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Steering gear failure

It was in the afternoon and the vessel had been sailing for three hours in a river and would arrive 
at the discharge port in about two hours. Present on the bridge was the master, pilot and an AB 
hand steering. The vessel was maintaining a speed of about 10 knots. The master was discussing  
with the pilot, the weather and berthing arrangements. The second officer had the con. 

The previous night the vessel had suffered
a short-circuit on one of the steering gear
motors. After an investigation of the motor,
it was concluded that the electrical motor had 
to be sent ashore for re-winding. The vessel was 
therefore running with only one steering motor 
in operation.

The vessel had since a few days had an alarm 
for earth fault on the 440V system and the elec-
trician wanted to find the cause and rectify this 
failure before he was signing off in the next port. 
During the fault finding, the electrician discon-
nected various circuit-breakers on the main 
switchboard in order to locate the failure.

The alarm for earth fault disappeared when 
the electrician turned of the circuit breaker for 
the only remaining running steering motor.

At the time, the vessel was approaching a 
bend when suddenly an alarm sounded. The 
helms man realized that the rudder did not follow 
his command. He tried to give more rudder but 
nothing happened. He voiced his concern that 
he had no steering and that the rudder did not 
respond. The Master acknowledged the alarm 
for” steering gear failure”. He took control of the 
steering in the cockpit but realized that he had 
neither steering on the autopilot or mini wheel.

The master then switched over to NFU which 
did not respond either. At this time the bow of 
the vessel had hit the river bank and the vessel 
was hard aground.
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Discussion
Go to the “File“ menu and select “Save as...“ 
to save the pdf-file on your computer. You can 
place the marker below each question to write 
the answer directly into the file.

1. If our vessel only had one steering gear motor in good working order would we use 
tug assistance?

2. When a job on critical equipment is carried out, who should be informed?

3. Do we have meeting that would ensure the everyone are aware when equipment like 
steering motor is not working? 

4. Should signs be put up on critical equipment?
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5. When critical equipment fail how is a backup system implemented?

6. What are the immediate causes to this accident?

7. Is there a chain of error?

8. Is there a risk that this accident would happen on our vessel?

9. How could this accident have been prevented?
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12. If procedures were breached why do you think this was the case?

13. Do we have a Risk assessment onboard that addresses these risks?

14. Would a work permit have identified these risks?

15. What do you think is the Root Cause to this accident?

10. Which sections in our SMS would have been breached if any?

11. Is our SMS enough to prevent this accident?
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