules. Surveyors are expected to consult the onboard
information in planning surveys. This was not done during the Annual Survey at
Dubai in May 2002. The surveyor in question had, however, conducted the previous
annual survey of the ship in 2000, and had previous knowledge of the ship, on which
he relied.
3.4.2.4 As from 1 July 2001, IACS Unified Requirement UR 10.1 required any water
ballast tank adjacent to a cargo tank fitted with any means of heating to be examined
internally at annual surveys. This implemented the requirement of the Enhanced
Survey Procedures. It was also a requirement of ABS Rules at the time of the annual
survey in May 2002, and was incorporated into the check sheet used by ABS
surveyors carrying out annual hull surveys. The ABS survey status documentation
available to the surveyor at the time did not contain any indication of whether or not a
ship is fitted with a means of heating. When the annual survey was carried out, both 2
Starboard after wing tank and 3 Starboard wing tank were ballasted. The surveyor
apparently inquired of the Master and understood that a means of heating was not
fitted. This may have been a language misunderstanding. Although 2 Port and
Starboard after wing tanks were filled with ballast at the time of the survey, they
could have been made available for survey if required.
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3.4.2.5 The surveyor recorded that a means of heating was not fitted and accordingly
did not inspect any ballast spaces at the annual survey in 2002. The condition of 2
Port and Starboard after wing tanks coatings was recorded as fair at the previous
survey. No inspection of these tanks was required under ABS or IACS Rules for
ballast tanks in ships not fitted with a means of heating. The presence or absence of a
means of heating is only of relevance to the inspection of 2 Port and Starboard after
wing tanks; 3 wing tanks were used for both cargo and ballast, and were accordingly
designated as cargo tanks under ABS and IACS Rules. There was accordingly no
ABS or ESP requirement for 3 wing tanks to be inspected at the Annual Survey.
3.4.3

Tank testing

3.4.3.1 Cargo tanks were tested to the deck level during the 5th. Special Survey at
Guangzhou in 2001. The ABS and ESP requirements are for testing of these tanks to
the top of the access hatch. The difference between the actual and required pressure
head is of the order of 1m, or about 5% of the required value. The IACS Auditors
considered that the actual test head was adequate, while recognising that some tanks
were not tested to the full survey requirement. The shortfall in the test head for the
cargo tanks is not considered significant in relation to the incident. All ballast tanks
were tested to the full regulation pressure head; including 2 after wing tanks and 3
wing tanks, even though the latter were classed as cargo tanks. This took place prior
to the bulkhead repairs in 3 wing tanks. On completion of the repairs, these tanks were
subjected to an air pressure test, this complied with ABS requirements. Although the
initial pressure test took place prior to the repairs in the tanks, the structure would be
expected to be in better condition following the steel renewal.
3.4.4

Status and condition of 3 wing tanks

3.4.4.1 3 wing tanks were subject to a close-up inspection at the 5th. Special Survey in
2001. No further survey of these tanks was required under the ESP procedures until
the Intermediate Survey, which could have been carried out at either the second or
third annual survey following the Special Survey. There was therefore no requirement
for 3 wing tanks to be inspected at the annual class survey carried out in 2002.
3.4.4.2 3 wing tanks were uncoated, and if classed as ballast tanks, they would have
been subject to examination at annual surveys. The need for thickness measurements
at annual surveys is left to the discretion of the surveyor.
3.4.4.3 The managers clearly were concerned at the rate of corrosion in these tanks,
for it was on their own initiative that anodes were fitted in them at the 5th. Special
Survey in 2001. Cargo tanks are subject to a less stringent survey regime because they
are not subject to the more rapid corrosion that occurs under ballast conditions. The
steelwork in cargo tanks is also afforded some degree of protection by the coating of
cargo oil remaining after discharge. The Hydrostatic Balance Loading Manual was
approved on 7 March 2001, and until that date 3 wing tanks would have been used as
clean ballast tanks. They could have been used for cargo following approval of the
Manual, but were used on only one occasion when a cargo of crude oil was carried
from Kharg Island to Karachi in March 2002.
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International Oil Pollution Prevention (IOPP) Certificate

3.4.5.1 When the renewal survey for the issue of the IOPP Certificate was completed
at Guangzhou in 2001, the ABS surveyor correctly issued two supplements with the
interim certificate. One supplement authorised COW operation and the other CBT
operation. Due to an administrative oversight in the ABS Houston office, only the
COW supplement was attached to the full term certificate. Although the two
supplements had been issued with the interim certificate, they would, on a strict
interpretation, not have been valid beyond the term of the interim certificate that is to
18 October 2001. This is however an administrative matter, and there is no doubt that
the ship was correctly surveyed for and complied with the conditions for the issue of
the full term certificate with both COW and CBT operation.
3.4.6

Effectiveness of surveys

3.4.6.1 The overall conclusion of the IACS auditors was that the surveys were carried
out in an effective manner by qualified and experienced surveyors. The audit report
does however contain observations on some aspects of the surveys as described
above. As there is a reasonable degree of certainty that the initial structural failure
occurred in 3 Starboard wing tank, the survey of this tank is the most critical.
3.4.6.2 Strength calculations for the transverse area of the deck and bottom flanges of
the hull girder were carried out and found to be satisfactory; this included girth belt
measurements in 3 wing tanks and 2 Port and Starboard after wing tanks. The
calculations were not retained in accordance with the current practice and
requirements. The IACS Auditors concluded that the thickness measurements taken at
the 5th. Special Survey were consistent with those taken at the 4th. Special Survey.
Most of the steel replacement at the Special Survey took place in 3 wing tanks. These
were uncoated tanks, and the surveyor devoted considerable attention to them. The
repair procedures were found to conform to ABS requirements and were carried out
under class supervision. There is therefore no indication of any deficiency in the
survey or repair procedure that might account for any weakness in the structure. The
records do not show the thickness of the wasted areas before renewal, so that there is
no information on extent of wastage in the areas of steel renewed. This information
might have been worthy of scrutiny as a significant number of longitudinals and web
frames renewed in 3 wing tanks had also been renewed at the previous Special Survey
in 1996. It should be noted that a requirement to evaluate longitudinal strength did
come into effect until 1 July 2002.
3.4.6.3 The presence of a means of heating in the cargo tanks is in this case relevant
only to the requirements for survey of ballast spaces adjacent to tanks with a means of
heating at annual surveys. It was an ABS and IACS Unified requirement at the time of
the Annual Survey in May 2002 that a ballast tank adjacent to a tank with a means of
heating should be examined annually. A means of heating was fitted in the cargo
tanks, and accordingly 2 Port and Starboard after wing tanks should have been
examined.
3.4.6.4 It is accepted that some aspects of the survey procedure were not totally in
accordance with requirements. However, none of the issues are considered to have
any significant link with the initial structural failure in 3 Starboard wing tank. The
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audit conducted by IACS did however indicate some issues on which action was
required and it is understood that ABS has addressed these issues.
3.4.7

Loading Instrument

3.4.7.1 There was no statutory or international requirement for the ship to be provided
with a loading calculator. The owners had however provided computer software to
carry out loading calculations and presented it to ABS for approval. It was a class
requirement that any loading calculator provided should be approved; such approval
was granted on 21 June 1999, subject to a test calculation being carried out. A
calculation was carried out to the satisfaction of the ABS surveyor during the 5th.
Special Survey in 2001.
3.4.7.2 The ABS checklist in use at that time provided the surveyor with the options
of recording “Yes”, “No” or “Not applicable”. The surveyor at the Special Survey
entered “Yes”, confirming that the loading calculator was fully approved. The
checklist made no provision to indicate that the loading calculator was not a
requirement, and the surveyor at the Annual Survey indicated “Not applicable”. It is
clear that the loading programme met all ABS requirements and its use on board the
Prestige was fully justified. The discrepancy in the recording of the status of the
loading calculator in no way contributed to the casualty. The loading programme was
used by the crew in evaluating the loading condition of the ship during the stay in St.
Petersburg, for the final voyage and in assessing the effect of ballasting 2 Port after
wing tank and 3 Port wing tank to reduce the list.
3.4.8

Inspections

3.4.8.1 The Port State Control, SIRE and other inspections carried out before the
incident gave no cause for concern about the general condition of the ship and no
reason to believe that special internal inspection of any tank was necessary. (Details
of surveys and inspections are contained in Appendices C and G).
3.4.8.2 The two inspections by the Master and Chief Officer during the ship’s stay in
St. Petersburg, which were carried out in accordance with the Company’s instructions,
are therefore of particular significance. They saw no problems in the tank, although
they would not have had a means of making any close-up inspections of the ship’s
side. Similarly, even if other inspectors had entered the tanks they would probably
have been unable to make close-up inspections of the majority of the structure.
3.4.9

Summary of surveys and inspections

3.4.9.1 Despite some discrepancies, as noted earlier, the surveys were properly
conducted and the repairs carried out in full accord with the best current industry
practice. Some room for possible improvements has come to light but, apart from the
points noted, the conduct and performance of ABS was completely in accordance with
its own rules and those of IACS.
3.4.9.2 Inspections were carried out on numerous occasions with no indication of
problems being revealed.
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Management of the ship

3.5.1 The company and ship audits carried out for ISM Code Certification provide a
ready means of examining the quality of the management both ashore and afloat. All
audits for both managers of the Prestige were carried out at the prescribed times, and
at no time was the issue of a company or ship certificate in question. As would be
expected, some non-conformities were recorded by the auditors. These were mainly
failures of a minor nature such as not recording certain information as required by the
Management System. At the last audit of the company conducted before the incident,
31 May 2002, no major non-conformities and eight minor non-conformities were
issued (See Appendix C). In each case action was taken by the managers and ship’s
senior officers to rectify the non-conformities and this was done either during the
audit or within the period allowed by the auditors.
3.5.2 A number of operational manuals for both the Universe Maritime Limited and
the Prestige was scrutinised during the course of the investigation. All of them were
found to be well written and contain clear instructions and guidance on safe
operational practice. Manuals such as Crude Oil Washing were approved as meeting
international Convention requirements.
3.5.3 Following the loss of the Prestige, Bureau Veritas (BV), as the company’s and
the ship’s ISM auditors, conducted an audit of Universe Maritime at the request of the
BMA. No major non-conformities were found and any minor issues were resolved by
prompt action by Universe Maritime. The Document of Compliance issued to
Universe Maritime remained in force.
3.5.4 In addition to the audit by BV, two senior officers of the BMA visited the
offices of Universe Maritime at different times soon after the casualty. Detailed
discussions were held with the technical managers, both regarding the casualty and
the management of the ship. The BMA officers formed the view that the managers of
the Prestige were highly responsible and competent, and had taken all reasonable and
practicable measures to maintain the ship in sound condition.
3.5.5 The Emergency Plan of Universe Maritime was activated as soon as the
company was made aware of the incident. They promptly arranged for towage and for
a local agent to be appointed. Throughout the incident the company cooperated fully
with the various authorities. During the Bahamas’ investigation, all information
requested has, as far as we are aware, been made available and the company has
assisted all bodies investigating the loss.
3.6

Rescue and Salvage

3.6.1

Evidence of rescue and salvage

3.6.1.1 Good evidence is available from the crew who remained on the Prestige from
the time of the initial incident until the final crew evacuation on 15 November. Eleven
situation reports were sent to the BMA during the emergency which give very brief
details of events as they occurred at various stages in the salvage. Additionally, key
personnel from the Spanish rescue services were interviewed and provided the
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investigators with comprehensive information. Other information appeared on the
website (www.cadenaser.com/especiales/documentos /Sasemar). This consisted of:
the MRCC log; transcripts of certain VHF radio calls to and from the Prestige; and
copies of radar plots understood to have been produced by Finisterre Traffic
Surveillance radar.
3.6.1.2 The MRCC log contains much detailed information on helicopter movements
and communications with tugs, but it is incomplete in that it contains no details of
communications between the Finisterre MRCC, Madrid MRCC, SASEMAR, La
Coruna Harbour Master, and the Galician government Emergency Committee.
Subsequent interviews with personnel from the Spanish maritime administration
based in Madrid and La Coruna have been useful in filling in some of these gaps.
3.6.1.3 The copies of radar plots from Finisterre Surveillance Radar, obtained from a
website (These are reproduced in Appendix I), appear authentic and are useful in
fixing the track followed by the Prestige as she drifted towards the Spanish coast and
thereafter under towage while within radar range.
3.6.1.4 As regards procurement of salvage for the Prestige, the managers have
provided full documentary evidence of the efforts they made and communication with
the Master and Salvors. The Salvors have provided a statement by the Salvage Master,
a daily chronology of events, daily situation reports, a copy of a letter from the La
Coruna Harbour Master, and some photographs.
3.6.2

Initial response on ship

3.6.2.1 When the Prestige began to heel rapidly to starboard, the Master realised very
quickly that a serious situation was developing, and ordered that the General Alarm be
sounded and that a distress message be sent. The crew response to the General Alarm
was immediate. Apart from those on duty on the bridge, all other crew obtained
lifejackets and proceeded to the boat deck on the port side of the ship.
3.6.2.2 The Master was entirely justified in believing the ship to be in danger. In these
circumstances the transmission of a distress signal was correct and would have been
prudent even in less extreme circumstances. The initial actions taken in response to
the listing of the ship were in accordance with the emergency procedures contained in
the Safety Management System, though full compliance was rendered impossible due
to the heavy list and sea breaking over the decks. It would not have been possible, for
example, to proceed on deck to verify tank soundings or operate valve controls on the
starboard side of the deck.
3.6.3

Machinery

3.6.3.1 Until the time of the initial incident, all machinery was operating normally,
although the main engine was on reduced speed due to the severity of the weather.
The main engine and boiler stopped when the ship heeled rapidly. Although the angle
of heel has been calculated to be somewhat less than that reported, the ship was also
rolling; the automatic shutdown of the main engine and boiler was probably triggered
by critical values being exceeded at the extreme angle of roll.
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3.6.3.2 After the initial muster in response to the General Alarm, the Chief Engineer,
with assistance from his officers and engine room crew, were able to restart the main
engine on diesel oil. It appears to have continued to run for only a short period of
time, possibly due to the shifting of a spare cylinder cover which was alleged to have
damaged part of the fuel system or the continued list and heavy rolling. The generator
had not stopped, and electrical power was available throughout the salvage efforts. If
the boiler had been restarted, it would probably have cut out again due to critical
values again being exceeded. Without the boiler the cargo pumps, mooring winches
and windlass were without power.
3.6.4

Correction of heel

3.6.4.1 In still water a heel of 20 degrees would be considered excessive, with the
starboard side of the main deck under water. Additionally, this was a most severe
period of weather. Seas were breaking over the starboard side of the main deck and
the poop, making it dangerous for crew to leave the protection of the higher decks of
the accommodation. Water was also penetrating the accommodation and finding its
way into the engine room. The ship would have been very difficult to manage in these
conditions, whether under her own power or under tow. It was therefore highly
desirable to have the heel reduced to a more manageable angle.
3.6.4.2 It would have been preferable to have righted the ship by transfer of cargo to
avoid increasing the load on the damaged hull. All centre and wing cargo tanks were
full. The only way to reduce the heel by transfer of cargo would have been to shift
cargo from a starboard wing tank to 3 Port wing tank which was empty. Transfer of
cargo to 2 Port after wing tank would not have been possible as this tank was only
connected to the ballast piping system and had no connections to the cargo system.
Transfer of cargo to 3 Port wing tank would have required crew to go on to the
starboard side of the main deck to operate the valve controls for the starboard wing
tanks. This area of the deck was awash with breaking seas, and therefore not
accessible without high risk of injury or loss of life. The Master was therefore faced
with the choice of leaving the heel uncorrected or reducing it by filling 2 and 3 Port
wing tanks with sea water by gravity flow. This was possible as the port side of the
deck was accessible, though dangerous, and the crew was able to open the valves to
these tanks and return aft in relative safety.
3.6.4.3 The Master was aware of the effect of ballasting the port tanks, but could not
quantify it immediately as the desk top computer on the bridge was thrown to the deck
and damaged when the ship rolled violently as the heel began to develop. It was some
time later that the Chief Officer was able to access the ship’s Loadmaster instrument
and establish that the maximum shear force was 105% of the normal operational
permissible value, and the maximum bending moment 121% of the normal
operational permissible value.
3.6.4.4 The Master was faced with an immediate situation in which he had to decide
quickly whether or not to correct the heel by ballasting. His decision was justified,
and the effect on the loading of the hull acceptable as it made the ship more
manageable both for the crew in connecting towlines and the tugs in towing the ship.
In view of the difficulties experienced in connecting the tow after the list had been
substantially reduced, it is doubtful if any towage would have been possible had the
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port tanks not been filled. His judgement is supported by the decision of the Salvage
Master not to attempt to pump out the ballast in 3 Port wing tank. This decision was
taken following discussions with the Smit Salvage naval architect, who also pointed
out that a starboard heel would render the damaged part of the hull more vulnerable.
3.6.5

Response of Search and Rescue (SAR) authorities to the distress alert

3.6.5.1 The response of the Spanish authorities to the distress call was prompt. After
confirming that the distress was genuine, they alerted all ships in the vicinity, sent the
tug Ria de Vigo to assist and helicopters to evacuate the crew. The ship Walili arrived
on scene within about 40 minutes of the distress alert and the first helicopter one hour
later. Some crew were taken off by the first helicopter and the remainder by the
second helicopter at 1805, about 2½ hours after the distress alert. At that time the
outcome was very uncertain. The ship was still listed heavily, without main engine
power, in severe weather and drifting towards Spanish coast. The decision to evacuate
facilitated a timely operation by the rescue services and assured the safety of all but
the three crew members who remained on board. The decision of the Master to
request evacuation when he did allowed the operation to be completed while the ship
was some way off the coast. The outcome might have been much less favourable had
evacuation been delayed and the tugs unsuccessful in keeping the ship from drifting
onto the shore.
3.6.5.2 The decision of the Master, Chief Engineer and Chief Officer to remain on
board meant that they faced a hazardous and uncertain situation. In doing so they were
available to communicate with the rescue services and provide information on the
ship and her equipment. They also performed outstanding work in assisting the tugs to
establish a tow in atrocious conditions throughout the night of 13 November. It would
have been understandable if they had opted for evacuation with the rest of the crew
and their decision to remain on board and the work they performed in arduous
conditions deserves commendation. The Master realised before any tugs arrived on
scene that he would need assistance on the Prestige to connect the tow and his
repeated requests resulted in such assistance being provided, although not for some
hours.
3.6.5.3 Notwithstanding the exemplary efforts of everyone on the vessel to connect a
tow forward during the evening of the 13th and early morning of the 14th November,
under very difficult conditions, it is open to question whether an attempt should have
been made to deploy the stern towing pennant. Whilst the Master maintains that the
weather conditions, combined with a slippery, oily poop deck, made this impossible,
video evidence held by the Spanish authorities and taken by one of the rescue
helicopters during the evacuation of the crew during the early evening of the 13th
November, suggests that an attempt to deploy the stern towing pennant should have
been possible. Certainly, as the list to starboard reduced during the evening of the 13th
November it should have been easier to access the emergency towing equipment on
the poop deck. However it was dark when the tug arrived to make fast and with only
three crew members on board it may have appeared to be too difficult. In addition,
when the salvage team attempted to deploy the equipment in daylight with a much
larger group of people available they had some difficulty in achieving a successful
deployment.

60

The Bahamas Maritime Authority

Analysis of Evidence

Prestige Report

3.6.5.4 It is considered that there was a timely and effective response by the Spanish
authorities to the Master’s request for evacuation of the crew. The MRCC was also
responsible for tasking the ship Walili to proceed to the assistance of the Prestige. The
assistance of Walili was not required, but would have been available had evacuation
become necessary before the arrival of the helicopters. Walili was also able to provide
some information on the condition of the Prestige in addition to that provided by the
Master.
3.6.5.5 The movements of the tug Ria de Vigo were plotted by Finisterre Surveillance
Radar. The tug was cruising about 20 miles W of Pta. Remedios, at around 1515 when
the distress signal was transmitted. It is understood that Ria de Vigo was on charter to
SASEMAR at the time. The positions of Ria de Vigo at 1400 and 1502 are within one
mile of each other, suggesting the ship was cruising at slow speed in the vicinity of
this position. The entry in the MRCC log indicates that Ria de Vigo was tasked at
1534 by the MRCC to proceed immediately and connect a towline to the Prestige. The
distance from the Prestige at that time was 24 miles.
3.6.5.6 Between 1534 and 1600, Ria de Vigo made a distance of 3 miles on a near
W’ly course. The Finisterre Radar plots indicate that the W’ly course was maintained
and Ria de Vigo made a distance of 6 miles between 1600 and 1700. At that time the
Prestige was 14.5 miles WNW of Ria de Vigo. Course appears to have been altered
around 1700, and Ria de Vigo made good a course directly towards the Prestige at a
speed of 10 knots between 1700 and 1800. The radar plots indicate Ria de Vigo was
4.4 miles SE of the Prestige at 1800 and 3.3 miles WNW at 1900. This is consistent
with the VHF transcript entry at 1817 in which Finisterre Rescue Centre advised the
Prestige that Ria de Vigo was then three miles away.
3.6.5.7 It appears from this evidence that Ria de Vigo passed close to the Prestige at
about 1830 on 13 November. This is supported by the entry in the MRCC log at 1830
(1730 UTC) in which it is recorded that Ria de Vigo observed that the ropes trailing
over the stern of the Prestige were mooring ropes and not an emergency towline. It is
also consistent with the evidence of the Prestige’s officers.
3.6.6

Engagement of Salvors

3.6.6.1 The managers of the Prestige first learned of the incident when the Master
called by INMARSAT telephone at 1650 on 13 November. Until that time he had
been preoccupied with the declaration of distress, communication with the MRCC,
and correcting the list. The Master spoke to the Operations Manager of Universe
Maritime Inc. and briefed him on the situation. The Operations Manager immediately
activated the Company Emergency Response Plan and contacted three major
international salvage firms to find out if they had any tugs available in the vicinity of
the Prestige. One of these had no tug available and a second had a tug 150 miles
away. Smit Salvage was the third Salvor contacted and they advised that they could
obtain the services of Ria de Vigo on a sub-contract basis. By choosing Smit Salvage,
the Operations Manager rightly believed that assistance would be provided for the
Prestige in the shortest possible time.
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3.6.6.2 Universe Maritime and Smit Salvage verbally agreed on a salvage contract by
telephone and the Operations Manager telephoned the Master at 1920 on 13
November to advise him that a salvage contract was about to be agreed. At that time
Ria de Vigo had not offered to make a towline fast. A formal initial offer to provide
salvage services was tendered by a Smit Salvage facsimile at 1921. It is understood
that some clarification was required as to the availability of Ria de Vigo on a subcontract basis. This was resolved and a formal offer was sent to Universe Maritime
Inc. by facsimile at 1941. This was immediately accepted by telephone. The
documentary evidence available confirms that the salvage agreement was concluded
at 1941, and the Salvors immediately started their preparations.
3.6.6.3 While the Master had been previously advised that Universe Maritime were
negotiating with Salvors, he could not be contacted immediately by the Operations
Manager on Inmarsat telephone. This is understandable; there were only three crew
members on board, and they could not maintain a continuous radio watch in the
conditions they were experiencing and deal with their other duties. As an alternative
means of communication, Universe Maritime sent messages to the Prestige by email
at 2032 and 2048 asking the Master to telephone urgently. Telephone contact was
established shortly after the second message, and the Master was then fully apprised
of the engagement of Smit Salvage. A period of slightly less than three hours was
required to identify and engage Salvors.
3.6.6.4 The MRCC in Madrid sent a facsimile message to Universe Maritime at
around 2030 requesting them to advise the Master to accept a tow from Ria de Vigo.
At this time it would appear that the MRCC were unaware of the salvage agreement
concluded with Smit Salvage and they considered Ria de Vigo to be still under
contract to SASEMAR. Similarly, SASEMAR were giving directions to the Prestige
in accordance with Spanish legislation covering ships within their territorial waters
and posing a threat to their coast however, the owners of Ria de Vigo must have been
aware of Smit Salvage proposal to utilise their tug on a sub-contract basis.
3.6.6.5 Smit Salvage had been contracted to salvage the Prestige, and had obtained
use of Ria de Vigo by arrangement with her owners, the involvement of the Spanish
authorities in these negotiations is not known. According to the contract Smit Salvage
was in control of Ria de Vigo and the towage operation from the time Ria de Vigo
made fast to the Prestige. However, it appears from the evidence available that the
Master of Ria de Vigo was receiving orders from the Spanish authorities on the 14
November, and that Smit Salvage had no part in the decision to tow the Prestige on a
NW’ly course on that day. This is confirmed by the refusal of the MRCC to agree to
the Master’s request to stop going in a NW’ly direction and from information
obtained during interviews given by senior members of the Spanish maritime
administration, who confirmed that the initial priority was to move the Prestige away
from the coastline as quickly as possible. From this, it can be concluded that the
Spanish authorities continued to control and direct the operation despite the salvage
agreement with Smit Salvage.
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Offer and acceptance of towage

3.6.7.1 The only available evidence of communications between the tug and the
Prestige is from the Master and Chief Officer of the Prestige. Their evidence is that
there was communication between the ships, but Ria de Vigo made no offer of
towage. The evidence of the Chief Officer is that Ria de Vigo was waiting for a
salvage agreement to be signed before offering to tow the Prestige. This is consistent
with the movements of Ria de Vigo indicated on the radar plot, but contrary to the
evidence of the MRCC that they had ordered the Ria de Vigo to take the Prestige in
tow shortly after the distress was called. If Ria de Vigo had been willing to offer
towage at that time she would have been expected to remain in the immediate vicinity
of the Prestige rather than 3 miles away. The radar plots also indicate that Ria de Vigo
was about 3 miles distant and heading away from the Prestige at 1901. This is not
consistent with any offer of towage being made at or before that time.
3.6.7.2 The VHF transcript indicates that the MRCC ordered the Master at 1817 on 13
November to accept a tow from the rescue ship stated to be about three miles away.
The same call confirms that the Master was aware that the Prestige was drifting
towards the coast and that his Managers were making arrangements for towage. The
MRCC agreed that the Master could consult his owners and reminded the Master of
his obligation to accept towage. It is clear that Ria de Vigo was the rescue ship
referred to in this exchange and the Spanish authorities maintain that any delay in
attempting to connect the tow line was due entirely to procrastination by the Master of
the Prestige. However, from the evidence of the Master and Chief Officer of the
Prestige it would seem that no offer of towage was made by Ria de Vigo at that time.
3.6.7.3 There is some degree of imprecision in the time at which Ria de Vigo first
offered the Prestige towage. The Master and Chief Officer recall that it was around
2130 to 2200 on 13 November. They were however working in extremely difficult
conditions and could not have been expected to keep a contemporaneous log of
events. The VHF transcript shows that the Master of the Prestige called Finisterre
Traffic on VHF at 2101 and advised that his owners had agreed to accept towage. The
chronology provided by Smit Salvage records the first attempt to establish a
connection with the Prestige was made at 2105. It is therefore accepted that the first
attempt to establish towage was started sometime after 2100 and before 2200.
3.6.7.4 On the morning of the 14 November the managers of the Prestige received a
facsimile message from Smit Salvage. This message indicated that Ria de Vigo was
sent to the Prestige when the salvage contract was awarded. This is consistent with the
above evidence that Ria de Vigo did not offer towage on first approaching the
Prestige around 1830 on 13 November. It is possible that the owners or Master of Ria
de Vigo were unwilling to offer assistance until a salvage contract had been signed.
Alternatively, participation may have been delayed by negotiations between the
owners of the tug, the Salvors and SASEMAR to release the ship to the Salvors on a
sub contract basis. The initial offer of salvage services indicated that Ria de Vigo
would be available on a sub-contract basis, while the ultimate arrangement appears to
be that Remolcadores (owners of Ria de Vigo) were co-contractors in the salvage
attempt.
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3.6.8 Taking the tow
3.6.8.1 By 2200, the list was down to about 5o to starboard, though the ship was still
rolling heavily. The conditions at this time, whilst severe, would suggest that an
attempt to deploy the emergency towing equipment on the stern could have been
attempted; however, the Master felt this would be too dangerous and it was agreed to
attempt to connect a tow from forward.
3.6.8.2 The Prestige was fitted with access to the bows as required by the SOLAS
Convention. Using this route it took 20 minutes for the Master, Chief Engineer and
Chief Officer to reach the forecastle. A section of the access structure had been
damaged by the seas and was missing. It is questionable if they could have arrived at
the forecastle in safety if they had started any earlier as the means of access was on
the starboard side. Once there they made repeated efforts to establish a connection
with Ria de Vigo. Communications with the tug were apparently hindered to some
degree by language difficulties.
3.6.8.3 The Master of the Prestige realised from the outset that he had insufficient
manpower to connect the towline forward. He requested assistance at 1817 and again
at 2036 while in contact with the MRCC. Assistance was provided by transferring two
personnel from the tug Ibaizabal Uno that was proceeding towards the Prestige from
the direction of La Coruna. Ibaizabal Uno is owned by the Spanish government and
was based at La Coruna, but was not contracted to Smit Salvage. The radar plots
indicate that Ibaizabal Uno reached the Prestige by 0100 on 14 November.
3.6.8.4 There is some conflict as to the time at which the two extra personnel
transferred on board. The evidence of the crew suggests they did not arrive until
around 0600 on 14 November. The entries in the MRCC log suggest they arrived at
0221 and this is consistent with, but not substantiated by the contents of messages in
the transcript of VHF calls. The information provided by Smit Salvage also suggests
they arrived about the same time as suggested in the MRCC log entry. There is
however general agreement that a further four personnel were landed on the Prestige
around 0800 on 14 November.
3.6.8.5 It is inferred in the Spanish report to the European Commission, entries in the
MRCC log and VHF transcript and during interviews with Spanish officials involved
with the rescue operation, that the Prestige crew left the two Spanish personnel alone
on the forecastle, and that a request by VHF was required to have them return to assist
with further attempts to make a connection with the tug. It is not in dispute that the
Master left the forecastle from time to time; he had ample justification in doing so.
The Master was required to deal with communications with the MRCC, Ria de Vigo
and the managers of the ship. He was also monitoring the drift of the Prestige towards
the coast by means of GPS positions. All of these essential functions required his
presence on the bridge and for these reasons it was necessary for him to leave the
forecastle. He did so during intervals between successive attempts to connect with the
tug, and was able to return as requested to assist in the operations on the forecastle.
3.6.8.6 The tugs Charuca Silviera and Sertosa 32 were successful in connecting lines
to the Prestige at 0850 and 1000 respectively on 14 November. The line of the
Charuca Silviera parted at 0945. Subsequently, Ria de Vigo was able to establish a
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successful connection to the Prestige. The radar plots indicate that the Prestige was in
latitude 43o 6.8’N longitude 9o 21.4’W, 4.3 miles from the coast, at 1200 when the Ria
de Vigo towline was established. This is consistent with the evidence of the Master
that the Prestige was 4.5 miles off the coast when the tow was connected.
3.6.9

Use of main engine

3.6.9.1 The MRCC first asked the Master if the main engine could be started during a
VHF call at 0613 on 14 November. The sudden listing of the Prestige had resulted in
the boiler and main engine stopping, although the main engine was restarted and ran
for a short while before again stopping. During interview, the ship’s engineering
officers stated that subsequent movement of the ship caused a 400 kg spare cylinder
cover to break loose and this damaged piping on one cylinder of the main engine. In
addition, air locks had developed in fuel and lubricating oil pipes. There was only one
engineer on board and the Master was therefore correct in telling the MRCC that
additional crew would be required to start the main engine. The Master did not at this
time express any opposition to starting the main engine and additional crew were
returned to the ship at 1050 on 14 November.
3.6.9.2 When the Spanish surveyor boarded, he ordered the main engine to be started
straight away. However, before it could be started, a second generator had to be
started, this proved troublesome as air locks had developed in the fuel line, and
according to the crew statements it was necessary to shift the cylinder cover and
repair the main engine fuel pipes that it had damaged. The first attempts to restart the
main engine were unsuccessful but at 1530, after seeking technical advice from the
Managers’ Emergency Response Team in Greece, the engine was started.
3.6.9.3 The Master expressed doubts about the wisdom of starting the engine as he
thought that it may cause additional damage and the ship was already being towed
successfully. However, the Spanish surveyor demanded the engine be started. He was
adamant and would have ordered a higher speed but for the Master’s intercession and
warning of the danger of damage to the hull by running the engine through the critical
speed. He accepted that the engine speed should be limited to 55 rpm, so avoiding this
latter hazard. During a subsequent interview with members of the Bahamas’ accident
investigation team, the surveyor confirmed that his brief from the Spanish authorities
was to assist the Master where possible but primarily to ensure the main engine of
Prestige was restarted. The surveyor stated that he was not involved in the decision to
move the vessel away from the coast nor was he required to consider alternatives,
such as, stabilising the ship and taking her to a place of refuge on the coast.
3.6.9.4 During interview, which took place some 12 months after the incident, the
Spanish surveyor made a number of observations and allegations concerning the
condition of the ship and the motivation of the ship’s staff during his time on board
the vessel. He claimed that the engine room was in a very poor state of repair and that
the main engine was restarted almost entirely due to his efforts to solve various
problems with the fuel and lube oil systems for the generator and main engine systems
and that the crew appeared to be intent on causing malicious damage to machinery in
an effort to stop the engine from being re-started. His account of events that took
place at this time is significantly at odds with the account given by the ship’s
engineers and ratings. His account of the state of the engine room differs markedly
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from that given in the SIRE report some six months earlier (Appendix G). What
motives the ship’s staff might have had that would have led them to cause malicious
damage to the engine at a time of extreme danger to themselves is hard to understand.
3.6.10 Direction of towage
3.6.10.1 When towage was first established, it was possible to make decisions about
the destination of the ship. Such decisions would normally be based on a number of
key factors such as: the condition of the ship, the availability of suitable places of
refuge, the weather and, most importantly, what would happen if access to a place of
refuge was refused. Unfortunately, it appears that the Spanish authorities did not take
the opportunity to establish the exact condition of the ship once a tow had been
connected and the immediate threat of a grounding on the coast removed. Thus they
lost an opportunity to properly evaluate the risks involved in taking the vessel to a
place of refuge.
3.6.10.2 The decision to tow the Prestige in a NW’ly direction when Ria de Vigo
established connection around 1200 on Thursday 14 November had already been
taken by the Spanish authorities. This is confirmed by the instruction given to the
Master during the VHF call at 1803, by the Spanish surveyor when he boarded the
Prestige on 14 November and by the undertaking which Smit Salvage was required to
sign on 15 November.
3.6.10.3 The order to start the main engine resulted from a desire by the Spanish
authorities to have the ship taken away from the Spanish coast as quickly as possible,
on the assumption that this would lessen the risk of coastal pollution. In the absence
of a quantified assessment of the structural condition of the Prestige, which they could
and should have obtained, their options were limited. The Spanish authorities
consulted with an expert from the University of La Coruna to establish whether a ship
to ship transfer of the cargo would be possible. The expert concluded that cargo
transfer was not possible in the ship’s current location. During interview with
Bahamas’ investigators, the expert further stated he believed that the damaged
condition of the ship, with its low freeboard would also have made a ship to ship
transfer of cargo at a sheltered location impractical. The Spanish authorities also
obtained information on the cargo of the Prestige which indicated a pour point for the
oil of +3oC. They therefore concluded that, in the worst case, much of the oil would
solidify and pose minimal pollution if the vessel were to sink in deep water.
Additionally, the weather conditions at the time meant that it would be difficult to
bring the damaged ship into an established port such as La Coruna. The decision was
therefore taken to move Prestige away from the coast as quickly as possible.
Unfortunately, the pour point of the oil cargo was closer to -3oC and the assertion that
a ship to ship transfer in a sheltered location was not possible is questionable, and is
not supported by the views of Smit Salvage.
3.6.10.4 At the time that the tow to the NW was started, the Chief Officer had
established that the extent of the overloading caused by correcting the list was an
increase in bending moment on the hull of 21% above the normal seagoing permitted
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value. The normally permitted limit does however have an inbuilt factor of safety. The
corresponding increase in shear force was 5% above the maximum permitted value.
These calculations were based on the intact condition of the hull and underestimate to
some degree the overloaded condition. The list had been reduced to between 2 and 3
degrees and 2 Starboard after wing tank and 3 Starboard wing tank were open to the
sea and flooded. There was no information available on the size or exact location of
the breach in the hull, but the escape of cargo through the open Butterworth openings
had stopped as the list was corrected. Photographs taken of the vessel at about this
time indicate that there was some pollution leaking from the breach in the hull.
Electrical power was available. The elimination of the list meant that the poop deck
was accessible to the enlarged crew who could deploy the emergency towing
equipment if required. Deployment was attempted unsuccessfully on the evening of
15 November and was not successfully connected until the morning of 16 November.
3.6.10.5 When the Master realised the Prestige was being towed back into the Bay of
Biscay he contacted the MRCC by VHF to raise his concerns. A gale warning had
been issued for Finisterre at 1200 UTC on 14 November. Weather in the Porto area to
the south of Finisterre was more moderate, and in general the wave height was greater
off shore than in the coastal areas. The Master’s concern at heading NW was therefore
well founded, for it was taking the Prestige towards more severe weather. The
analysis of the meteorological data confirms that the sea state was always lower in the
coastal areas than offshore. Towing to the NW meant that Prestige was subject to
forces more likely to exacerbate damage to the hull than had she been held at a
location further inshore. Notwithstanding the foregoing, senior members of the
Spanish authorities confirmed during interview with the Bahamas’ investigators that
their priority at the time was to move the Prestige away from the coast as quickly as
possible and that in their view, this was best achieved by making a NW’ly course.
They further stated that on this course the damaged starboard hull had been afforded a
degree of protection from the prevailing WNW’ly winds.
3.6.10.6 The weather analysis indicates that a swell of over 4 m in height from a
WNW direction was experienced after towage began on 14 November. This meant
that the ship was pitching as well as rolling. Similar weather and swell, continued
throughout the night of 14 November and into the morning of 15 November. The
decision to tow NW was therefore not justified on weather grounds. Early on 15
November the Salvors boarded and ordered the course change to S in an attempt to
reach an area of better weather but this was too late to avoid the further damage which
occurred when a section of side shell plating detached at around 0330 on 15
November. Paradoxically the subsequent SW’ly course exposed the damaged side to
worsening weather which may have accelerated the further progressive loss of
structure.
3.6.10.7 The speed between 1600 and 1800 on 14 November reached 6.3 knots due to
the combined effects of the towage and the running of the main engine on the
Prestige. The main engine was stopped at about 0330 on 15 November when a piece
of the side shell became detached. When the Salvage Master boarded at about the
same time he did not order the main engine to be restarted.
3.6.10.8 The track of the Prestige based on positions recorded in the MRCC log shows
a slow and somewhat erratic trend after 0206 on 15 November. This indicates that
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towage proceeded in a W’ly direction after 0206, before the engine on the Prestige
was stopped and the section of shell plating breaking away from 3 Starboard wing
tank. The entry in the MRCC log at 0400 indicates that the Master had instructed Ria
de Vigo to change course to 180°, but, as this was after the Salvage Master had
boarded it is likely that the Master was relaying the Salvage Master’s instructions.
3.6.10.9 The Salvage Master would have preferred a long slow turn to starboard to
lessen the exposure on the damage section of the hull, but this was not attempted as
the damaged ragged steel on the bulwark of Ria de Vigo might have damaged the
towline. The Salvage Master’s preference to bring the ship on to a S’ly heading was to
avoid pitching and avoid the bad weather forecast to the north. They also believed at
this time that the ship could only be saved by bringing her to shelter on the Spanish
coast and attempted to persuade the Spanish authorities to agree to this course on the
morning of 16 November. The MRCC log shows that the Spanish authorities were
made aware of this change of course. The response was that Ria de Vigo was
instructed to keep the Prestige not less than 61 miles from the Spanish coast. It is
understood that Ria de Vigo could not maintain a course of S, and SW was the nearest
that was attainable.3.6.10.10 A significant deterioration of the hull condition was
noticed by the Salvors when they returned to the ship on 16 November. This can be
attributed to the period of severe weather encountered during the early hours of 16
November when the significant wave height increased to 6 to 7 metres aggravating the
damage which had already occurred.
3.6.11 Delay to Salvors in boarding the Prestige
3.6.11.1 The first information on a possible salvage operation on the Prestige became
available to Smit Salvage in Rotterdam on the evening of 13 November following an
inquiry from the owners. Preparations to assemble a salvage team with suitable
equipment began without delay. There were no commercial flights from Netherlands
to La Coruna on the evening of 13 November, and the salvage team travelled on the
first available flight on the following morning, arriving at La Coruna at 1415 on the
same day. In view of the time required to assemble a salvage team with necessary
equipment, it is unlikely they could have arrived in La Coruna any sooner, even if an
aircraft had been chartered.
3.6.11.2 After the salvage agreement between Universe Maritime and Smit Salvage
had been signed, Smit Salvage sent a facsimile letter to SASEMAR in Madrid. It is
apparent from the opening sentence of this letter that some confusion had previously
existed, possibly in respect of the employment of Ria de Vigo, which was at that time
under charter to SASEMAR. This letter advised of the intention for the Tecnosub, a
Spanish-based salvage company, salvage personnel to board the Prestige on the
following morning. Tecnosub were engaged by Smit Salvage as co-contractors under
the salvage agreement. The letter further advised that a second salvage team would
arrive from The Netherlands in the afternoon to back up the first team. The Salvors’
intention was for the second salvage team also to board the Prestige. Four Tecnosub
personnel were transferred to the Prestige as anticipated at about 0800 on 14
November. It is understood that they were simply to assist those on board to manage
the tow.
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3.6.11.3 The person in charge of the operation for Smit Salvage was the Salvage
Master. Within minutes of arrival at La Coruna he made a request to the MRCC for
helicopter transport to the Prestige. This request was made by telephone, the response
being that it should be submitted by facsimile.
3.6.11.4 The facsimile request for helicopter transport was made and is logged as
being received 1603 in the MRCC log. It is not known if the facsimile was received in
the MRCC some time before 1603. It would be uncharacteristic of the Salvors to take
1 hour and 40 minutes to transmit a facsimile in view of the urgency of the situation
and the speed with which they acted in making the initial request by telephone. It was
not until 1720 that the Salvage Master learned that helicopter transport was available.
3.6.11.5 The Salvage Master was asked by government official of his intentions
regarding the salvage of the Prestige. The Salvage Master replied that he intended to
board the ship to assess the casualty. This was what he would be expected to do in any
salvage operation. The explanation of the Salvage Master appears to have been
accepted initially, but within 10 minutes SASEMAR called back to inform him that he
would have to sign an undertaking before being given clearance to board the Prestige.
The condition of the undertaking was that he would remove the Prestige beyond 120
miles from the Spanish coast. As the only means of boarding the Prestige was by
helicopter, which was under control of the Spanish authorities, the Salvors had no
option but to accept this condition. Even if the Salvors had independent helicopter
transport, they were subject to Spanish law, which gave SASEMAR the legal
authority to direct the movement of the Prestige while within the Spanish EEZ.
3.6.11.6 The Salvage Master signed the required undertaking at the heliport in the
presence of the La Coruna Harbour Master at 1900 on 14 November. It appears that
the intention was to use the helicopter Helimer Galicia to transport the Smit salvage
team for the MRCC log indicates that this helicopter was being refuelled at 1900 for
that purpose. This helicopter had already been used to transport personnel to and from
the Prestige. Permission to fly to the Prestige was given at 1940 but at the same time
the salvage team were advised that the helicopter intended to transport them was
unsuitable because it did not have auto-hover capability.
3.6.11.7 Permission was again given for the Salvage Master and his team to fly to the
Prestige at 2130 on 14 November. Three minutes later the pilot of Helimer Galicia
was advised that the planned flight was cancelled. The MRCC log states that the
cancellation was ordered by “the competent authority”, but the identity of that
authority is not known. As no information was given as to when the transfer to the
Prestige might be authorised, the salvage team left the heliport and went to a hotel.
3.6.11.8 At 0030 on 15 November the Salvage Master was advised by his agent to
proceed urgently to the airport for transfer to the Prestige. Entries in the MRCC log
suggest that Helimer Cantabrico was mobilised by the MRCC at 0023 on 15
November and that it would be ready to leave from the airport at 0105. The salvage
team boarded the helicopter at 0150 and arrived at the Prestige at 0250 and were
landed on board the Prestige by about 0330 on 15 November.
3.6.11.9 If a helicopter had been available within, for example, one hour of the
original request, the Salvage Master could have boarded the Prestige by 1700 on 14
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November. This would have allowed him to inspect the ship in daylight from the
helicopter and on board, thus providing the vitally important assessment of the
condition of the Prestige as well as the appropriateness of towing the ship NW
towards worsening weather. The Spanish authorities delayed the arrival of the Salvage
Team on board the Prestige by over 8 hours. The reasons for the delay are not known.
They were aware at 1803 on 14 November that the Master was concerned about being
towed into the Bay of Biscay and that he wished to sail South and to a place of refuge.
This conflicted with the views of the Spanish authorities. They had full legal power to
give directions to the Master and the Salvors regarding the movement of the Prestige
and also had the means of enforcement. They had the means to land enforcement
officers on the Prestige and a Spanish warship was circling the Prestige at a distance
of 3 miles. In these circumstances it must be questioned if the delay caused to the
Salvage Master in boarding the Prestige was justified, noting the urgency of the
situation and the need for rapid action if major pollution was to be avoided.
3.6.12 Assessment of the condition of the Prestige
3.6.12.1 When the Spanish surveyor boarded the Prestige on 14 November, with crew
who returned to the ship to assist with the machinery, it provided the Spanish
authorities an opportunity to make a first hand assessment of the condition of the ship.
Had the surveyor made such an assessment, he could have reported that the situation
had changed considerably since the emergency first arose on the previous afternoon.
During interview with Bahamas’ investigators, the Spanish surveyor stated that his
instructions were to get the main engine started as quickly as possible and assist the
Master. He stated that he was not instructed to perform a condition assessment of the
vessel and was not involved in the decision to move the ship to the NW once the
engine had been started. The absence of a thorough condition assessment at this time
would seem to be a lost opportunity. The information either known or available on
board the Prestige at that time was as follows:
• 3 Starboard wing tank and probably 2 Starboard after wing tank open to the sea
and flooded
• Possible damage to one or more cargo tanks
• Extent of damage to shell unknown
• Deck visibly set down in way of 3 Starboard wing tank
• List reduced to about 2o to starboard after flooding 2 and 3 Port wing tanks
• Ship stable and danger of capsize no longer present
• Electrical power available
• 8 crew on board, working to start main engine
• Hull Bending Moment 121%, Shear Force 105% of normal maximum allowable
in seagoing condition
• Ship properly certificated and in class
• Ship under tow by two tugs
• Ship under control and no longer drifting to the coast.
• Weather forecasts available for Finisterre area
3.6.12.2 The salvage team did not land on the Prestige until around 0330 on 15
November and it was at about this time that a section of side shell plating detached in
way of 3 Starboard wing tank. The assessment of the situation made by the Salvage
Master after his inspection of the ship was as follows:
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3 Starboard wing tank and 2 Starboard after wing tank flooded and open to the sea
Several Butterworth covers missing
3 Starboard wing tank venting through Butterworth openings which had covers
missing
Possible damage to 4 Starboard wing cargo tank
Possible damage to 3 Centre cargo tank leaking oil to sea through 3 Starboard
wing tank
Damage to starboard shell plating in way of 3 Starboard wing tank estimated to
extend for 30 m and worsening
Oil leaking because of rolling of ship

3.6.12.3 The Salvage Master further reported that he could not see the whole structure
of the hull working, but the deck in way of the side damage was working and that the
damage was progressive.
3.6.12.4 He formed the view that the only way to save the ship and cargo was to take
the ship to sheltered waters on the Spanish coast for an urgent ship to ship transfer of
cargo. By this time it should have been clear from the Salvage Master’s assessment
that the Prestige was unlikely to survive a long towage southwards and that the only
chance of saving the ship and her cargo was to bring her to shelter as the Salvors
requested.
3.6.12.5 When the salvage team returned to the Prestige on 17 November, after an
overnight absence, the condition of the hull had deteriorated. There was a large oil
spill around the ship indicating that some of the cargo tank boundaries had failed,
most of the deck of 3 Starboard Wing Tank had disappeared and the derrick post was
close to collapse. The Salvors had by this time accepted the directions given by the
Spanish authorities and continued towing southwards. The possibility of reaching any
place of refuge on the Spanish coast by this time had been very much reduced because
of the deterioration in the condition of the hull, although the ship did survive for
almost a further two days.
3.7

Places of Refuge

3.7.1 For the Prestige to have survived the damage incurred in the initial incident, the
ship would have had to be taken to a sufficiently sheltered place to allow discharge of
the cargo. This could have been somewhere relatively close to the Spanish or
Portuguese coasts, or possibly, if the ship had been turned to a heading to protect the
damaged section of the hull, a more remote destination where better weather
prevailed.
3.7.2 Following the refusal of the Spanish authorities to allow the ship into a place of
refuge on the Spanish coast and the refusal of Portugal to allow the ship to enter its
EEZ, the Salvors did try the further option of taking the ship to a place where the
weather conditions would allow a transfer of cargo. This was estimated to be south of
the Cape Verde Islands, some 2000 miles away.
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Comparison between towage to sea and seeking a place of refuge

3.7.3.1 There can be no doubt that the Spanish authorities were faced with a difficult
and potentially dangerous situation when the emergency arose. The immediate threat
was dealt with by 14 November when the Prestige was taken in tow in moderating
weather conditions. The Spanish authorities were under a duty to minimise the effects
of the casualty on the coast of Spain and had the legal powers to control the
movements of the Prestige. Rather than bringing the ship to shelter, the decision was
taken to tow the Prestige away from the Spanish coast. This decision was taken
without waiting to hear the opinion of the Salvage Master, or making any other
thorough assessment of the condition of the ship, but was apparently based on advice
that indicated ship to ship to ship transfer operations could not be achieved and that
the pour point of the ship’s cargo would preclude significant pollution if Prestige sank
in deep water.
3.7.3.2 The oil that escaped during towage was released at various points along the
track of the ship and was therefore spread over a much larger area than would have
occurred if the same amount of oil had escaped at one position. This is of particular
significance along the Galician coast where there are numerous inlets, so that a long
length of shoreline was affected by oil slicks drifting ashore.
3.7.3.3 The properties of the cargo are also relevant. The fuel oil on board was M100
grade, which has a very high specific gravity (greater than 0.95) and is highly
persistent oil with little volatile material and a very low viscosity. When this grade of
oil escapes into the sea and is washed ashore the only way to clean it up is to
physically remove it. It will not quickly disperse naturally or with the use of chemical
dispersants. Consequently any spillage is more readily dealt with if it is concentrated
in one place rather than spread out over a long length of highly indented coast. While
the consequences of a massive spill within a sheltered inlet would be severe, the spill
would be highly localised.
3.7.3.4 In the report of the Director General of Merchant Shipping of Spain to the
European Commission, it is stated that the Chief Pilot of La Coruna was consulted on
the viability of bringing the Prestige into the port of La Coruna. While the Chief Pilot
pointed out that ships with the draught of the Prestige were prohibited from entry, and
that ships without engines and steering were also prohibited from entry, he stated that
he would be prepared to attempt entry if absolved of responsibility for any mishap.
The Chief Pilot also stated that anchorage in the Ares estuary would be possible but
that it was unsafe due to exposure to the weather.
3.7.3.5 When the Prestige was towed towards Portuguese waters, the Portuguese
authorities told the Salvors that entry to their waters would not be permitted. This
meant that the ship had to be taken further out to sea to avoid crossing the Portuguese
EEZ. This decision probably did not affect the final outcome as by this time the
damage to the ship was such that it was unlikely to have survived the length of tow
necessary to reach calmer waters.
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Treatment of the Master of the Prestige

3.8.1 The Master of the Prestige was arrested when he came ashore. He had been on
the bridge since before the initial incident and worked throughout the night of 13
November in extremely arduous conditions making repeated attempts to connect to
the tug. He was also obliged to handle VHF and radio telephone communications and
monitor the position and condition of the ship. As Master he was also required to
respond to the Spanish surveyor and Salvors when they boarded. When he was
evacuated ashore on the evening of 15 November, he had been on continuous duty for
over 51 hours in very difficult conditions, without proper rest, food or normal
facilities. In these circumstances he had the right to expect some rest and recuperation
before being interviewed. Instead he was required to undergo questioning by the
Spanish authorities until 0200 the next day. Only then was he allowed to wash,
change clothes and rest.
3.8.2 In his statement, the Salvage Master said that when he boarded, at about 0330 on
the morning of 15 November, he ‘was very worried about the condition of the crew.
They were very passive and tired and they told me that they had not even taken proper
meals for some time.’ This was almost 24 hours before the end of the questioning
which they underwent after being taken ashore.
3.8.3 On the day after his interview, the Master was transferred to a high security
prison. He appeared in Court on the morning of 16 November where a Court Order
was issued stating that he was to be detained in prison. A ‘Denuncia’ had been issued
against him by the Harbour Master of La Coruna on 14 November. A further Court
hearing was held on 17 November and again he was remanded in prison, bail level
was set at three million Euros with attendance required at court every week. (Copies
at Appendix L) The level of bail set could not be obtained and the Master remained in
prison. The Bahamas’ investigating officers were not granted access until some
considerable time later and, even then, under conditions totally inappropriate for the
conduct of an accident inquiry interview.
3.8.4 The Spanish authorities considered that the Master had disobeyed their orders in
respect of acceptance of towage from Ria de Vigo. This is stated in the Spanish report
to the European Commission, in the Court Order of 17 November and in the
‘Denuncia’ of the Harbour Master of La Coruna. It is clear from the earlier analysis
that this was not the case.
3.8.5 Regard must be had to the time at which a tow was first offered. As already
described, Ria de Vigo did not offer towage until after 2130 on 13 November and was
apparently waiting for a towage contract to be signed. It was readily accepted and the
failure to connect immediately was due to the difficult conditions experienced and
lack of steam power, and manpower, on the Prestige.
3.8.6 The Spanish authorities also stated in the report to the European Commission
that the Master of the Prestige obstructed the Spanish surveyor regarding the starting
of the main engine on 14 November. This is not supported by the evidence available.
It is true that the Master opposed the use of the main engine on the grounds that
further damage to the hull would result. Nevertheless, he instructed his crew to
prepare the engine for starting and when ready to start it.
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3.8.7 After his appearance before a judge in La Coruna, the Master was told that he
could be set free on bail of 3 million euros, although the prosecution had asked for a
bail of 10 million Euros to be set. The bail money was not available; he therefore
remained in custody in a high security prison, until 7 February 2003 when bail of 3
million euros was paid. He was required as a condition of bail to remain in Spain,
unable to return either to his home in Greece or to travel to Brussels to attend the
European Commission investigation into the casualty. In addition he was required to
report to the police every day.
3.8.8 Spain, as a coastal state has the right under Article 73 of the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) to arrest any ship or crew for any
failure to comply with any laws made under the Convention to conserve the seas
within her exclusive economic zone. Article 73 further provides that arrested ships or
crew must be released on posting of reasonable bond or other security. In the case of
the Prestige, the initial arrest of the Master might be justified pending investigation.
The detention beyond the initial court hearing on 17 November 2002 appears to be in
contravention of Article 73 of UNCLOS on the grounds that the size of bail set was
unreasonable. The Master was told by the Spanish authorities after the hearing on 17
November 2002 that criminal proceedings would be taken against him. At the time of
writing this report, the Master remains in Spain subject to the conditions of his bail.
3.8.9 What has not been made clear is exactly what orders the Master disobeyed, who
issued them and with what authority. Under the provisions of the ISM Code, which
are mandatory under SOLAS, the Master “has the overriding authority and the
responsibility to make decisions with respect to safety and pollution prevention…”
Any steps to remove or alter that authority should be clearly explained and justified to
the Master.
3.8.10 The Master has also been accused of causing pollution. This is difficult to
understand. He had taken all proper seamanlike precautions when handling his ship in
the severe weather conditions before the initial incident. He remained on board when
his crew were evacuated to try to save his ship and minimise pollution. It would be
unreasonable to blame him for either the initial damage or for the internal condition of
his ship.
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4. CONCLUSIONS
4.1

General comments

4.1.1 There was no loss of life or injury in this incident, but serious pollution of the
Spanish and French coasts resulted from it.
4.1.2 There is a lack of firm evidence to assist in finally deciding the cause of the
initial failure of the hull. Nevertheless it has been possible to conclude on the
location of the initial damage and to identify a number of possible causes that may
have contributed to the failure.
4.2

Sequence of initial events

4.2.1 The initial sequence of events can be set down with a high degree of
probability.
4.2.2 There is evidence that the ship was in heavy weather and encountered a large
wave, which struck the ship's starboard side. This was observed to have resulted in
damage to the starboard hose rail and the starboard manifold drip tray. A loud bang
was heard by the ship's staff when the wave struck and the vessel began to list to
starboard.
4.3

Location of the initial damage

4.3.1 Investigation has concluded that there was a leakage into 3 Starboard wing
tank and 2 Starboard after wing tank, which were both originally empty, causing the
starboard list. There is additional evidence that the side shell plating above the
waterline in way of 3 Starboard wing tank was deformed and that the deck was set
down, this being consistent with the observed damage to the starboard side hose rail
and the drip tray.
4.4

Development of damage to 3 Starboard wing tank

4.4.1 Following the initial damage to 3 Starboard wing tank there was a progressive
increase in the extent of the destruction of the tank’s structure. It can be seen from
video records taken during the towage of the ship that waves continually pounded into
the tank for prolonged periods. It is also evident that roll and pitch motions caused
water to rapidly flow in and out of the tank which resulted in unusually high
fluctuating pressure loading. Tank structures are not designed to withstand such forces
and even a new ship, if it had damage to its side shell, perhaps due to collision, could
suffer similar progressive loss of material and strength if the event occurred in heavy
weather.
4.5

Possible sources of potential weakness in 3 Starboard wing tank

4.5.1 There is insufficient evidence to conclude with any degree of certainty on the
cause of the initial failure of the hull. Nevertheless, it has been concluded that there
was a weakness in the structure of 3 Starboard wing tank, which in combination with
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the forces exerted to the structure in the prevailing conditions gave rise to a breach in
the side of that tank. A number of different potential causes of weakness have been
investigated. Those that have been concluded as unlikely to be causes of the initial
failure are:
•
•
•
•

Explosion
Collision with a floating object.
Overloading during cargo operations.
Bottom damage due to earlier grounding.

4.5.2 It has been concluded that the following causes of weakness cannot be ruled
out on the available evidence as having contributed individually or in combination to
the initial failure of 3 Starboard wing tank:
•
•
•
•
•
4.6

Contact damage associated with earlier Ship-to-Ship transfer of cargo
Fatigue
Failure of the transverse bulkhead between 3 Starboard wing tank and 2
Starboard after wing tank.
New for old steel replacement.
Corrosion
Surveys and inspections of the ship

4.6.1 The ABS had classed the ship from new and the surveys were carried out by
surveyors exclusive to that society.
4.6.2 The 5th. Special Survey, carried out in China in 2001, eighteen months before
the incident, appears to have been carried out to the highest current industry standards.
An inspection of the survey records, an audit of the Classification Society and an
inspection of the ship yard have revealed no significant problems. All of these checks
were carried out by IACS auditors and witnessed by representatives of IMO, the
European Commission, and INTERTANKO, as well as investigators from the
Bahamas Maritime Authority.
4.6.3 No record is required to be kept of the thicknesses of steel removed during a
survey. This means that the ability to assess rates of corrosion is hampered. It is
understood that there is no requirement for this information to be kept in the rules of
any of the classification societies.
4.6.4 No record is required to be kept of the strength calculations carried out during
a survey. This means that comparisons between the strength of the ship at successive
surveys cannot be made. It is understood that there is no requirement for this
information to be kept in the rules of any of the classification societies. As noted in
3.4.6.2 a requirement to evaluate longitudinal strength did not come into effect until
1 July 2002.
4.6.5 The Annual Survey, carried out in Dubai in 2002, six months before the
incident, has been similarly checked. An internal inspection of 2 Starboard after wing
tank should have been carried out because it was classed as a ballast tank and was
adjacent to cargo tanks fitted with a means of heating. This was not done because the
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surveyor was not aware that a means of heating was fitted in the adjacent tanks.
However, the tank in which the incident originated, 3 Starboard wing tank, was
classed as a cargo tank for survey purposes and therefore was not due for inspection.
The structure of 2 Starboard after wing tank appears to have survived all of the
additional stresses which the incident imposed upon it except for the bulkhead
between the two tanks. It is, therefore, probable that an inspection in Dubai would not
have revealed any significant problems.
4.6.6 Inspecting the inside of any tank is not something that can be undertaken
without proper preparation. On a tanker, any cargo or ballast tank that needs to be
entered must be certified as gas free and the oxygen content must be satisfactory
before entry is made. It follows from this that no inspector carrying out a random or
unannounced inspection will enter a tank except in very exceptional circumstances
when preparations have been carried out and valid certification on the gas and oxygen
content is available. The Port State Control, SIRE and other inspections carried out
before the incident gave no cause for concern about the general condition of the ship
and no reason to believe that special internal inspection of any tank was necessary.
Even if inspectors had entered the tanks they would probably have been unable to
make close-up inspections of the majority of the structure. This latter limitation also
applied to the inspection carried out by the Master and Chief Officer before the ship
sailed from St Petersburg.
4.6.7 Given the above conclusions, there is a need to consider carefully current
repair and survey practices to try to identify ways in which presently hidden sources
of weakness can be revealed. Areas which have come to light in this investigation
include: considering the effects of joining new steel to old, especially in older ships;
means of detecting fatigue; examining residual stresses in areas in which large repairs
have been carried out; the amount of non-destructive testing carried out on welds
during large repair operations; determining the corrosion rates in older steel,
especially in areas in which high condensation may be present.
4.7

Management of the Prestige

4.7.1 From the beginning of the incident there was no doubt as to the ownership and
management of the ship. The managers were in contact with the Spanish authorities
throughout and supplied all information requested.
4.7.2 The managers took their responsibilities very seriously and when informed of
the incident they implemented their Emergency Response Plan, put in place their
emergency response team and gave guidance to the crew when starting the main
engine. They appointed an agent in Spain to look after their interests and liaise with
the Spanish authorities.
4.7.3 The managers rapidly organised Salvors, engaging one of the world’s foremost
salvage companies.
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4.7.4 The ISM audit of the company subsequent to the incident showed no major
non-conformities, the audit team was accompanied by a representative of the
Bahamas Maritime Authority. The subsequent inspection by Bahamas Maritime
Authority officials found the company to be well run with well organised emergency
procedures.
4.8

Immediate response to casualty

4.8.1 The immediate response on board the Prestige to the initial incident was to
sound the General Alarm to alert the crew and to transmit a distress signal. Both of
these were the correct and appropriate actions to take.
4.8.2 After confirming that the distress call was genuine, the response of the Spanish
shore authorities on receipt of the distress message was to react rapidly and send
helicopters to lift off the crew. They also alerted all ships in the area and the Walili
confirmed that she was about three miles astern of the Prestige and would proceed
towards her. Shortly after the distress signal was received, the tug Ria de Vigo, which
was about 23 miles from the Prestige, was instructed to proceed to the assistance of
the Prestige. These were the correct and proper actions and the speed with which they
were carried out is to be commended.
4.8.3 Although all of the crew could have been evacuated at an early stage, the
Master, Chief Engineer and Chief Officer volunteered to stay on board to try to save
the ship and prevent serious pollution. The ship had a large list and was rolling in
heavy seas, with an undetermined amount of damage, so the decision to stay with the
ship would not have been taken lightly.
4.8.4 Before the evacuation of the crew, the Master ordered that 3 Port wing tank
and 2 Port after wing tank should be filled. Although this placed additional stresses on
the ship by putting additional weight amidships, the action was the correct one and
enabled the subsequent connection of the tow and the later salvage attempts to be
carried out. This decision was endorsed by the Salvage Master. The survival of the
ship for a further six days, despite adverse conditions and considerable additional
damage, demonstrated that the ship was sufficiently strong to take this added loading.
4.9

Events between the rescue of the crew and the boarding of the salvage
team

4.9.1 The messages from the shore authorities to the Master of the Prestige appear to
assume that whoever sent a message had authority to give orders to the Master.
Spanish law does allow such orders to be given. However, it is not clear from those
messages which authority was issuing orders, which authority was in charge of the
operation or which was coordinating it. It is also not clear at what stage the shore
authorities decided that they should issue orders to the Master.
4.9.2 At no time was the position explained to the Master and at no time did any
shore authority take command of the ship from the Master. It would seem that each
shore authority which contacted the ship simply assumed that the Master should obey
every order. According to SOLAS Chapter 9, and the ISM Code, the Master has the
overriding authority and responsibility to make decisions in respect to safety and
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pollution prevention. If any shore authority wishes to take this responsibility away
from the Master, it is most important that that authority explains clearly to the Master
who is issuing orders and the extent to which the Master still has control of his ship.
4.9.3 Despite the above, the Master made every effort to comply with the
instructions given from ashore. When ordered to take a tow, he asked the shore
authorities if he could contact his owner first and, at the same time, asked for
additional assistance on board to secure the tow as there were insufficient personnel
on board and there was no power to the winches. The request to contact the owners
was agreed by the shore authorities. No confirmation was given that additional help
would be provided to assist in making the tow fast.
4.9.4 Those on the bridge of the Prestige stated that the tug would not agree to take
a tow until a salvage agreement had been signed. This was contrary to the orders
apparently given to it by the shore authorities.
4.9.5 There was some delay in contacting the Master after the salvage agreement
was reached as the Master was on deck rather than on the bridge. This was due to the
need to carry out other duties on board apart from keeping a radio watch.
4.9.6 When the Master returned to the bridge he confirmed that he would make the
tow fast but again stated that additional help would be required. Despite the lack of
the requested extra personnel, the Master, Chief Engineer and Chief Officer made
their way forward to attempt to make the Ria de Vigo fast. Seven unsuccessful
attempts were made to make the tug fast between 2130 and 0600.
4.9.7 Had additional personnel been supplied to the ship when requested it is
possible that tug could have been secured earlier.
4.9.8 Earlier use of the after towing equipment may have resulted in the ship’s drift
towards the shore being halted earlier and the Master’s decision not to try to use it
may be questioned. However, later attempts at connection were not initially successful
and may not have been had the Master decided to attempt to deploy the gear at an
early stage.
4.9.9 When the Spanish surveyor, who boarded on 14 November, ordered that the
main engine be started, he did so without making any assessment of the condition of
the ship. His instructions were issued without any indication being given to the Master
as to the authority or the qualifications of the surveyor to take such a critical decision.
4.9.10 The Master pointed out the danger of causing further damage to the ship if the
engine was started, due to the vibrations which would be induced into the hull, but the
surveyor insisted and the Master gave the Chief Engineer the order to start the main
engine.
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4.9.11 When the main engine was repaired and starting arrangements completed, the
Spanish authorities ordered that the ship head in a NW’ly direction. When the salvage
team arrived the main engine was stopped and the ship brought onto a more S’ly
heading.
4.9.12 Had the surveyor made a proper assessment of the situation on board, he could
have given the shore authorities a more complete picture on which to base their
subsequent decisions.
4.10

The Salvage Team

4.10.1 When the main salvage team arrived in La Coruna, some twenty-four hours
after the initial incident, some escape of oil had occurred possibly from breached
cargo tanks, but there was little apparent damage to the ship additional to that which
had occurred originally. It was therefore essential that the team be taken to the ship as
soon as possible to assess the situation and make recommendations about action to be
taken.
4.10.2 The prolonged delay in allowing the salvage team to go to the ship meant that
they boarded in darkness and were therefore restricted in the assessment of the
condition of the ship which they could make at that time.
4.10.3 On boarding the ship, the Salvage Master ensured that the main engine was
stopped and requested that the shore authorities allow the ship to be taken to a place
of refuge. The request was refused and the salvage master was ordered to ensure the
ship was taken 120 miles offshore in accordance with the undertaking already signed.
4.10.4 The salvage team were the first people to board the ship who were trained,
qualified and experienced sufficiently to make a proper judgement about the condition
of the damaged ship. Their views should have had some influence on the way the ship
was subsequently handled.
4.11

Place of Refuge

4.11.1 Requests to allow the Prestige to move to a place of refuge were first made by
the Master and then by the Salvage Master. When the Master asked to be taken to a
place of refuge, the ship was close to the coast, there was only a limited breach in any
of the cargo tanks, the leakage from the Butterworth openings had ceased, the ship
was only listing about 5o and was under tow, and the main engine would have been
available for manoeuvring.
4.11.2 By the time the Salvage Master made his request, the ship was further
offshore; it had been subject to another prolonged spell of heavy weather and suffered
further damage. However, the ship was upright, under tow and capable of being taken
to a suitable sheltered place.
4.11.3 The analysis of the wave conditions during the period shows that the weather
inshore was less severe and would have caused a lesser degree of stress on the ship
than the offshore situation into which it was sent.
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4.11.4 Despite being sent away from the coast into more severe conditions and being
pushed at up to 6.5 knots into a head sea using the main engines for several hours, the
ship survived for six days before finally breaking in two. It is certain that the ship
could have survived being taken to a place of refuge. Once at such a position, a proper
assessment could have been made of the condition of the ship and the best way to
ensure that any risk of further pollution was minimised.
4.11.5 The provision of a place of refuge could well have resulted in a much more
favourable outcome and prevented the subsequent large scale pollution of a long
stretch of coastline.
4.12

Treatment of the Master

4.12.1 The Master was eventually brought ashore, together with the Chief Engineer
and Chief Officer, at about 1800 on 15 November when the Salvage Master decided
that it was unsafe to remain on board overnight. At that time all three had been on
continuous duty for 51 hours since the initial incident and the Master had been on the
bridge before the incident. During that time the three had spent long hours, in
atrocious conditions, trying to make fast a tug and subsequently helping the salvage
team. None of the three had had any sleep, properly prepared food, or a proper change
of clothing.
4.12.2 They had spent the time trying their best to help save their ship and
cooperating with the shore authorities, despite believing that many of the decisions
being taken by the shore authorities were wrong. The Master had asked for the ship to
be taken to a place of refuge, a request later repeated by the salvage team. He had
asked for the main engine not to be started because of the additional damage it may
cause, a request later confirmed as correct in the judgement of the Salvage Master. He
asked for extra personnel to be put on board to help secure the tug during the
afternoon of 13 November, they did not arrive until the following morning by which
time the three officers had spent the entire night unsuccessfully struggling to secure a
tug. He had asked for the vessel not to be taken to the NW.
4.12.3 It was claimed by the Spanish authorities before a judge investigating the
incident that the Master had disobeyed orders from the shore authorities and had
caused serious pollution. During the initial interview, the Master stated he did not
disobey any order from ashore. He had done this despite the fact that at no time did
anyone from ashore explain to the Master the legal position in Spanish waters. It was
not explained to the Master, or to the Bahamas’ investigators, which orders had been
disobeyed, who had given them or with what authority, or to what extent the Master
was still expected to exercise his judgement in running his ship.
4.12.4 No evidence has been discovered during this investigation to substantiate the
charge of disobeying an order from any shore authority.
4.12.5 Looking at the charge of causing pollution, it is difficult to blame the Master
for the initial damage to his ship. The Master would have had no way of anticipating
or acting to prevent the event. He had acted in a proper seamanlike manner during the
severe weather prior to the incident, slowing to an appropriate speed. After the
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incident he took all proper steps to alert the shore emergency services, to evacuate his
crew and to decrease the list of the ship. He then chose to stay on board to try to save
his ship and try to minimise pollution when he would have been perfectly entitled to
have abandoned his ship together with the rest of his crew. His actions subsequent to
the remainder of the crew leaving were exemplary.
4.12.6 The Master was kept in custody for 83 days and only released when a bail of 3
million euros was lodged. He is still, at the time of writing this report, unable to leave
Spain and must report regularly to the Spanish police. Such action by the Spanish has
been widely condemned and is considered to be a violation of the Master’s human
rights.
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5. RECOMMENDATIONS
5. RECOMMENDATIONS
5.1

General comment

5.1.1 After an incident such as the one which happened to the Prestige, it is most
important to look for lessons which can be learnt. The investigation has been as
thorough as possible in the circumstances and a number of points have emerged which
should be followed through to try to improve safety at sea and pollution prevention in
the future. The recommendations which follow are addressed to the shipping
community as a whole, but certain points will be of special interest to particular
sections of the maritime community. In the latter cases those sections are identified.
5.2

IMO, governments and classification societies

5.2.1 The trigger for the initial structural failure was the ship being struck by a large
wave which revealed that there was a source, or sources, of weakness in the structure
of 3 Starboard wing tank. It appears that these were not such as to be readily
detectable or predictable using present industry survey, inspection and repair
practices. It is important that those practices be re-examined to see where
improvements can be made. In particular the following points are seen as worth
further examination:
•

Consequences on structural reliability of new steel to old, especially when large
repairs are carried out on older ships.

•

Means of minimising the influence of residual stresses in areas where large repairs
are carried out.

•

Means of detecting fatigue cracks and recording presence of fatigue cracks prior
to repairs or renewals.

•

Means of predicting and monitoring rates of corrosion particularly in spaces
adjacent to heated cargo tanks.

•

The importance of close-up inspections during surveys and inspections by crew
has to be emphasised.

•

The requirement for the annual close up examination of a tank that is able to carry
ballast water where the tank is uncoated or where the tank coating is in poor
condition.

•

The effect of contact damage on the strength of a ship side structure and guidance
on identifying and reporting such damage.

•

The use of non-destructive testing of welds on ship side steelwork in ship repairs.
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•

The retention of records of all calculations made to determine strength during a
survey.

•

The retention of records of condition of structure including thickness gaugings
both prior to renewals and following renewals. This will provide for a more
complete historic record of corrosion rates in spaces.

5.2.2 As a consequence of the initial failure of the side structure of 3 starboard wing
tank there was an initial list to starboard with loss of oil through openings in the main
deck and a subsequent progression in the extent of damage culminating in a total loss.
This leads to the necessity for evaluation of:
•

The adequacy of current requirements relating to the strength of securing
arrangements for openings in the main deck of tankers.

•

The adequacy of current requirements relating to the design strength of double
hull tankers with respect to their survivability, particularly in adverse weather,
following accidental damage of the outer skin.

5.3

IMO and Governments

5.3.1 There is a vital need for clarity about who is in control during an emergency.
If a coastal state is to assume a degree of control over a ship in an emergency, using
powers under its national laws, the Master, the owners and any salvage teams must be
told what the control structure is, who is authorised to issue orders, and what degree
of control remains with the other parties. This is especially important for the Master as
he is given ‘overriding authority and the responsibility to make decisions with respect
to safety and pollution prevention’ by the ISM Code which is mandatory under the
SOLAS Convention. It is, of course, essential that any person taking any degree of
control of a ship must be properly trained and be competent to carry out that task.
5.3.2 Any decision by a coastal state to reduce the Master’s responsibility must be
made clear to him and the degree of control left to his discretion spelled out to him.
The power under which such a change of responsibility is taken should be stated to
the Master before any orders are issued.
5.3.3 The issue of Places of Refuge is a matter of international discussion at the
present time. In considering such matters, the importance of the following has been
highlighted by the incident to the Prestige:
•
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The effect of not granting a ship entry to a place of refuge:
-

on the rest of the coastline and amenities in the surrounding area.

-

on other countries.

-

on the ship.
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A ship should not be refused entry to a place of refuge without careful consideration
being given to what alternatives are available and what will be the consequences of
the ship adopting those alternatives.
5.3.4 The detention of the Master in a case such as the Prestige will have an effect
on the morale of the industry and possibly affect future recruitment if it is considered
that the detention is unreasonable, excessively long or the conditions for release
thought to be disproportionate. Governments should take these effects into
consideration when contemplating action against the Master of a ship involved in an
incident.
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APPENDIX A A
APPENDIX
Description of ship
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Ownership and flag
Principal particulars
Propulsion and auxiliary machinery
Radio Equipment
Navigation equipment
Statutory certification
COW/CBT operation
Stability and loading information
Access to bows
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Ownership and Flag
Name
Builder
Year of build
Original name
Original owner
Original manager
Original flag
2nd owner
2nd Manager
2nd Flag
3rd Flag
Final Owner
Final Manager
Final flag

Prestige (from1988)
Hitachi Zosen-Sakurajima Shipyard, Osaka, Japan
1976
Gladys (until 1988)
Monarch Tankers (until 1988)
Maritime Overseas Corporation, New York (until 1988)
Panama (until 1988)
Lancer Corporation
Universe Maritime Inc
Liberia (briefly)
Greece (until 1994)
Mare Shipping Incorporated Athens (from 1994)
(initially managed by Laurel Sea Transport)
Universe Maritime, Athens
Bahamas (from 1994)

The vessel was one of four sister ships built at the same shipyard. None of the other three
ships were in service at the time of the casualty.
Principal Particulars
Official Number:
Port of Registry:
IMO Number:
Call sign:
MMSI Number:
Gross Tonnage:
Net Tonnage:
Deadweight:
Length overall:
Length BP:
Breadth Moulded:
Depth:
Summer load draft:
Class

88

72534
Nassau
7372141
C6MN6
308957000
42,820
29,964
81,564 tonnes
243.49 m
232.01 m
34.41 m
18.70 m
14.027 m
American Bureau of Shipping, Maltese A1, Circle E, Oil Carrier,
Maltese AMS, Maltese ACCU
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Propulsion and auxiliary machinery
Propulsion
Fuel
Service speed
Service speed
Fuel consumption
Electrical power

Burmeister and Wain Type 8K84EF, 8 cylinder diesel, 14,711 KW
Heavy oil at sea, diesel oil manoeuvring
15 knots (As built)
12 knots (for final charter)
54 tonnes (at 12 knots)
1 x 900 KW alternator
2 x 480 KW alternators
Boiler
2 x Auxiliary water tube boilers
1 x Waste heat water tube boiler
All cargo tanks were protected by an inert gas system
Radio equipment
The vessel was equipped with a full GMDSS outfit and certified to operate in A1, A2 and
A3 areas. Radio equipment was fitted on the navigating bridge, and consisted of the
following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

VHF transceivers: Type JRC/JHS-32A
MF/HF DSC watch controller/receiver: Type JRC/JSS-800
Radio telephone distress frequency watch receiver: Type Skanti/WR6000
INMARSAT C Ship Earth Station: Type Philips SAFECOM with enhanced group
call
Navtex receiver: Type Lo-Kata/Navtes 2
406 MHz float free EPIRB: Type Lo-Kata 406
VHF survival craft radiotelephone: Type ACR 16/1 Survival Radio
Radar transponders: Type Raytheon Rescuer II

Navigation equipment
•

Radar

1 x Racal Decca Bridgemaster
1 x Raytheon M34 ARPA
1x Furuno GP 32

•

GPS

1 x Garmin GPS 128

The vessel was also fitted with magnetic and gyro compasses, an echo sounder, and a
speed log.
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Statutory certification
1. The certificates for the vessel listed below were in force at the time of loss:
Table 1
Issue Date

Expiry Date

International Loadline Certificate

16. 08.01

31.03.06

International Safety Construction
Certificate

16.08.01

31.03.06

International Safety Equipment Certificate

23.01.01

31.03.06

International Safety Radio Certificate

07.06.01

31.03.06

International Oil Pollution Prevention
Certificate

16.08.01

31.03.06

Safety Management Certificate

19.07.01

20.06.06

Certificate

2. The above certificates, with the exception of the Safety Management Certificate, were
issued by the American Bureau of Shipping under the delegated authority of the
Commonwealth of The Bahamas. The Safety Management Certificate was issued by
Bureau Veritas also under delegated authority of The Commonwealth of The
Bahamas.
3. The vessel was subject to, and had been surveyed in accordance with, the Enhanced
Survey Procedures that entered into force on 1 January 1996 under SOLAS
Regulation XI/2 and MARPOL Regulation I/13G.
COW/CBT operation
1. The vessel was approved for operation as an oil tanker in the Crude Oil Washing and
Clean Ballast Tank modes. The Hydrostatic Balance Loading Operations Manual was
approved by the American Bureau of Shipping on 7 March 2001 for use in
hydrostatic balance loading in accordance with MARPOL Regulation 13G(7) and
Appendix 7 of Annex 1.
2. The vessel also complied with MARPOL Regulation 13G(4) and was permitted to
operate in the Clean Ballast Tank mode without being required to conform to the
Hydrostatic Balance Loading procedures. The alternative modes of operation (COW
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with Hydrostatic Ballast Loading and Clean Ballast Tanks) were each authorised in
separate appendices to the IOPP Certificate. The Hydrostatic Balance Loading
Manual was approved by ABS on 29 May 2002.
3. When operating under Crude Oil Washing (COW) mode, with Hydrostatic Balance
Loading, cargo oil could be carried in 3 wing tanks P & S under Regulation 13G (7)
of MARPOL Annex 1. 3 wing tanks P & S were however designated as clean ballast
tanks while operating in the CBT (Clean Ballast Tank) mode in accordance with
Regulation 13G(4) of MARPOL Annex 1. These tanks could not be used for the
carriage of oil cargo in the CBT mode of operation, and were limited to the carriage
of clean ballast. 3 wing tanks P & S were designated as cargo tanks in the ABS
survey records and various other documents relating to the vessel.
Stability and loading information
1. The stability information provided on the vessel was approved by the American
Bureau of Shipping as meeting the requirements of SOLAS Regulation 2-B 1.25.8.
The vessel was not required to carry a loading instrument, but the owners had
provided a computer software programme to be used for loading calculations. This
was approved by the American Bureau of Shipping on 21 June 1999 subject to a test
case being run in the presence of a surveyor. A satisfactory test was carried by an
ABS surveyor during the special survey in 2001 and recorded in the survey form.
Access to bows
1. The vessel complied with the provisions of SOLAS Chapter II-1 Regulation 3-3. A
walkway was constructed immediately to starboard of the deck pipelines extending
from the accommodation to the forecastle. The walkway consisted of steel rails and
stanchions, with openings in the rails giving access to the deck at intervals. The
walking platform of the access consisted of steel plates.
2. The walkway was fitted clear of the inert gas and crude oil washing pipelines crossing
the deck, and at a higher level in way of the cargo manifolds amidships. The walkway
was certified by the American Bureau of Shipping on 19 May 2001 as meeting the
requirements of the SOLAS Convention.
3. The walkway started at the door on the starboard side of the accommodation, where it
was 3.4 m inboard from the ship’s side. It extended forward and around deck fittings
where required. In the vicinity of the manifold amidships, it was 7.3 m from the
ship’s side. Over the greater length of the access the deck plates were close to the
deck, and only where required to pass over main pipelines was the height raised to
about 1 metre above deck.
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APPENDIX
APPENDIX B B
Crew
• Manning, certification and training
• Safe Manning Certificate
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Manning, Certification and Training
1. A Minimum Safe Manning Certificate was issued by the Bahamas Maritime
Authority on 9 December 1998. While operated by Universe Maritime Limited the
vessel carried a crew of 27 persons comprising the personnel designated in the Safe
Manning Certificate, together with the following additional personnel:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

1 Third Engineer
1 Pumpman
1 Electrical Officer
2 Fitters
2 Oilers
2 Wipers
2 Seamen
2 Messmen

2. All of the officers held certificates of competency valid for oil tankers and had
satisfactorily completed the tanker training required by Regulation V/1 of the STCW
Convention. They also either held valid Bahamas Maritime Authority endorsements
recognising these certificates or had made application for such endorsements, except
for two Third Engineers. While they both held valid certificates of competency, one
of them was required to hold a Bahamas Maritime Authority recognition endorsement
as required by paragraph 5 of STCW Regulation 1.2.
3. All officers on Prestige having responsibility for cargo operations had satisfactorily
completed tanker training as specified in section A-V/1 of the STCW Code, and
ratings engaged on cargo duties had also competed the requisite tanker training.
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APPENDIX C C
APPENDIX
Condition of ship
•
•
•
•
•
•

Classification society surveys
Port State Control Inspections
SIRE inspection
ISM Certification
Bahamas Maritime Authority Inspection
Master’s tank inspections
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Classification Society Surveys
1. The vessel was classed by the American Bureau of Shipping, and remained in class
from the time of building until the date of loss. Surveys required by the Enhanced
Survey Procedures for tankers were carried out by the American Bureau of Shipping
concurrently with the class and other statutory surveys.
2. The Fifth Special Survey was carried out at Guangzhou, China, between 2 April and
19 May 2001. Most of the close up survey and all of the tank testing was carried out
while the vessel lay afloat at anchor. Access for the close up surveys was provided by
rafting. The vessel entered the Cosco (Guangzhou) Shipyard on 10 April 2001 and
was dry-docked from 7 to 12 May.
3. Thickness measurements were performed by Dimitrios Thomas Marine Limited.
Measurements were taken in the following locations in accordance with ABS
requirements:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Main deck
Forecastle deck
Wind and water strakes (full length)
Bottom shell plating (full length)
Frames in fore and aft peak tanks
All frames in 2 Port and Starboard after wing tanks and 3 Port and Starboard wing
tanks
All frames in 2 Starboard forward wing tank
One frame in each of 1 to 4 Centre tanks, slop tanks, 1,4 and 5 Port and Starboard
tanks
All transverse bulkheads in cargo tanks
Girth belts forward of frames 60, 67, 72, and 77.

4. Thickness measurements were also taken in areas suspected of wastage, as follows:
• Foredeck at frames 90 to 91
• Bottom shell plating in 1 Port and Centre tanks
• Shelf plate of bulkhead at frame 61
• All wash bulkheads
5. On completion of repairs and testing, all replaced steel in the Fore Peak, Aft Peak,
and 2 Port and Starboard after wing tanks was coated with epoxy paint. No coating
was applied in 3 wing tanks. The surveyor recorded the condition of the tanks as
shown in the table below:
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Condition of cargo and ballast tanks after Special Survey No 5 May 2001

Close
up
examination

Corrosion
Protection

Coating
Condition

Substantial
Corrosion

1 to 4 Centre
tanks

Yes

Not
protected

Not
applicable

None

Cargo
Slop
tanks P and S

Yes

Not
protected

Not
applicable

None

1, 2(Fwd) and 4
wing tanks P
and S

Yes

Not
protected

Not
applicable

None

Yes

Coated

Fair

None

Yes

Coated

Fair

None

Yes

Not
protected

Not
applicable

None

Tank
Cargo Tanks

Ballast tanks
Fore Peak and
Aft Peak
2 P & S after
wing tanks
3 P & S wing
tanks

6. The criteria used by the surveyor for the tank conditions were those applicable to the
Enhanced Survey requirements.
7. On conclusion of the Special Survey there were no outstanding recommendations or
conditions of class. The surveyor issued short term certificates pending issue of the
full term certificates from the ABS office in Houston, as follows:
•
•
•
•

Safety Radio Certificate - a conditional certificate valid to 18 June 2001, full
term certificate to be issued on rectification of a fault in the S Band radar.
Safety Equipment Certificate - full term certificate issued, valid to 31 March
2006
Safety Construction Certificate - full term certificate issued, valid to 18 October
2001
IOPP Certificate - interim certificate valid to 18 October 2001

8. The IOPP Certificate issued at Guangzhou had two supplements attached. One
certified that the vessel was fit to operate as an oil tanker in the COW mode using
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hydrostatic balance loading, and the other that the vessel was fit to operate in the
CBT mode with clean ballast tanks.
9. The first annual class survey after the Fifth Special Survey was carried out at Dubai
between 15 and 25 May 2002. The ABS surveyor was the same surveyor had also
carried out part of the annual survey of the vessel in 2000, also at Dubai. The survey
took place with the vessel afloat and at anchor.
10. No inspection of any cargo or ballast tanks was made during this survey. Some minor
steelwork repairs were carried out. These were mostly cropping and renewing
supporting brackets for mushroom ventilator pipes and other deck fittings.
11. There were no outstanding recommendations at the end of the Annual Survey.
Port State Control Inspections
1.

The vessel was subjected to port state control inspections in European ports as
indicated in the table below:

Port State Control Inspections
No. of
Deficiencies

Date

Country

Port of
inspection

22.05.92

Italy

Miazzo

Nil

No

20.09.93

United Kingdom

Newcastle

17

No

06.04.94

The Netherlands

Rotterdam

15

No

24.11.94

The Netherlands

Rotterdam

18

No

29.06.95

Germany

Hamburg

8

No

05.07.95

United Kingdom

Hull

Nil

No

01.09.99

The Netherlands

Rotterdam

3

No

Vessel
detained

2.

None of the deficiencies recorded in these inspections were of a serious nature, and
the vessel was not detained at any time. Universe Maritime did not assume
responsibility for the management of the vessel until 1994, and were not involved in
any way with port state control inspections before then. An inspection of the vessel
was made at St Petersburg on 29 October 2002, but it related solely to pollution
prevention.

3.

The vessel was inspected by the United States Coast Guard while in American ports
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on 6 occasions between 10 June 1998 and 25 June 1999. Details of these inspections
are contained in the table below:
US Coastguard Inspections
Date

Port

Deficiencies

Philadelphia

3 minor items of fire fighting equipment to be replaced
Emergency stop on one cargo pump to be repaired
Lifeboat and fire drill to be carried out

3.09.98

LISMS

Nil

15.04.99

LISMS

Nil

19.04.99

New York

Secondary gyro compass not readily available, to be
rectified before sailing

19.05.99

LISMS

Nil

25.06.99

Baltimore

Nil

10.06.98

SIRE Vessel Inspection
1.

A SIRE inspection (Appendix G) was carried out on Prestige by an inspector on
behalf of the Chevron Texaco Shipping Company on 13 March 2002 at Karachi. The
results of the inspection indicate the vessel was in satisfactory condition and the
standard of operation acceptable. No major deficiencies were recorded in the
inspection report.

2.

On receipt of the inspection report Chevron Texaco advised the managers of
Prestige that the vessel had successfully passed the inspection.

ISM Certification
1.

When Prestige was first registered in The Bahamas the owners nominated Laurel
Shipping as the managers of the vessel. Bureau Veritas were appointed to carry out
ISM certification procedures and the initial audit of Laurel Shipping took place on
24 February 1998. A Document of Compliance valid for the operation of oil tankers
and bulk carriers was issued on 24 February 1998. This was valid to 24 February
2003 subject to annual audits being carried out satisfactorily. The only actions
required by the managers were to report the details of the company to the Bahamas
Maritime Authority, review the Safety Management System and carry out an
emergency drill on the Prestige. All of these actions were completed and auditors
advised.

2.

The Document of Compliance issued to Laurel Shipping was renewed after
satisfactory audits on 21 May 1999 and 19 May 2000. Parallel audits were carried
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out on Universe Maritime simultaneously with the audits of Laurel Shipping.
Management of Prestige was transferred to Universe Maritime Limited on 24
January 2001. An audit was carried out on the Prestige under the Universe Maritime
Safety Management System and an Interim Safety Management Certificate issued
on 31 January, valid for six months. Five non-conformities were recorded during
this audit, as follows:
•
•
•
•
•

No documentary evidence that Third Mate has received familiarization instruction
prior to sailing.
No documentary evidence that a pre arrival check list was established prior to
arrive at Bahrain on 20.01.01.
No documentary evidence that a passage plan was established for the voyage from
Keamari to Khorfakkan on 18.06.01.
No documentary evidence that emergency drill procedures have been followed.
No evidence that flooding drill was carried out in February 2001.

3.

All of these non-conformities were resolved to the satisfaction of the auditors and a
full term Safety Management Certificate was issued on 19 July 2001 with a five year
validity. The renewal audit was not required to be completed before 20 June 2006.

4.

A periodical DOC audit of Universe Maritime was carried out 23/24 May 2002.
Eight non-conformities were found, none of which was classed as a major nonconformity. These included such items as: no evidence of one crew member having
had familiarisation training; no crew appraisals found in office; two officers on one
ship had no flag state endorsements on their Certificates of Competency; the
periodicity of on board inspections by superintendents not found defined; and such
like. Actions for correction for all non-conformities were put in hand.

5.

Following the loss of the Prestige, Bureau Veritas conducted an additional audit of
Universe Maritime at the request of the Bahamas Maritime Authority. One
observation and six non-conformities were listed, none of which was classed as a
major non-conformity. They were recorded as follows:
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Company investigation and analysis of the Prestige incident was not completed as
the vessel’s master is still not available for the Company.
Company’s SMS does not include the Administration’s requirement for annual
inspections (BMA Circular 10)
No record was found that the Greek Fighter’s incident had been reported to the
Administration.
‘List of Books’ (Company Library) was found not updated and not controlled.
Various Departments’ Circulars sent onboard the company’s vessels were found
not controlled. Circulars were not part of the Company’s SMS.
Although the company has included in its SMS a comprehensive list of shipboard
operations, no relevant procedure was found for their preparation (incl. plans and
instructions)
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•

The Management Review of 27/12/02 was not sufficiently thorough to identify
various deficiencies in the Company’s SMS documented during this audit.

Bahamas Maritime Authority inspections
1. The vessel was inspected by a Bahamas Maritime Authority inspector at Khorfakkan
on 17 December 2000. The following deficiencies were recorded during this
inspection:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Wastage of port anchor chain, calibration required
Several studs on starboard anchor chain missing and to be replaced
Echo sounder inoperable
Lifeboat embarkation light fixtures requiring repair
Calibration of magnetic compass required
Leakages on deck fire main to be repaired
Blocks and sheaves of cargo gear to be serviced
Illegible fire plan to be replaced
Merchant Shipping Notices to be supplied to vessel
Three officers to obtain Bahamas’ licences

2. The Bahamas Maritime Authority contacted the managers of the vessel on 18
December 2000 concerning the deficiencies and requested confirmation that
corrective action would be taken to make good the deficiencies. The managers
responded on 23 January 2001 with details of action that had been taken. The only
outstanding action related to the anchor chains, which was planned to be done at the
next dry-docking scheduled to take place about two months later.
3. The Bahamas annual inspection due in December 2001 (plus or minus three months)
was not carried out.
Tank inspections by Master/Chief Officer
1. It was company procedure for the ballast tanks to be inspected by the ship’s crew at
intervals of six months. The Master and Chief Officer inspected the ballast tanks
while the ship lay at St Petersburg on the following dates;
•

15 September 2002

2 Port and Starboard after wing tanks
3 Port and Starboard wing tanks

•

20 October 2002

Fore Peak Tank
Aft Peak Tank

•

30 October 2002

2 Port and Starboard after wing tanks
3 Port and Starboard wing tanks
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2. The tanks were reported to be in good condition and without any defects in all of the
above inspections.

APPENDIX D
Employment of ship
•
•
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Storage operations at St Petersburg
Employment of the Prestige 1996 to 2002
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Storage operations at St Petersburg
Employment of the Prestige 1996 to 2002
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Storage operations at St Petersburg
1. During the vessel’s stay in St Petersburg, fuel oil cargo was loaded from barges and
discharged into the tankers ‘Black Point’, ‘Paean’, ‘Grizzly’ and ‘Gudermes’. Loaded
barges berthed alongside the Prestige on 45 occasions on the port side and on 56
occasions on the starboard side. Tankers berthed alongside on eight occasions, six of
which are known to have been on the port side. The details of the tankers are shown
in the table below:

Ship Name

Grizzly

Gudermes

Paean

Vessel type

Tanker

Tanker

GRT

20 599

17 824

32 607

NRT

10 876

9 020

18 921

Deadweight

36 102

32 039

53 700

Length

188.96

170.85

207.0

Breadth

27.03

25.8

32.24

Load Draught

11.025

11.28

12.65

OBO

2. Five Kursk type fenders were rigged on each side of Prestige at St Petersburg. The
capacity of the barges coming alongside was around 2000 to 3000 tonnes. The barges
came alongside to discharge into the Prestige, while the tankers came alongside in
ballast to be loaded from the Prestige. Various bunker, fresh water and slop barges
also came alongside from time to time at St Petersburg.
Final Loading
After loading a part cargo at St Petersburg, the Prestige called at Ventspils, loading from
the tanker Gudermes berthed on the starboard side.
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EMPLOYMENT OF PRESTIGE 1996 – 2002
From
26.02.96

Charter party
To
07.04.96

24.04.96

Cargo

Loading Port

Days
41

No. 6 Fuel Oil

Yombo

25.05.96

32

No. 6 Fuel Oil

27.05.96
20.06.96

18.06.96
26.07.96

22
37

02.08.96
09.09.96
03.10.96
13.11.96
04.12.96
25.12.96
Total for 1996

09.08.96
25.09.96
11.11.96
21.11.96
21.12.96
08.01.97

39
17
40
9
18
15
270

Arabian Light Crude
Sahara Blend Crude Lokele
Crude
Fuel Oil
Arabian Light Crude
Brass Light Crude
Brass Crude
Brass Light Crude Antan Blend
Zarzaitine Crude

Punta Cardon
Marsazlokk
Sidi Kerir
Arzew Moudi

12.01.97
25.01.97

21.01.97
01.03.97

10
35

Crude Oil
Vacuum Gas Oil

07.03.97

11.04.97

36

26.04.97

05.06.97

41

11.06.97

04.08.97

55

19.08.97
10.11.97
06.12.97

05.12.97
05.12.97
14.01.98

70
26
40

Heavy Fuel Oil
Light Fuel Oil
Low Sulphur Fuel Oil
Fuel Oil
Shops Fuel Oil
Crude Oil
Lion Crude
Fuel Oil
LP Fuel Oil
HS Str Run Residue
HS Fuel Oil

Total for 1997

Discharging Port

Suez
Sidi Kerir
Brass River
Tazerka
Brass River Antan
La Skhirra

St. Eustatius
Guayanilla
Marsazlokk
Constanza
Leixoes
Novadhibou
Genoa
Cagliari Gela
Leixoes
Sines Leixoes
Fos
Algeciras
Tarragona

Marsa El Hariga
Milford Haven Le
Havre
Mamonal
St. Eustatius

Cartagena
Texas City SW
Pass
St. Eustatius
Ravenna

Limbe Bonny

SW Pass Houston

La Salina
Lion Terminal
Cape Limbe
Bonny
Rabigh Bay
Santa Panagia

Abidjan
Cape Limbe
New York
New York
Agioi Theodoroi
New York
Philadelphia

313

30.01.98

22.03.98

52

A-960 Str Run Fuel Oil

Yanbu

27.03.98
23.05.98
02.07.98
27.07.98
08.09.98

12.05.98
16.06.98
26.07.98
07.09.98
22.10.98

47
55
25
43
45

Rabigh
Abudjan
Yombo
Yombo
Tallin
Tees

09.11.98

04.12.98

26

Str Run Fuel Oil 380 CST
Lion Crude
Yombo Fuel Oil
Yombo Fuel Oil
VGO High Sulphur
Low Sulphur ATM
Residue
Fuel Oil M100

16.12.98
Total for 1998

11.01.99

27
320

LSSR Fuel Oil

Wilhelmshaven

Point Tupper
Norfolk
Riverhead

30.01.99

26.02.99

28

Fuel Oil

Yombo

Riverhead
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Algeciras
Las Palmas
Dunkirk
Philadelphia
Riverhead
Riverhead
New York
Delaware
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Charter party
To
17.04.99

Cargo
Days
81

Loading Port

18.04.99

03.06.99

47

12.06.99

26.06.99

15

17.07.99

15.08.99

30

Str. Run Fuel Oil
Yombo Fuel Oil
LSSR ATM Residue
Low Sulphur ATM Residue
Fuel Oil No. 6
Fuel Oil No. 6
Str. Run M100 Fuel Oil

30.08.99
23.10.99
19.11.99

10.09.99
10.11.99
01.01.00

11
19
44

Fuel Oil
Fuel Oil
Suez Mixed Crude Oil

Rotterdam
Jubail
Ras Shukheir

Fujairah
Jubail
Fujairah
Singapore
Ras Tanura
Bahrain

Singapore
Khorfakkan
Jiangyin

Sharjah

Bin Quasim

Khor Fakkan

Hangpu

Bahrain

Sharjah

Sharjah

Bin Quasim

Bahrain

Fujairah

Sharjah

Bin Quasim

Total for 1999

Banana
Yombo
Whitgate
Tees
Pointe A Pierre
St. Eustatius
Klaipeda

Discharging
Port
Riverhead
Corpus Christi
St. Eustatius
Piney Point
Texas City
Houston
Singapore
Fujairah
Vadinar
Mumbai

275

07.01.00
17.02.00
02.04.00

06.02.00
09.03.00
09.05.00

31
21
37

M100 Fuel Oil
High Sulphur Fuel Oil 380 CST
Recovered Emulsion Oil

18.05.00
08.07.00

03.07.00
04.12.00

47
150

Str Run Fuel Oil 180 CST
Fuel Oil 380 CST
High Sulphur Fuel Oil
High Sulphur Fuel Oil 180 CST
High Sulphur Fuel Oil 380 CST
High Sulphur Fuel Oil
Fuel Oil B791 380 CST
High Sulphur Fuel Oil
High Sulphur Fuel Oil 380 CST

Huangpu
Khor Fakkan

19.12.00

14
300

Storage

Bahrain
Khorfakkan

Fujairah

06.12.00
Total for 2000
03.01.01

13.01.01

11

Fuel Oil A960

Ras Tanura

Fujairah
Bin Quasim

Bahrain

Sharjah

Sharjah
Bahrain
Ras Tanura

Bin Quasim
Fujairah
Sriacha

High Sulphur Fuel Oil 80 CST
(B961)
High Sulphur Fuel 180 CST
Fuel Oil 380 CST
Reduced Crude Oil
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Charter party
To
28.11.01

Cargo
Days
177

High Sulphur Fuel Oil
Low Sulphur Fuel Oil
STR Run Fuel 180 CST
Fuel Oil 280 CST
Low Sulphur Fuel Oil
High Sulphur Fuel Oil
Low Sulphur Fuel Oil
High Sulphur Fuel Oil 180

Loading Port
Fujairah

Discharging
Port
Keamari

Other Tankers

Other Tankers

Aden

Port Sudan
Fujairah

Fujairah
Other Vessels

Other Vessels
Keamari

Khor Fakkan
Other Vessels
Fujairah

Bin Quasim

Fujairah

Bin Quasim

Fujairah

Bin Quasim
Other Vessels
Bin Quasim
Other Vessels
Fujairah
Other Vessels
Bin Quasim
Singapore

High Sulphur Fuel Oil CST
High Sulphur Fuel Oil 180 CST
High Sulphur Fuel Oil 180 CST
High Sulphur Fuel Oil 180 CST
High Sulphur Fuel Oil 380 CST
High Sulphur Fuel Oil 180 CST
Fuel Oil 380 CST Abadan
STR RUN Fuel Oil 280 CST

Khor Fakkan
Other Vessels
Other Vessels
Bahrain
Fujairah
Other Vessels

Bin Quasim

Pasir Gudang
15.12.01
Total for 2001

19.12.01

5
293

Grade Not Known

04.01.02
06.03.02
18.03.02
12.04.02
13.06.02
01.11.02

09.01.02
15.03.02
10.04.02
14.04.02
30.10.02
05.11.02

6
10
24
3
140
5

Grade Not Known
Iranian Light Crude
High Sulphur Fuel Oil 179 CST
High Sulphur Fuel Oil 170 CST
Storage Vessel
Fuel Oil M100

06.11.02
13.11.02
Total to 13.11.02

8
196

On Passage
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Other Vessel
Fujairah

Fujairah
Kharg Island
Khor Fakkan
Khor Fakkan
St. Petersburg
St. Petersbury
Ventspils

Kuito

Kuito
Karachi
Bin Quasim
Bin Quasim
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APPENDIX
Arrangements for SAR and pollution control in Spain
•
•

Search and rescue organisation in Spain
Spanish National Contingency Plan for Sea Pollution
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Search and rescue arrangements in Spain
1. The following is a description of what is believed to be the search and rescue
arrangements in Spain.
2. The competent authority for maritime search and rescue in Spain is the Sociedad de
Salvamento y Seguridad Maritima, commonly referred to as SASEMAR. This is
understood to be a state owned organization with headquarters in Madrid. It is
presided over by the General Director of Merchant Marine, who is responsible to the
Ministry of ‘Fomento’ (Development) (formerly Ministry of Transport). The Director
of Merchant Marine has under his jurisdiction the Capitania Maritima at various
coastal locations. They deal with matters such as pilotage and towage within Spanish
waters. Coastguard duties are carried out by the Guardia Civil, who have numerous
stations around the Spanish coast.
3. The national Marine Rescue Co-ordination Centre (MRCC) is based at the
SASEMAR headquarters in Madrid. It is responsible for co-ordinating all search and
rescue operations within the area of the Atlantic Ocean and Mediterranean Sea. These
areas are divided into North Coast, South Coast, Mediterranean and Canary Islands
Regions.
4. The North Coast Region extends around the north coast of Spain from the border with
France to the border with Portugal, and seaward to latitude 45oN and longitude 30oW.
Within the Region there are MRCCs at Bilbao, Finisterre and Gijon, and Marine
Rescue Co-ordination Sub-centres (MRSC) at La Coruna, Santander and Vigo. All
MRCCs and MRSCs are continuously manned 24 hours per day.
5. There is a network of VHF DSC Coast Radio Stations, which maintain a 24 hour
continuous listening watch along the north coast of Spain. La Coruna Coast Radio
Station controls stations at Cabo Ortegal, La Coruna, Finisterre, La Guardia and Vigo
by remote operation. La Coruna MRSC controls stations at Cabo Priorino Chico and
La Coruna by remote operation. Finisterre MRCC also has a VHF DSC Coast Radio
Station which in turn controls remotely stations at Finisterre, Monte Beo, Monte
Taume, and Monte Xastas. All manned coast radio stations are connected by
telephone to all Spanish MRCCs.
6. SASEMAR maintain a salvage tug at Vigo. At the time of the incident, the tug on
station at Vigo was Ria de Vigo, owned by the salvage company Remolcadores Nosa
Terra SA, and chartered to SASEMAR. According to the United Kingdom Admiralty
Sailing Directions, this tug is maintained on 40 minutes notice, and may be stationed
at La Coruna on occasions.
7. The helicopter Helimer Galicia, stationed at La Coruna, is owned by SASEMAR. The
helicopters Pesca 1 and Pesca 2, owned by the Xunta de Galicia, were also made
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available to SASEMAR under an agreement between the national and provincial
governments. A further helicopter Helimer Cantabrico was also involved in
transporting personnel to and from the Prestige.
Spanish National Contingency Plan for Accidental Sea Pollution
1. It is understood that a national plan for rescue at sea and control of pollution was
approved by the Ministry of Public Works on 23 February 2001, and that the
Department of Merchant Shipping had power to activate the plan. When a search and
rescue operation is in progress, and there is a threat of pollution, responsibility for the
control of the operation in Galicia rests with an emergency committee, which is
understood to be headed by an officer of the Capitania Maritima.
2. A simulation exercise was conducted at La Coruna in November 2001 with
participation of MRCC and SASEMAR personnel. One of the scenarios included in
this exercise was the simlation of a collision between a petrol tanker and a general
cargo ship, with the tanker remaining in the area of the collision. Following an
appraisal of this simulation exercise it was recommended that the presence of
qualified technical personnel was required to assess the structural state of the tanker
and its inert gas system. In the event of a negative report on the condition of the
vessel, the tanker would not be allowed to enter a port or anchorage, and salvage
services would be dispatched to keep the vessel away from the coast. The aim of
keeping the vessel away from the coast was not specified in the recommendation or
what was intended to happen to the ship. In the case of a positive report on the vessel,
due consideration would be given to moving the vessel to a suitable anchor ground to
offload or transfer the cargo. It is not known if this recommendation from the exercise
was incorporated in the National Contingency Plan. It is likely however that
SASEMAR personnel dealing with the Prestige would have been aware of the
recommendation.
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APPENDIX
Plans and Diagrams
1. General Arrangement
2. Tank Capacities
3. Emergency Towing Equipment on the Prestige
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Tank Capacities
Cargo Tanks
Aft
No 1 Centre
No 2 Centre
No 3 Centre
No 4 Centre
No 1 Wing Port
No 1 Wing Starboard
No 2 Wing Port
No 2 Wing Starboard
No 3 Wing Port
No 3 Wing Starboard
No 4 Wing Port
No 4 Wing Starboard
Slop Tank Port
Slop Tank Starboard
Total Cargo Capacity

81
71
61
51
81
81
76
76
61
61
54
54
51
51

Ballast Tanks
Fore Peak Tank
No 2 Wing Port (Aft)
No 2 Wing Starboard (Aft)
No 3 Wing Port
No 3 Wing Starboard
Aft Peak Tank
Total

The Bahamas Maritime Authority

91
81
71
61
91
91
81
81
71
71
61
61
54
54

Capacity (m³)
(100 %)
12206
12324
12324
12457
7061
7061
3791
3791
7582
7582
5263
5263
2053
2053
100811

Aft
93
71
71
61
61
-8

Frame
Forward
115
76
76
71
71
11

Capacity (m³)
(100 %)
3140
3791
3791
7582
7582
506
26392

Aft
92

Frame
Forward
93

Capacity (m³)
(100 %)
818

Fuel Tanks
Forward Fuel Oil Tank
Port
Forward Fuel Oil Starboard
Aft Fuel Oil Port
Aft Fuel Oil Starboard

Frame
Forward

92
36
36

93
50
50

660
1234
1486
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Diesel Oil Tank Port
Diesel Oil Tank Starboard
Total

34
32

44
44

Fresh Water Tanks
No 1 Fresh Water Tank Port
No 2 Fresh Water Tank Port
No 2 Fresh Water Tank
Starboard
No 3 Fresh Water Tank Port
No 3 Fresh Water Tank
Starboard
Distilled Fresh Water Tank
Total

Aft
11
11
11

162
185
4545

Frame
Forward
20
14
14

Capacity (m³)
(100 %)
103
81
81

7
7

11
11

89
60

11

20

103
517

Emergency towing equipment
1.

The vessel was fitted with emergency towing arrangements forward and aft. The
aft emergency towing arrangement consisted of a vertical wire storage drum fitted on
the after deck on the centreline, 2.5 m forward of Panama lead through which the
towing pennant and messenger would pass when the equipment was deployed. The
equipment consisted a 40 mm diameter buoyant messenger rope 50 m in length, to
which was attached a 20 mm buoyant pick up rope 5 m in length. A flashing light
buoy, powered by a sea activated cell, was attached to the end of the messenger. The
towing pennant was 78.3 mm diameter flexible steel wire rope 85 m in length. The
wire storage drum was equipped with a braking device with which to regulate the rate
of deployment, and the inboard eye of the towing pennant was secured to the base of
the structure on which the wire storage drum was mounted. The deck below was
strengthened to assimilate the potential load imposed by the towing pennant when in
use.

2.

The emergency towing arrangement forward consisted of two chain stoppers
mounted on the forecastle, with strengthening of the deck structure below. The
stoppers were mounted in line with a Panama type lead fitted in the bulwark plating
1400 mm from the centreline on the starboard side. The steel cast bodies of the
stoppers were designed for 76 mm diameter chain, secured by means of a hand
operated pawl arrangement and locked in position by means of a locking pin. A chain
towing pennant would have to be secured in the stopper by heaving the end of the
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chain through the fairlead by means of a messenger led from the winch drum round a
roller stand and through the stopper and fairlead. The towing pennant was recoverable
after deployment by means of a wire passed round the base of the wire storage drum
and then led to the mooring winch drum via the roller leads adjacent to the centre
Panama lead. The emergency towing arrangements on the forecastle could not be
used without the use of the steam driven winches.
3.

The emergency towing arrangements were approved by the American Bureau of
Shipping as meeting the requirements of Regulation II.1.3.4 of the SOLAS
Convention, which became mandatory on 1 June 1999
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APPENDIX
APPENDIX H H
Loading Conditions
•
•
•
•
•

Departure Ventspils
Departure Kerteminde
Intact loaded condition on 13 November 2002
Damaged condition
Damaged Condition 2 Port after wing tank and 3 Port wing tank filled
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Radar Plots and Radio Calls
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Finisterre Traffic Radar Plots
Transcript of calls to and from the Prestige on VHF Channels 11 and 16
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Salvors Reports etc
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Undertaking given by Salvors
Smit Chronology
Salvors request for a place of refuge
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Spanish Court Documents
• ‘Denuncia’ of Harbour Master of La Coruna – 14 November 2002
• English Translation of ‘Denuncia’ of Harbour Master of La Coruna – 14
November 2002
• Court Order 16 November 2002
• English Translation of Court Order 16 November 2002
• Appearance of Cipriano Castreje Martinez in Court 16 November 2002
• English Translation of Appearance of Cipriano Castreje Martinez in Court 16
November 2002
• Court Order 17 November 2002
• English Translation of Court Order 17 November 2002
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