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Unified Rules, Radiotelephones, and Towboat Legislation 

MARINE CASUALTIES---

PREVENTION THROUGH 

LEGISLATION 
Commander John S. Lipuscek, USCG 

Chief, Casualty Review Branch, Merchant Vessel Inspection Division, Headquarters 

THE STUDY OF marine casualties 
provides us with invaluable infonna
tion in identifying programs which 
should ultimately lead to legislation 
designed to make our navigable 
waterways safer. 

Three Coast Guard supported bills 
introduced in the last session of Con
gress promise to reduce several pri
mary causes of vessel collisions. The 
proposed legislation dealing with the 
Unification of the Rules of the Road, 
Required Bridge-to-Bridge Radio
telephone Communication and T ow
boat Requirements, will attempt in 
certain areas and under certain cir
cumstances to avert ( I ) meeting or 
passing without mutual agreement, 
(2) failure to communicate with an
other vessel by available means and 
(3) a number of other personnel 
faults. While not designed to elimi
nate personnel error, the bills never
theless would require swift and, in 
the case of towboat operators, more 
knowledgeable communication and 
agreement between approaching 
vessels. 

The significance of the pending 
legislative proposals as tools in reduc
ing vessel casualties is best empha
sized by looking at some recent dis
asters on the Mississippi River. Wrule 
it is true that some problems are 
peculiar to the Mississippi, they nev-

January 1971 

From an address before the 1970 
Marine Section, of the National 
Safety Congress and Exposition. 

Commander L ipuscek, a ]!}43 
graduate of the U.S. M erchant Ma
rine Academy, Kings Point, New 
Y ork, began his seafaring career with 
the Alcoa Steamship Co. and in 1953 
joined the U.S. Coast Guard. H e 
served aboard two Coast Guard Cut
ters and was attached to several ma
rine inspection offices-Boiler and 
Hull Inspector and I nvestigating Of
ficer in New York, Executive Officer 
of the M erchant Marine Detail in 
Y okohama, Japan, and I nspector and 
Investigating Officer in Sm1 Fran
cisco. Following these assig11ments he 
became Officer in Charge, Marine I n
spection, San Juan, Puerto Rico. In 
1968, he assumed his present duty as 
Chief, Casualty Review Branch, M er
chant Vessel I nspection Division at 
Coast Guard H eadquarters. 

ertheless manifest themselves on all 
watenvays in a variety of situations. 

UNIFICATION O F RULES OF 
THE ROAD 

The United States has three sepa
rate sets of rules governing navigation 

• 

on the Great Lakes, the Western 
Rivers, and other inland waters. Al
though similar, these rules neverthe
less contain significant variations 
among themselves and differ point
edly from the more recent Interna
tional Rules. H .R. 214 takes this into 
consideration, and contains rules con
forming to the International Rules. 
The only exception is the inclusion of 
special rules designed to meet local 
conditions where necessary. 

The 200 miles of highly congested 
waterway between Baton Rouge and 
the H ead of Passes on the Mississippi 
River has undergone an unprece
dented growth in recent years. E\·er 
increasing amounts of hazardous ma
terials arc being shipped by water, 
and the vessels transporting them 
continue to increase in number, size, 
and speed. With heavy traffic a grow
ing problem, dangerous complica
tions result in this zone where the 
deep draft ocean freighter meets the 
conventional river tow. When the 
entire M ississippi River was gov
erned by the Western Rivers Rules, 
which allow ascending and descend
ing vessels to pass on either hand at 
the option of the downbound vessel, 
a custom was long judicially recog
nized that upbound vessels "took the 
points" and downbound vessels "took 
the bends". Recognition of the cus-
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Photo Courtc.v New Orlton• Slalti·Item 

Shortly after colliding with the barge pushed ahead by the Warren J. Doucet, the flames from the Union Faith 
cast their deathly glow over the doomed vessel. (The outline of the Greater New Orleans Bridge is barely visible 
in the upper left corner) . 

tom was easy, because there is no 
narrow channel rule on the Western 
Ri,·crs; and the "head and head rule" 
was modified as to ,·essels asccndin~ 
and descending to aiJow, as men
tioned, the descending ,·es cis to 
choose thr mode of passing whatc\ rr 
the relati,·c aspects of the \'es cis 
were on first sighting. 

In J 9 18 the River below the I [ucy 
P. Long Bridge was p laced under the 
Inland Rules, which do ha\'e a nar
row channel rule and do not ha\'e a 
special rule for ,·essels ascending and 
descending rivers as a qualification to 
the "head and head" rule. 

The "Points and Bends Custom'' is 
a ncccs ity for many vessels in order 
to safely na\'igatc the river. This is 
particularly apparent during times of 
high current velocity when a vessel 
using "Points a nd Bends" makes 
maximum usc of the river current in 

4 

this wa>'· What happens is this: An 
ascending vessel comes up on the 
point or the inside of the bend. The 
current is at its weakest here and 
eddies flowing in the opposite direc
tion often assist the vcs cl. A de cend
ing ,·esse! entering a bend stars on 
the outer or bend side of the river. 
The flow of current tends to set aves
sel across the river towards the bend; 
and with the following current a rela
tively high speed over the ground is 
realized, as well as an increased turn
ing circle and increased difficulty in 
holding to the point. Assuming that 
half of the ri,·er bends are "bends to 
the right" and half arc to the left, we 
arc pre entcd with a ha ... ardous con
dition 50 percent of the time if two 
approaching Ycsscls arc expected to 
accomplish a "normal" port-to-port 
passing. vVc can dramatically demon
strate the danger of collisions by 

showing a descending vessel ap
proaching a bend to the right. If she 
is required to pass port to port she 
must hold to the point and attempt 
to o,·ercome the forces of the current 
which are setting her across the ri,·er 
toward the bend and toward the as
cending vessel which i~ keeping to her 
side of the channel under Article 25 
of the Inland Rules. 

Under Western Rivers Rules ves
sels are permitted to pass starboard 
to starboard or port to port providing 
ther can do so afcly. Article 25 of 
the Inland Rule , hO\n'ver, requires 
that ·'in a narrow channel e\'cry ves
sel shall, when it is safe and prac
ticable, keep to that side of the fair
way or midchanncl ''hich lies on the 
starboard side of such vessel." This 
in effect calls for \'rsscls to normally 
pass port to port. 

Confusion, therefore, docs result 
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when an ocean goin~ freighter meets 
a river towboat pushing barges ahead 
in the area of New Orleans abo,·c and 
below the l! uey P. Long Bridge: ix·
cause here lies the demarcation point 
of Western Ri\'ers Rules and I nland 
Rules. Rules for navi!f<!tion in this 
area must renect the common sense 
and good seamanship of the "points 
and bends custom ... 

This principle is rwo~'llizcd and 
allowed in the proposrd rr,·ision of 
Article 25 of the rxi~ting Inland 
Rules of the Road. T n the pending 
revision \'essels in narrow channels. 
proceeding with the current, will 
have the right of way and elect on 
which side to pass. 

The following description of a col
lision between two vessels, taken from 
the record of the Marine Board of 
Investigation, wi ll demonstrate the 
need for legislation on Rules of the 
Road Unification. Incidentally, this 
casualty also indicates the \'a lue of 
bridge-to-bridge radiotelephone com
munication capabili ty. 

In April of !969 the lew Orlean~ 
waterfront wa~ the scene of an explo
sion and fire following a collision be
tween the freighter U niou Failh and 
the barge JOG No. 7, which was one 
of three loaded tank bar~s beim:
pushed ahead by tlw tug Jl! a rrc 11 ]. 

Doucet. The casualty occurred on a 
clear, dark night. 

At approximately 1730 it was 
found that the Jllnrrrn f. Do11cct, 
bound for Baton Rouge, could not 
make sufficient speed up the river to 
continue alone. The tow was turned 
around above the H arvey Canal 
about 3 mi les above the Greater lew 
Orleans Bridge at 1830. The vessl'1 
proceeded downstream at a sperd of 
4}12 miles prr hour maintaining a 
course which favored the right de
scendin{\' bank. At approximately 
one-half mile above the Greater New 
Orleans Brid~e the course was 
chan~ed to cross the ri,·er· toward the 
bridge abutment located nearer thr 
left descending side. 

At 1840 the Union Faith wcight'd 
anchor and departed the General 
Anchorage about 5 miles below the 

January 1971 

Greater New Orleans Br;dge bound 
for a dock 3 miles above the Bridge. 
At 1855 in the vicinity of mile 93 the 
Uniot~ Faith agreed both by bridge-

UNION FA I TH -
\-JARREN J . DOUCET 
COLLISION 

Algiers 

to-bridge radiotelephone and \\'histle 
signals to a starboard-to-starboard 
meeting with the downbound SS 
Prt•sidenl. :\t this time the Union 

Inner 
Harbor 
Navigation 

Canal 

Mississippi River 

--

(Plotted positions 
are approximate) 

~atu 
New Orleans 

Bridge 

Apx 1 Naut Mi 

s 



Faith was making good about 10 
miles per hour favoring the right 
descending side in order to come up 
under Algiers Point. Before rounding 
Algiers Point the Union Faith met 
and passed the :\1/V Mama Lear and 
tow starboard to starboard. After 
rounding Algiers Point the Union 
Faith agreed by radiotelephone and 
whistle signals with the ferry Crescent 
and M / V Sassafras to a starboard-to
starboard meeting. The master of the 
Sassafras had called the master of the 
M/ V T oni Ann, whose tow was 
about 1,000 feet astern, advising that 
the Union Fnith would pass star
board to starboard if agreeable. The 
T oni Ann acknowledged and found 
this meeting agreeable. The T oni 
Ann, as she cleared the Greater New 
Orleans Bridge, sighted the lights of 
the Union Faith coming around 
Algiers Point. After meeting the T oni 
Ann, the Union Faith altered course 
towards the left descending bank of 
the ri,·cr. The radiotelephone pos
sessed by the pilot on the Unio11 Faith 
operated on channel J 3, 156.65 l\IHz, 
and therefore was unable to com
municate with the Jl1 arrcn ]. Doucet, 
which had radiotelephone capabilities 
on frequency of 2738 Kllz. H owever, 
there arc no regulations requiring 
bridge-to-bridge radio communica
tion capability. The lights of the 
Union Faith were first si~hted at a 
distance of I~ miles by the W arren 
]. D oucet. hortly thereafter the 
rv nrren ]. Doucet blew a two-blnst 

T hr Warren J. Doucet. 

signal for a starboard-to-starboard 
passing which was not answered. She 
then blew anoth<'r two-blast whistle 
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signal while maintaining her course 
and speed across the river. No answer 
was heard. The collision occurred at 
about 1915 just upstream of the 
Greater New Orleans Bridge. 
Twcntr-five persons lost their lives in 
this collision, and the two vessels 
sank. 

BRIDGE-TO-BRIDGE RADIO
TELEPHONE 

Provisions for whistle signals have 
been in existence for a long period 
of time to show the intent of vessels 
when sailing on the inland waters 
of the United States. H owever, our 
statistics reveal that the failure to 
communicate and mutually agree 
upon the method of passing between 
vessels is one of the major factors 
contributing to collisions. Approxi
mately one half of the vessels involved 
in collisions did not attempt to ex
change whistle signals as required by 
national rules, thereby demonstrating 
personnel error in itself as a primary 
cause of collisions. The failure to ar
rive at an early passing agreement 
through whistle signals and voice 
radio inevitably results in the failure 
to make timely decisions which are 
essential if collisions arc to be 
avoided. 

Three problems plaguing the usc 
of and response to sound signals arc: 
( 1) The failure to understand them, 
(2) the failure to hear or respond to 
them, and (3 ) the failure to establish 
correctly the direction and nature of 
their source. 

The noise level and wind velocity 
and direction will frequently create 
a sound barrier to persons on the 
bridge. However, it is d ifficult to 
understand the reasons for the failure 
to respond to signals when heard and 
understood. 

Perhaps a reason for our current 
problems with whistle signals lies in 
the increased size and speed of ships 
entering inland waters. Coupled with 
periods of poor visibility, these in
creases make the effective use of 
whistles extremely difficult. To 
remedy this situation legal require
ments for direct radio communica-

Bridge - to - Bridge 
Radiotelephones 

........ ~ Introduced 
1 · 27 in 1960 

MONTHLyi 
CASUALTY FIGURES 
DELAWARE BAY AND 
RIVER . l954 - 1969 I 

I I 
I 

(Duringl 1968 a n d 1 
1969 no collis i on s 
occurred between 1 
vesselsl equipped I 
with and using . 23 
radioteleph on es) I 

I I 
I 

tion between the pilot houses, or 
bridge-to-bridge radiotelephone, have 
been proposed in, and arc currently 
pending action by the Congress. 
These requirements are essential for 
safer navigation and, have the full 
support of the Coast Guard. 

The collision previously described 
between the Union Faith and the 
tank barge JOG No. 7, being pushed 
ahead by the towing vessel Warren 
J. Doucet, showed the need for legis
lation covering unification of rules of 
the road as well as bridge-to-bridge 
radiotelephone. Another case on the 
lower Mississippi River which dra
matically demonstrates the need for 
bridge-to-bridge radiotelephone legis
lation occurred during the early 
morning of 16 1\Iarch 1968. I t in
voked the African Star and the 
barge Intercity No. II (one of two 
loaded tank barges being pushed 

January 1971 



ahead by the towing vessel M idwest 
Cities, piloted, incidentally, by un
licensed personnel) . According to the 
Marine Board convened to investi
gate this casualty, the tank barge was 
loaded with a cargo of highly volatile 
crude oil. As the vessels were closing 
prior to the collision, the upbound 
MfV Midwest Cities was directing 
her course at an angle across the river 
toward the left descending bank after 
passing Pointe a Ia H ache. The down
bound A frican Star was about mid
river with the intention of conducting 
a starboard to starboard meeting situ
ation. The pilot on the African Star, 
using his portable radiotelephone, at
tempted to contact the Midwest Cities 
prior to the collision. There was no 
response. Why was there no response? 
Simply because the radiotelephones 
on the two vessels were not designed 
to operate on the same frequency. 
The Midwest Cities used 2738 KHz 
and the African Star was designed for 
156.65 MHz. Consequently, it was 
impossiule for the two pilots to com
municate by radio. The tank barge 
and the freighter collided and a fire 
and explosion ensued almost immedi
ately on both vessels. Twenty-one per
sons aboard the African Star lost their 
lives, and the tank barge burned and 
sank in the river. Fiercely burning oil 
spread to the African Star. With 
many secondary fires in combustible 
material on board, the African Star 
backed out of the barge and was pur
posely beached on the right descend
ing bank. Heroic members of the crew 

The Midwest Cities. 

successfully contained the fire. 
Captain Paul Ivcs, when chairman 

of the Bridge-to-Bridge Radio Com-
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mittee of the American Pilots Asso
ciation stated, "our pilots will attes.t 
to the fact that single channel bridge
to-bridge radio will work indeed 
under all imaginable conditions of 
adverse weather and traffic density. I t 
is not unusual to have a traffic situa
tion involving 10 or more vessels in 
sight of one another at any given 
time". 

Captain I ves' comments were 
made with reference to the Delaware 
Bay and River where bridge-to-bridge 
radiotelephone communications have 
been in usc since 1 November 1960. 
During the 5 years and 10 months 
preceding the implementation of 
bridge-to-bridge radio, there was an 
average of 1.27 collisions per month. 
T he first few years after the use of 
bridge-to-bridge radiotelephone, col
lisions gradually dropped to an aver
age of 0.91 per month. Later, during 
1966 and 1967, the number of col
lisions dropped drastically to the 
figure of 0.23 per month. Our Phila
delphia records show that for 1968 
and 1969 not one collision occurred 
between vessels underway that were 
equipped and using radiotelephone 
communication. These outstanding 

1\FR ICAN STAR -
MIDI-lEST CITIES 

COLLIS ION 

(Plotted positions 
arc approximate) 

Mi ssissippi 
IHver 

results were achieved during that 
period of time when the Delaware 
River witnessed a large increase in 
tonnage as well as a greater number 
of vessels, carrying with it the inevita
ble potential for a higher collision 
rate area. 

The obvious advantage of bridge
to-bridge radiotelephone is the ability 
for pilots to communicate, to reach 
early agreements, and to take the nec
essary positive actions to insure safety. 

TOWBOAT LEGISLATI ON 

I n September of 1961 the Coast 
Guard initiated a comprehensive 
study of towing vessel casualty statis
tics in an effort to determine whether 
the inspection of steam towing ves
sels and the licensing of their operat
ing personnel should be extended to 
include diesel towing vessels. The 
study indicated that the inspection 
of all towing vessels and licensing of 
their personnel were essential to the 

The position has always been that 
it is inequitable for steam towing 
vessels to be subject to inspection and 
licensing whereas diesel \'Cssels of the 
same type and size were exempt. 
Statistical analyses of towing , ·esse! 
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casualties now indicate a deficiency 
in safety due to the lack of qualified 
and properly trained towing ,-esscl 
operators. The statistics have been 
updated each year, and continue to 
reveal personnel fault on the part of 
towing vessel operators as a primary 
cause of towing vessel accidents. 
Therefore. we strongly support that 
aspect of a current House Bill, H.R. 
13987, requiring persons in charge of 
a towing Yessel's direction and control 
to be federa lly licensed. We feel that 
such a licensing program would be a 
significant first step in reversing the 
casualty trend. We will wait until the 
program is operational before assess
ing its impact on maritime safety and 
the need for supplemental legislation. 

Three important lessons were 
learned from the previously discussed 
tragedies, which reemphasize the 
need for unification of the rules of 
the road, bridge-to-bridge radiotele
phone and licensing of personnel 
operating towing vessels. T he A frican 
Star and Union Faith were in colli
sion with vessels directed and piloted 
by un licensed personnel. There is no 
licensing requirement for personnel 
operating towing vessels similar in size 
and operation such as the Jvlidwest 
Cities and Warren ]. Doucet. I n fact, 
the record of the Marine Board of 
Investigation revealed that the person 
in charge of the M idwest Cities at the 
time of the collision with the A frican 
Star had ability to read and write 
limited to little more than signing his 
name. 

The recent sinking of a towing 
vessel in the Gulf of Alaska points out 
the potential need for inspection of 
certain categories of towing vessels. 
The I ntrepid, towing an inspected 
sea-going freight barRe, was on a 
voragc from Seattle, Wash., to Whit
tier, Alaska. Three persons lost their 
lives when the vessel sank during a 
severe storm with seas reported to be 
20 feet in height and winds in excess 
of 50 knots. The I ntrepid, built in 
1965, was an uninspected, welded 
steel, single screw, diesel-propelled 
vessel of 199 gross tons. It was con-
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structcd and operated without any 
statutory requirements relative to 
plan-review and periodic inspection 
or drydocking. The vessel was not 
classed, but was in compliance with 
the 1930 Load L ine Convention. 
There was no requirement for li
censed personnel to be on board. Prior 
to her final voyage the vessel was 
operated in Alaskan waters and had 
a history of hull fractures. The ade
quacy of repairs made to the hull arc 
not known as they were neither ap
proved nor examined by the Coast 
Guard or a classification society. On 
the night of 19 February 1970 the 
l11trcpid took an unusual roll to star
board estimated to be 60° at about 
2100 hours. The reason for the roll 
was never fully established; however 
it was assumed to be the result of 
heavy weather. At about 2115 an at
tempt was made to haul in some of 
the tow wire; but because of the 
amount of water on the after deck, 
the crew was unable to reach the 
winch. Shortly afterward an internal 
examination of the vessel was made 
to determine why the stern was riding 
so low in the water. It was found 
that the watertight door leading to 
the lazarette could not be opened be
cause of the water in the lazarette. 
Pump suction was started on this 
compartment. Meanwhile weather 
conditions worsened, and the vessel's 
heading was brought around into the 
wind and sea. At approximately 2330 
the I ntrepid took another hca'y roll 
to starboard. This roll, together with 
further submersion of the stern, al
lowed water to enter the engine room 
resulting- in the loss of al l power. The 
vessel started sinking by the stern and 
was totally immersed in I 0 or 15 
minutes. We belie,·e that the flooding 
of the after compartment and the 
starboard ballast tank was caused by 
fractures in the underwater body. 
The sinking of the I ntrejJid possibly 
could have been prevented by timely 
and adequate inspection. 

CONCLUSIONS 

How would the passage of these 

pieces of legislation improve mari
time safety and decrease vessel col
lisions? Unification of the rules of 
the road would remove the confusion 
that exists on vessels passing from one 
rules of the road zone to another. The 
"narrow channel rule" under the I n
land Rules and the "points and 
bends"' customs would be compatible. 
Today a vessel operating in the Gulf 
of ::\ [exico could easil)' be faced with 
the problem of operating under three 
diiTcr·cnt sets of rules on the same day. 
I ha,·c shown earlier the dramatic 
efl"ect bridge-to-bridge radiotelephone 
has on reducing Yessel collisions in the 
Delaware Bay. \\'hat better way is 
there to lessen the occurrence of ,-es
se( collisions than establishing a 
positive, sure and exact method of de
ciding how two vessels arc to pass in 
inland waters? Bridge to bridge would 
not eliminate the requirements for 
whistle signals, but it would indeed 
provide an important tool to supple
ment the whistle and one which is 
entirely compatible with radar. Tow
boat Legislation would provide 
licensing requirements for vessel 
operating personnel. If we were to 
construct a graph from our statistical 
studies of inland towing vessel casual
tics. it would reveal personnel fault 
as the major cause of such casualties. 
With regard to towing vessels operat
ing on the high seas, our studies show 
vessel construction and maintenance 
deficiencies to be the major cause of 
casualties. The Coast Guard has, 
therefore, taken the position that fu
ture legislation requiring inspection 
of certain categories of towboats may 
be required. 

With each collision, the need for 
legislation in the areas of bridge-to
bridge radiotelephone. unified rules 
of the road and towing vessels be
comes e,·cn more urgent. These trag
edies should convince us that unless 
preventive measures in the form of 
the legislation discussed a rc enacted, 
the same types of casualties will occur 
in greater numbers. The safety of life 
and property is too important to delay 
these positive programs. t 
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Captain Holctll, at hir home in Troy, 

Jlich., is tmcquallcd in pilolagr 

cndorumrnts. 
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maritime sidelights 

Capt. Morgan Howell Issued New 
License 

Captain ~!organ L. H owell's re
cently issued license bears pilotage en
dorsements covering more routes and 
more miles than anyone else known 
to Coast Guard licensing officials. 

He has demonstrated his fami liar
ity with the 1,300 miles of the t. 
Lawrence Seaway System and Great 
Lakes between Montreal and Chi
cago. H is knowledge extends 1,300 
miles to the south on the Mississippi 
River from St. Louis th rough New 
O rleans H arbor. I n New York, he is 
qualified to pilot 340 mi les of the New 
York State Barge Canal between the 
H udson and Niagara Rivers, the 
H udson from Yonkers to the sea, in
cluding ~ew York Harbor, and the 
Niagara Rj,·er where he began his 
career a half century ago as a $!-a
day deckhand on a sidewhecler. 

Perhaps the most outstanding 
demonstration of his profcssionali m 
and seamanship was during the 
period from 1957 to 1962 when he 
was master of the passenger ship, 
Aquarama, a corwerted C-~ of 
12,773 tons, which sailed daily be
tween the busy harbors of Cleveland, 
Ohio, and Detroit, Yl ich. Jl is un
equaled proficiency in docking and 
undocking the light-loaded Aqua
ramo without tug assistance in the 
congestion of both harbors wi II t e
m a in for years in the minds of the 
mil ny awe-struck spectators. 

Although the Aquarama has been 
laid up and Captain Howrl l is free 
to spend more time at home in Troy, 
~ [ich .. he still enjoys "ferrying" new 
ships from Great Lakes shipbuilders 
to ,·arious ports and piloting foreig:n 
freighters through the Great Lakes. 
.\ horc, he attends seminars in naval 
architecture at the 'Cniversity of 
~lichig:an. In an age of automation, 

Captain Ilo"ell's broad ranging ex
perience earns him great credit as a 
master mariner. ;!; 

Economy Move Closes 
Two Ports of 
Merchant Marine 
Library Assn . 

T he American l\Ierchant Marine 
L ibrary Association has closed its port 
offices at Norfolk and San Pedro, 
Calif., in a major economy move. 

The organization's 1969 income to
talrd $126,365 against expenses of 
$1 3 1 ,974, a loss of $5,609. For the 
past several rears, the Association has 
been forced to rely on its resen·e funds 
to continue operation. 

. \ ccording to i\frs. Geor~e Em len 
Roose,·elt, . \~ L\fL\ Chairman, the 
library S}'S tcm forsees no improvement 
in the future without substantial 
financial assistance from contributors. 

The closing of the two ports leaves 
. \~[~'{LA with offices at New York, 
national hradquarters; Boston, New 
Orleans. San Francisco, Seattle, and 
Sault Ste. i\ [arie, M ich. 

Al\fMLI\ was established in 192 l 
as an outgrowth of World War I 
library service to American merchant 
ships by the U .. Shipping Board and 
the ,\ merican Library Association. 
.\~H, 'fLt\ , which is due to mark its 
golden anniversary next :\ fay, has dis
tributed more than 16 million books 
and many more magazines to ships of 
the American ~Ierchant ~Iarine, 

the 'C. . Coast Guard and other 
waterborne operations of the 
Go,·crnrnent. d: 
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SS AFRICAN STAR AND 
TOW; COLLISION AND FIRE 

WITH LOSS OF LIFE 
COMMANDANT'S ACTION 

1. The record of the Marine Board of Investigation 1 

convened to investigate the subject casualty has been 
reviewed and the record, including the Findings of Fact, 
Conclusions, and R ecommendations, is approved subject 
to the following comments and the final determination of 
the cause of the casualty by the National Transportation 
Safety Board. 

2. At 0340 CST; 16 :\1arch 1968, the dry cargo ,.c sci 
SS African Star collided in a meeting situa tion with the 
tank barge I ntercity No. II , being towed by pushing 
ahead of the M / V M idwest Cities in the lower Mississippi 
River at Mile 46 Above Head of Passes. 

3. Approaching Socola Light (Mile 44.8 ) from New 
Orleans the axis of the river changes from about 143°T 
to 113°T at Mile 45 as it rounds Pointe a Ia H ache. 

4. During the early morning hours of 16 March 1968, 
there was reported some haze and patch fog on the river. 
At the time of the casualty the weather was clear and the 
visibility was good. The radar units on the African Star 
and M idwest Cities were in operation before and at the 
time of the collision, but were not continuously observed 
by the watch personnel of either vessel. 

.'i. The A frican Star was enroute New Orleans to New
castle, Australia, with 11 passengers, 52 crew members 
and 5,364 tons of general cargo. H er speed over the 
bottom with a one ( 1) knot following current was esti
mated to be 16 knots. The Bolivar M aru was also down
bound and approximately 10 miles ahead of the African 
Star proceeding at the same speed. The respective pilots 
communicated with each other on portable transceivers 
using the frequency of 156.65 MHZ regarding traffic and 
weather conditions. The pilot of the Bolivar Maru re
ported that the African Star could expect to meet two 
upbound tows about Bohemia Light ( Mile 44.9) . Ap
proaching Favret Light, Mile 52.5, an upbound vessel, the 

1 
Due to space limitations the Coast Guard record of the 

Marine Board of Investigation is not printed herein. 
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The small trianoular object protruding from the sur-
o . 

face of the water in the upper right com er is all that tS 

visible of the Intercitr barge. With smoke still billowing 
from tfte African Star, she rests safely aground on the 
bank of the river. 

Hellenic Charm was sighted. Agreement was reached br 
communicating on 156.65 MH Z to a starboard to star
board meeting. The vessels met at Mile 50 with the 
H ellenic Charm in mid river and the Africa11 Star favor
ina the left descending bank. At 0324, the vessel's speed 
w; s slowed to half ahead when approaching Pointe a Ia 
H ache ferry crossing. Speed was increased to 21 nozzles, 
equivalent to about 16 knots at 0331. After clearing the 
Hellenic Charm, as the African Star widened to mid
channel, an upbound tow was sighted above Bohemia 
Light. Whistle signals for a meeting situation were ex
changed for a port to port passing. The tug El Cello 
G rande and tow favoring the left descending bank met 
the Africart Star at Mile 47. When clear of the El Cello 
Grartde the lights of the Midwest Cities came into view. 
At 0336, while on a heading of 140°T, a green side light 
and two white lights in a vertical line were first observed 
off the starboard bow at a range of 1 Y2 miles. The record 
indicates that the required amber and colored side lights 
on the lead barge I ntercity No. 14, and the white towing 
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M/V MIDWEST CITIES AND 
ON THE MISSISSIPPI RIVER 
ON MARCH 16, 

Sevrrcly scorched by the buming oil which quickly 
spread from the intercity barge, the African Star lists to 
starboard after members of her crew valiantly maneuvered 
the vessel to shore. 

lights and colored side lights on the Midwest Cities, were 
burning brightly. The report, however, docs not reveal 
whether the amber light or which of the side lights on 
the tow or the tug were seen from the A frican Star. The 
African Star's rudder was ordered left 15° and then mid
ship to open the range lights and to better show the 
green light to the Midwest Cities. As the vessels closed 
the African Star sounded a two blast passing signal. This 
was not heard on the M idwest Cities. The pilot moved to 
the radar scope to look at the visual presentation when 
he was alerted by the Third Mate that a vessel was cross
ing in front of the A frican Star. The tug and tow ap
peared to be crossing sides of the river in front of the 
Africa r1 Star. Collision was imminent. The danger signal 
followed by one blast of the whistle was sounded by the 
Africall Star. The rudder was ordered hard right, and at 
0338 stop was rung on the engine order telegraph followed 
by full astern at 0339. The African Star started swinging 
to the right when at 0340 on a heading of 153°T, the 
bow struck the a fter port side of the I ntercity No. 11 at 
an angle of 45°. 
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1968 
6. The AI idwest Cities en route from Shell Terminal, 

outhwest Pass, La., to Texas City, Tex., via the Gulf 
Intercoastal Waterway was upbound in the Mississippi 
Ri\'er making six (6 ) statute miles per hour over the bot
tom stemn1ing a one knot current towing by pushing ahead 
the unmanned tank barges I ntercity No . 11 and I ntercity 
.Yo. 14. Each barge was loaded with 19,050 barrels of 
crude oil. The leng th of the tug and barges was 611 feet. 
Approaching Point l\lichel, :\'file 43.8, another upbound 
tow. tug m Cello Qrande o\·ertook the Midwest Cities at 
0320. A passim~ agreement was reached by using voice 
radio, 2738 KHZ, whereby the El Cello Grande was to 
fa\'OI' the right de cending bank of the river. During this 
period, as the El Cello G rande was overtaking the M id
west Cities. a downbound freighter, the Bolivar 1\faru met 
and passed clear with the El Cello Grande starboard to 
starboard and with the Midwest Cities port to port. At a 
distance of I J/.1 miles the range lights and red side lights of 
the A frican Star were sighted. The record and report do 
not rc,·ealthe range light aspect as si!\'hted from the Mid
west Citicr: it did. howe\·er, determine that the port side 
light on the I nit rcil)' S o. 14 was be in~ displayed un
screenPrl on an oil drum at the time of the colli ion. \\'hen 
collision was evident, the rudder of the .\1idwest Cities was 
put over to the right and the engine was put in reverse. 
The danger signal was sounded by the lvfidwest Cities, 
and at the same time the danger signa l was heard from 
the African Star. 

7. The crude oil cargo on the barge ignited seconds 
after the collision. Several explosions on the barge caused 
oil to be sprayed on the African Star. The fiercely burn
ing oil ignited many secondary fires in combustible ma
terial on board the vessel. When the fixed CO~ system 
was discharged to fight the fire in No. 5 hold, a flexible 
line ruptured between a cylinder valve and the header. 
This did not prevent the effectiveness of the C02 or 
the containment of the fire in the hold. The African Star 
backed out of the barge shortly after the collision and was 
purposely beached on the right descending bank at Mile 
45.9. The Intercity No. 11 sank in 43 feet of water about 
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700 feet from the right descending bank at Mile 45.8. 
8. As a result of the collision two passengers and fifteen 

crew members were killed, four members of the crew 
are missing and presumed dead, and a total of thirty-one 
crew members and nine passengers were injured from the 
A frican Star. There were no injuries or deaths aboard 
the Midwest Cities. 

REMARKS 

1. !\larked conflict in the record between the witnesses 
of the two vessels, together with the lack of evidence of 
the range light aspect and other vital material necessary 
to establish accurate positions of the vessels, make the re
construction of events leading up to the collision 
impossible. 

2. I n concurrence with the Board's Conclusion No. 1, it 
is considered that the primary cause of the casualty was 
the failure of the A frican Star and Midwest Cities to 
agree on a method of passing. 

3. I n further concurrence with the Board's Concht
sion No. 3, it is considered that the responsibility for this 
casualty rests solely with the pilots of the two vessels. I t 
is concluded, however, that there was a greater degree of 
culpability on the part of the pilots than the "poor judg
ment" indicated by the Board. 

4. There is evidence of violation of the I nland Rules 
of the Road on the part of the pilot of the A frican Star: 

a. The failure to reach timely agreement for safe 
passing when meeting another vessel (33 U.S.C. 203, 
Rule I ) . 

b. The failure to sound a timely danger signal in the 
face of the uncertainty regarding the course and inten
tions of the Midwest Cities when no answer was received 
to the initial passing signals (33 U.S.C. 203, R ule I II ) . 

5. T he pilot of the A frican Star displayed poor judg
ment, if not negligence, in shifting from visual to radar 
observation of the movements of lt1idwest Cities when he 
had heard no response to his one-blast passing signal. 

6. T he evidence of negligence and violation of Inland 
Rules of the Road on the part of the pilot on the SS Af
rican Star will be for-warded for appropriate action to the 
American Pilots Association. 

7. There is evidence of violation of the I nland Rules 
of the Road on the part of the pilot of the M / V M idwest 
Cities: 

a. The fai lure to reach a timely agreement for the 
port to port passing intended by the Midwest Cities (33 
U.S.C. 203, Rule 1) . 

8. There is evidence of violation of the I nland Rules 
of the Road on the part of the owners of the I ntercity 
.Vo. 14 for navigating the vessel while displaying the port 
side light unscreened. (33 U.S.C. 157), (Pilot Rules 33 
CFR 80.16) . 

9. The evidence of violations on the part of the pilot 
of the M / V Midwest Cities and on the part of the Inter-
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city No. 14 will be forwarded to Commander, Eighth 
Coast G uard District for appropriate action under the 
Administrative Penalty Procedures. 

10. \Ale cannot concur with the Board's Conclusion 
No. 7 that there was no evidence of material failure due 
to the fact that a flexible CO: line ruptured ab~rd the 
SS A frican Star. This, howe,·cr, did not contribute to the 
casualty. 

11. It is further considered that the record in this case 
contains evidence of criminal liability within the purview 
of Title 18 U.S.C. 11 15 on the part of the pilots of the 
two vessels. Accordingly, this case will be r·eferred to the 
Department of Justice for possible prosecution. 

12. Appropriate action is being taken to suitably recog
nize those crew members who demonstrated meritorious 
and heroic action aboard the SS African Star during the 
period following the collision. 

13. Legislation for bridge-to-bridge, voice radio com
munication between vessels, and licensing requirements 
for persons in charge of the navigational watch of towing 
vessels, is now pending in Congress. 

13 MARCH 1970. 

w. J. SMITH, 

Admiral, U.S. Coast Guard, 
Commandant. 

ACTION BY THE NATIONAL TRANSPORTATION 
SAFETY BOARD 

T his casualty was investigated by a U.S. Coast Guard 
:\farine Board of Investigation convened at ='lew Orleans, 
La., on March 21, 1968. A representative of the National 
Transportation Safety Board attended a portion of these 
proceedings as observer. We have reviewed the in,·estiga
tivc record and considered those facts which are pertinent 
to the Board's statutory responsibility to make a deter
mination of cause or probable cause and make recom
mendations to prevent recurrence. 

SUMMARY OF FACTS 

The collision of the downbound cargo vessel SS African 
Star and upbound towing vessel M / V (Motor Vessel) 
Midwest Cities' tank barge Intercity No. 11 occurred at 
0340, c.s.t. March 16, 1968, at about Mile 46 Above 
Head of Passes (AHP) in a fairly straight and wide part 
of the Mississippi River. Fire and explosions caused by 
this collision resulted in lhc sinkinrr of the barge Intercity 
.Vo. I I , and severe damage to the African Star and her 
cargo. Of a total of 11 passengers and 52 crewmembers 
in the freighter, two passengers were killed and nine were 
injured; 15 crewmcmbcrs were killed, four arc missing 
and presumed dead, and 31 were injured. The Midwest 
Cities was pushing two barges, of which l11tercity J\"o. II 
was the second. T he Africal/ Star was making good about 
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16 knots on a course of 140° true, tJ1e Midwest Cities 
6 knots, course 320° true, a few minutes before the col
lision. Visibility at night was good, and both vessels had 
been advised on different radio frequencies of ilie oilier 
vessel's movements. Direct communication between iliese 
vessels was not possible due to lack of a common fre
quency. Boili vessels were equipped with marine radar 
which was in usc. Both pilots sighted the oilier vessel on 
radar after the initial visual sighting. The pilots of boili 
vessels sighted the navigation lights of the oilier \"Csscl at 
about 1 )h miles. Witnesses on other passing vessels stated 
iliat the navigation lights on the African Star, Midwest 
Cities, and I ntercity No. 14 were readily seen. The wind 
and current did not materially affect the relati,·e move
ments of either vessel. The steering gear and machinery 
of both vessels were in good operating order. The African 
Star and Midwest Cities had passed other YCsscls during 
the midwatch, and the pilots in charge had safely navi
gated their vessels. The pilot on the African Star was a 
licensed pilot, but the pilot of the Midwest Cities was 
unlicensed. Both pilots had extensive experience on the 
Mississippi River. A lookout was posted on the bow of the 
African Star, but not on the Midwest Cities. The master, 
third mate, and helmsman were also on the bridge of the 
African Star. 

Two divc•-gcnt versions of maneuvers resulting in this 
casualty were given by the personnel on the two vessels 
involved. The pilot of the Midwest Cities stated iliat 
when he sighted the African Star's range and red side
lights on his port bow at about I )h miles, the Midwest 
Cities was about 250 feet from the cast bank, running 
parallel to the side of the river. H e considered it to be 
a head-and-head meeting si tuation, and he sounded the 
appropriate one-blast whistle signal for a port-to-port 
passing, to which the African Star responded with one 
blast. He assumed a safe passage until the A frican Star 
sounded two blasts when her bow was abeam the lead 
barge. He saw the African Star's green sidelight and re
sponded with one blast. 1 rc then blew four blasts on the 
whistle, backed full from full ahead, put the rudder hard 
right, but it was too late to avert the collision. The bow 
of the African Star cut into tl1e port side of No. 4 tank 
of l 11tercity No. 11 at an angle of about 45° . The Mid
weJt Cities was made up to the rake end of this barge. 
After the impact, the lead barge I ntercity No. 14 broke 
adrift, and the starboard wire on the I ntercity No . 11 
parted, but the port wire was still secured to ilic towing 
vessel. When fire broke out on the bat-ge and surrounding 
river, the pilot of the Midwest Cities backed full to part 
the port wire and to clear the intense fire. He estimates 
it took about a minute to get free, and his ,·esscl was 
backing towards the west bank. The captain of the tow
ing ,·essel then relic\'ed him, and proceeded to skirt the 
fire in ilie n\'er and assist the burning African Star. 

The pilot of the African Star later related a completely 
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different chain of events leading to the collision. He 
stated that after clearing several vessels, and making 16 
knots, the African Star was slightly west of mid river when 
he sighted the Midwest Cities' two white tow lights and 
green sidelights on his starboard bow, just above Socola 
Light. T he tow appeared to be favoring the west bank 
and running parallel to it. It appeared to him to be a 
normal starboard-to-starboard meeting situation, nc,·er a 
head and head meeting. Both pilots stated that ilicr were 
following ilie local practice of "points and bends," which 
required the upbound tows to fa\'Or the points and de
scending deep draft vessels to fa\'or the bends or mid
channel. H e ordered the rudder 15° left, to "gi\'e a more 
perfect green to green light." Shortly afterwards, the rud
der was placed amidships to check the ship's swing, which 
put the ship a little cast of midchanncl. When the Mid
west Cities tow was one-half to ilirce-quartcrs of a mile 
ahead, he sounded two short blasts on the whistle, but 
no reply was heard. As the pilot headed for the radar, 
the third mate called his attention to the tow which was 
crossing his starboard bow showing red sidelights. This 
was about 2 minutes after the two-blast signal was 
sounded. The danger signal was sounded . Hard right 
rudder, one blast, then cme•-gcncy full astern were or
dered and executed. By this time, the situation was be
yond the point of taking corrective action and tJ1e African 
Star's bow penetrated into I ntercity No. 11 on the port 
side of the tow, at about a 45° angle. Full astern was in 
effect a minute before the collision. Fire and several ex
plosions resulted in less than a minute, and the south
easterly wind engulfed the A frican Star in f!an1es. The 
pilot backed clear, and intentionally grounded ilie ,·esscl 
on the west bank at Mile 45.8 (AHP) . Burning oil from 
the barge ignited the tarpaulins, and fires started in Nos. 
2, 4, and 5 holds on the African Star. Deck cargo was 
ignited, the paint on the ship burned. and dense smoke 
filled the cngincroom and accommodation spaces. The 
aluminum containers on deck were melted, and their con
tents burned. Three days were required to extinguish ilie 
fire in 1 o. 5 hold. Problems were experienced in lowering 
ilie boat and launching the inflatable Jiferaft, as the boat 
cover and man ropes bumed and the plastic cover of the 
lifcraft was ignited. The intense fire and smoke in the 
quarters gutted the passageways, and a number of pas
sengers and crewmembers were trapped. Several persons 
escaped from rooms through portholes when ilie passage
ways outside their quarters were impassable. Several per
sons were burned due to ignition of the life preser\'ers 
and clothing tl1ey were wearing. Si.x burned bodies were 
found at the top of the ladder leading from the cabin 
deck to ilie main deck, where a wooden gate was fitted 
across ilie top of the ladder. 

The I ntercity No. II grounded and sank ncar the west 
bank at Mile 45.7 (AllP) . After being released by ilie 
Coast Guard, the Midwest Cities reco,·e•·cd the loose 
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Intercit)> No. 14 and secured it, undamaged. The towing 
vessel sustained minor damages. Total cost of this col
lision exceeded $1 million, exclusive of cargo damage on 
board the A frican Star. 

Rescue operations were commenced promptly after the 
M idwest Cities requested immediate assistance via the 
marine operator in New Orleans. Coast Guard helicopter 
evacuation of badly burned victims was rapid and cer
tainly saved the lives of persons injured on the African 
Star. The Midwest Cities, a New Orleans fi reboat, and 
a local fen)' with a firetruck on board assisted the Coast 
Guard boats in figh ting the fi re. Several crewmembers of 
the A frican Star demonstrated unusual bravery in fight
ing the fire on deck. Fighting the fire was complicated by 
inaccessibility of the cargo manifest of hazardous mate
rials, which was located in the chief mate's room. Power 
was maintained on the African Star to keep the vessel 
aground, and to keep lights, and the fire and bilge pumps 
in operation. The loss of life would have been more severe 
except for the gallant effort of the vessel's crew and others 
involved in the rescue and firefighting operations. 

ANALYSIS 

The Commandant concluded that the witnesses of the 
two vessels gave such conflicting testimony that it was 
impossible to reconstruct the events leading up to the col
lision. The Safety Board is not in a position to judge the 
credibility of the witnesses, and is therefore not able to 
resolve the conflicts in their testimony. However, it is 
readily apparent that the pilots of both vessels failed to 
communicate properly under the existing collision avoid
ance system. A careful analysis of all causal factors in this 
case was made in an effort to determine the underlying 
causes of this tragic casualty. 

T he A frican Star and Midwest Cities were subject to 
the Inland Rules of the Road and Pilot Rules at the time 
of the collision. Prudent compliance with these rules by 
both pilots would have averted the collision. T he Coast 
Guard concluded that both pilots violated 33 U .S.C. 203, 
Rule I, which requires: 
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"\.Yhen steam vessels arc approaching each other 
head and head, that is, end on, or nearly so, it shall be 
the duty of each to pass on the port side of the other; 
and either vessel shall give, as a signal of her inten
tion, one short and distinct blast of her whist le, which 
the other vessel shall answer promptly by a similar 
blast of her whistle, and thereupon such vessels shall 
pass on the port side of each other. But if the courses 
of such vessels arc so far on the starboard of each other 
as not to be considered as meeting head and head, 
either vessel shall immediately give two short and dis
tinct blasts of her whistle, which the other vessel shall 
answer promptly by two similar blasts of her whistle, 
and they shall pass on the starboard side of each other. 

"The foregoing only applies to cases where vessels 
are meeting end on, or nearly end on, in such a manner 
as to involve risk of collision; in other words, to cases 
in which, by day, each vessel sees the masts of the other 

in a line, or nearly in a line, with her own, and by 
night to cases in which each vessel is in such a position 
as to sec both the sidcligh ts of the other. 

"It docs not apply by day to cases in which a vessel 
sees another ahead crossing her own course, or by night 
to cases where the red light of one vessel is opposed to 
the red light of the other, or where the green light of 
one vessel is opposed to the green light of the other or 
where a red light without a green light or a green light 
without a red light, is seen ahead, or where both green 
and red lights arc seen anywhere but ahead." 

The pilot of the M idwest Cities testified that he was 
complying with the first sentence of this rule, which ap
plies to vessels approaching each other head and head, 
and proposed a port-to-port passing. The pilot on the 
A frican Star testified that he did not interpret the meet
ing situation as being head and head, and considered 
himself to be governed by the second sentence of Rule I. 
Upon hearing no reply to his whistle signal, however, he 
failed to comply with Rule I II of this section which 
requires : 

"If, when steam vessels arc approaching each other, 
either vessel fails to understand the course or intention 
of the other, from any cause, the vessel so in doubt 
shall immediately signify the same by giving several 
short and rapid blasts, not less than four, of the steam 
whistle." 

The I nland Rules of the Road do not explicitly state 
what other action should be taken by vessels when an 
agreement to pass is not mutually adopted. However, in 
the exercise of due regard for danger of collision, the 
pilots should have stopped, and backed their vessels' en
gines when they were in doubt as to the other vessel's 
intentions. Rule 25(a) (iii) of the proposed "United 
States Nautical R ules" (H.R. 214) would make such ac
tion mandatory. However, under the General Prudential 
Rule (Article 27) of the present rules, such action is 
indicated. 

The question whether the meeting of the African Star 
and Midwest Cities was a head and head situation was 
not answered by the Coast Guard investigative report. In 
a head and head meeting situation, Rule I requires each 
vessel to pass on the port side of the other. A defmite 
determination of this question is further complicated by 
the legal acceptance of the "points and bends" local prac
tice. This provides that with mutual assent upbound tows 
favor the points, and downbound deep draft vessels favor 
the bends of the river. Large tows experience practical 
problems in navigating sharp bends, and seek the less 
strong current in the lee of the points when upbound. 

U se of the locally accepted "points and bends" prac
tice can result in conflict with the Inland Rules of the 
Road. This practice often results in a starboard-to
starboard passing in the meeting situation. The reach of 
the river was almost straight in the area of this collision, 
and the "points and bends" practice should not have 
been a complicating factor. Both pilots followed the 
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"points and bends" local practice. The pilot of the Mid
west Cities indicated that he had crossed from Point 
Michel to Pointe a La Hache, and the other pilot stated 
he was favoring the bends, or the general channel line 
shown on the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers' "Flood 
Control and Navigation Maps of the Mississippi River." 
No other detailed instructions or recommended track
lines for upbound and downbound traffic are available 
to pilots on this heavily trafficked inland waterway sys
tem. Pilots must evaluate each meeting situation on the 
basis of the particular situation and, based on their own 
judgment, decide which rule applies, or if the "points 
and bends" practice should be followed. In this case, one 
or both of the pilots erred in evaluating the meeting situa
tion. I n spite of both pilots' knowing of the other vessel's 
movements prior to sighting each other, seeing the other 
vessel's navigation lights, sounding of whistle passing sig
nals, detecting each other on radar, and favorable navi
gation conditions, they did not effect a safe passage. 

The pilot of the African Star stated he sighted the 
green sidelight and two white lights of the towing vessel 
well on his starboard bow, favoring the west bank, and 
running parallel to it. The pilot of the Midwest Cities 
reported sighting the red sidelight and range lights of the 
African Star on the tug's port bow, indicating to him that 
she was in midriver. T his statement is directly opposed to 
that of the pilot of the A frican Star. In adclition, two 
pilots on other vessels stated the Midwest Cities was 
favoring the east bank just prior to the collision. The fact 
that the African Star cut into the port side of the lead 
barge and at a substan tial angle, even after the right 
rudder movement, makes it difficult to account for the 
green light on the tow being visible to A frican Star 
personnel. 

Neither pilot slowed his vessel, or took evasive measures 
until the vessels were in extremis. The methods of con
,·eying their intentions prescribed by the Inland Rules 
of the Road did not succeed in this case. Whistle signaJs 
and the target aspect of the navigation lights should have 
alerted the pilots of these vessels earlier that one ves
sel was planning a port-to-port passage, the other a 
starboard-to-starboard, had both pilots been more atten
tive. The lack of a common radiotelephonic frequency 
on the two vessels precluded the pilots from reaching a 
passing agreement by radio. 

Both pilots believed that the collision occurred at Mile 
46 AHP, approximately in mid-river. This is difficult to 
reconcile '' ith the statement of two other pilots that the 
Midwest Cities was favoring the cast bank. Prior to the 
collision, the tow turned right, yet the sunken I ntercity 
No. II grounded on the west bank. One explanation 
which could account for tl1is is that the A frican Star went 
to the east of midchannel when it put on left rudder, and 
the Midwest Cities backed full to try to break loose from 
the burning I ntercity No. 11 and was backing towards 
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the west bank for approximately 1 minute before the 
port wire was cast off or parted. The transverse momen
tunl of this barge across the river, combined with the 
river current, probably accounts for the position of the 
grounded barge 700 feet off the west bank. 

The apparent failure of bridge personnel on the A f
rican Star to hear the Midwest Cities' one-blast whistle 
signal has no satisfactory explanation. With the wind fol
lowing the towing vessel, a lookout posted on the bow 
of the African Star, and the doors on the bridge open, 
the whistle signal of the M idwest Cities should have been 
audible. The pilot on the Midwest Cities heard the 
A frican Star's whistle signals in spite of a headwind and 
relatively higher noise level common to smaller cliesel
propelled vessels. Moreover, the towing vessel was 
equipped with an amber-colored whistle signal light 
which should have been visible for 1 mile. The bow look
out on the African Star testified he heard his vessel sound 
one blast of the whistle which was answered immediately 
by one blast from the M idwest Cities. He further stated 
that both vessels repeated these one-blast signals, but he 
did not report this to the bridge, nor did he report his 
initial sighting of the tow's red and white navigation 
lights. H e did not recall hearing any two-blast whistle 
signals from the A frican Star. 

This case illustrates the fact that whistle signals a re 
not of themselves a reliable means of communicating ves
sels' passing or turning intentions. Voice bridge-to-bridge 
radiotelephonic communications capability on a uniform 
operational frequency would probably have prevented 
this tragedy. Radio affords instant information and the 
opportunity to assent or object to the passing proposed 
by the vessel initiating the communication. Other advan
tages are that it is reliable day or night, and even when 
vessels are not in sight of each other, a safe passage can 
be arranged by correct interpretation of radar informa
tion. The Safety Board has previously noted the need for 
legislation requiring bridge-to-bridge radiotelephonic 
communications on a common frequency, in the report 
of the collision of the M / V Alva Cape and SS Texaco 
Massachusetts, and in our reports of special studies of 
"Collisions of Radar-Equipped Merchant Ships,'' adopted 
December 18, 1968, and "Towing Vessel Study," adopted 
August 29, 1969. 

T he Safety Board believes that the pilot of the African 
Star should have sounded the danger signal, and slowed 
or stopped his vessel as soon as he did not hear a reply 
to his two-blast whistle signal. Closer surveillance of the 
other vessel's movements would have alerted both pilots 
earlier to the potential for collision, and would have en
abled them to take evasive action. 

This accident points up again the uncertainties and 
difficulties which are experienced in applying the I nland 
Rules of the Road to arrange a safe passing. Arranging 
for passing requires the effective use of two modes of 
communication (visual in both directions and audible in 
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both directions) plus the exercise of correct judgment. 
Failure of one of the two modes of communication, 
neither of which has an effective backup, can create a 
situation in which one or more persons must estimate 
correctly the intentions of others. In this accident, there 
was a lack of agreement before the accident which re
sulted in the collision. The testimony of the pilots during 
the investigation regarding the situation prior to the acci
dent implies a failure of both communication modes. 

At the I ~-mile distance between the vessels at first 
sighting and with the relative closing speed of 22 knots, 
the time before passing was approximately 246 seconds. 
The initiation of the two-blast whistle signal by the pilot 
of the African Star and the awaiting of a similar response 
would have consumed about 30 seconds, including about 
16 seconds for sound transmittal. The left rudder appli
cation, swinging, and return of the rudder to amidships 
would have required at least another 30 seconds. When 
the pilot of the African Star became uncertain, it would 
have required about 10 to 15 seconds for him to evaluate 
the situation using radar. After stop was rung on the 
engine order telegraph, evidence is that another 60 sec
onds passed before full astern was ordered and about 10 
seconds would have been required to obtain full reverse 
thrust. The collision occurred approximately 120 seconds 
after stop was rung, and the Coast Guard estimated the 
relative speed at about 10 knots at collision. T hus, very 
little time was available for reverse thrust after stop was 
ordered. These response times are not unusual. 

It is not possible to reconstruct the time sequence from 
the evidence, but it is apparent that, at this relative ap
proach speed of 22 knots, the amount of time available 
in which to realize any error of visual analysis and cor
rect it or to resolve a disagreement, was very limited. The 
Inland Rules of the Road do not directly pro,·ide solu
tions to the problems that may be met in following them, 
nor do they insure that collision can always be avoided 
by stopping short of an object ahead. I t is clear, however, 
that one of the methods of negotiating a passing with 
reduced t·isk, when visual contact and whistle signals 
alone are to be relied upon, is to reduce speed as a partial 
compensation for the delays encountered when this system 
is used. 

I n this collision, resulting in a major fire and explo
sions, the most likely source of ignition of the hjghly 
volatile crude oil on I ntercity No. II was the sparks pro
duced by the shearing of the bat-ge by the bow of the 
A frican Star. There is also a possibility that the electric 
wiring for the barge lights was shorted and produced 
sparks. The rapidity with which the fire spread on the 
rivet· and on board the A frican Star is attributed to the 
series of explosions on the I ntercit)' No. II which sprayed 
burning oil over the bow of the ship. The wind blew this 
blanket of flame down on the A frican Star. The com
bustibles on deck, and later in the holds, continued to 
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burn after the burning spray of oil had subsided. Fight
ing this fire was hampered by the burning of a number 
of deck fire hoses. The intensity of the heat is evidenced 
by tl1e melting of the aluminum containers stowed on 
the main deck. Later firefighting efforts by other than 
ship's crew were hampered by lack of infot·mation on the 
location and properties of hazardous materials stored in 
the containers and in the holds. 

Intense fire and heavy chokjng smoke made efforts of 
personnel to escape from the vessel difficult. ~lost of the 
crew and passengers were in their quarters when the fire 
occurred, and the passageways outside their accommoda
tion spaces were impassable. Some managed to get out 
on deck through portholes and were rescued. The fire 
also interfered with the lowering of the lifeboat and in
flatable liferaft, the covers of which were aflame. Burning 
oil on the water surrounding the vessel prevented per
sonnel from jumping overboard to get away from the 
burning vessel. It was fortunate that this burning oil was 
not located in an area contiguous to shore facilities 
handling hazardous materials, or a catastrophic casualty 
might have developed ashore. 

The rescue operations were timely and well coor
dinated. Helicopter evacuation of the badly burned vic
tims hastened their medical treatment. The action of the 
Plaquemines Parish Sheriff, Po.rt Sulphur Hospital, and 
U.S. Public Health Service in New Orleans is the result 
of a commendable example of prompt contingency plan
ning and operations. 

Firefighting by the A frican Star crew controlled the 
fire until the Coast Guard vessels, the fire truck on board 
the ferry, and New Orleans fireboat arrived. The early 

_ firefighting efforts probably prevented the complete gut
ting by fire of the African Star. 

PROBABLE CAUSE 

The National Transportation Safety Board finds that 
the probable cause of this casualty was the failure of the 
pilots of the A fricall Star and the Midwest Cities to reach 
agreement for a safe passing. The pilot of the A frican 
Star interpreted the meeting to require a starboard-to
starboard passing whereas the pi lot of Midwest Cities 
thought it required a port-to-port passing. Contributing 
to the cause was (a) the lack of a common radiotele
phonic frequency on the two vessels, and (b) the failure 
of both pilots to keep the other vessel's mo,·ement under 
closer surveillance and to slow or stop and take evasive 
action when no agreement for passing was reached. 

The fire and subsequent explosions were caused by 
sparks generated by the shearing of the I ntercity No. l l 's 
steel side and deck by the bow of the African Star. Rapid 
spread of the fire on the African Star is attributed to the 
wind's blowing the burning oil over the bow of the African 
Star, and the abundance of combustibles on deck. 

The many fatalities and injuries sustained on board 
the A frican Star were due to the rapid spread of fire and 
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heavy smoke in living spaces, and burning oil surround
ing the vessel, precluding personnel from jumping 
overboard. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The National Transportation Safety Board concurs in 
the need for early enactment of Federal legislation to 
require commercial vessels operating on the na\'igablc 
waters of the United States to have the capability of 
voice bridge-to-bridge radio communications, on a com
mon navigational safety frequency, as proposed by H.R. 
6971 and S. 1240. The Board has also supported the need 
for enactment of Federal legislation requiring the licens
ing of all persons in charge of the navigation of towing 
vessels by the Coast Guard (JI.R. 13987) . 

The Safety Board also recommends that: 
1. The Coast Guard, Army Corps of Engineers, and 

Coast and Geodetic urvcy consider : Includ ing in the 
Coast Pilot or other appropriate navigational guide, in
formation for the inland waterways on the "points and 
bends" custom and its effect on 33 U.S.C. 203 (Rule I ) 
and 33 U.S.C. 210 (Article 25), the narrow channel rule, 
and other navigational information useful in navigating 
these waters; and the need for clarification of these rules 
in the proposed "United States Nautical Rules" (H.R. 
214) . 

2. The Coast Guard consider amending the regula-

tions for cargo vessels to rc ~1uire manually operable air 
ports not less than I 6 inches in diameter, or kickout 
panels, to provide an additiona l means of escape from 
berthing compartments located above the main deck. 
(This recommendation was previous))' made for tank 
vessels in the Gulf stag report dated :Nia)' 29, 1968. ) 

3. The Coast Guard study the need for fire-resistant 
lifeboat and inflatable lifcraft co,·crs, and fire hoses. 

4. The Coast Guard consider regulations requiring 
that hazardous cargo manifests be located in specified 
and accessible locations on all cargo \'Cssels. 

By the ::"\ational Transportation Safety Board: 
Adopted this 23rd day of September 1970: 

/s/ J OIIN H. REED, 

Chairman. 

/s/ O scAR M. LAUREL, 
Member. 

/sf FRANCIS H. McADAMs, 
J\1.ember. 

/s/ Lou1s M. THAYER, 
J\1.ember. 

/sf IsABEL A. B uRcEss, 
M ember. 

NAVIGATION AND VESSEL INSPECTION CIRCULAR NO. 6--70 
28 AUGUST 1970 

Subject: Fixed Fire Extinguishing Systems for Use in Galley Ventilating Equipment 

PURPOSE 

The purpose of this circular is to inform interested 
parties that fixed fire extinguishing systems for galley 
ventilating protection may be installed in accordance with 
the following instructions. 

BACKGROUND 

A ship's galley offers a natural environment for the pro
duction of fire since necessary clements of combustion are 
present; heat, fuel, and oxygen. Casualty files show that 
fires in galley units arc often complicated by the fact that 
the fires extend into the galley ventilating equipment. T his 
is an area that is difficu lt to reach in order to effect 
e.-.:tinguishment. 

DISCUSSION 

There arc three major types of fixed fire extinguishing 
systems for usc in galley ventilating equipment. They are: 

a. Dry Chemical 
b. Carbon Dioxide 
c. Antifreeze 

Dry chemical extinguishes fires by means of its inhibit
ing chemical interaction with the combustion process. 
Carbon dioxide excludes oxygen and the antifreeze sys-
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tern dispenses a liquid which turns cooking fat into soap 
by a process of saponification rendering it nonflammable. 
Each of the devices has inherent advantages and disad
vantages, howc\'cr, all arc efficient de\'ices when properly 
installed. The three types of devices are capable of man
ual and f or automatic operation. 

ACTION 

A fixed fire extinguishing system designed for usc in 
galley ventilating equipment which is listed for such use 
by Underwriters' Laboratories, I nc., Chicago, Il l., will 
be permitted for installation on board U.S. vessels. 
I nstallation shall be made in accordance with the labora
tories listing and labeling requirements and the manu
facturer's recommended procedures. The list of acceptable 
systems and their design parameters may be found in the 
Underwriters' Laboratories, Inc. Fire Protection Equip
ment List. Engineered C02 systems that are currently 
appro,·cd by the Coast Guard may also be installed. 

Approval for each installation shall be on a ,·esscl-by
,·essel basis. Plans should be submitted to the appropriate 
U.S. Coast Guard District, Merchant Marine Technical 
Branch for review. ;f; 
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Q. Before clean ballast is dis
charged into coastal waters from a 
tankship, what precautions should be 
taken with regard to the cargo and 
ballast piping system? 

A. Flush the lines from the sea
cocks into one or more tanks as re
quired at the end of the cargo piping 
system away from the pumproom for 
about 10 minutes to remove any oil 
or sludge they may contain. 

Q. During cargo transfer oper
ations on tank vessels, what precau
tions should the deck officer-in
charge take to prevent any accidental 
deck spills which might occur from 
running overboard? 

A. Deck scuppers should be 
plugged except when water is being 
used to cool decks in which case plugs 
shall be readily available. Absorbent 
material, such as sawdust, should be 
readily available for cleaning up 
spills. 

Q . If you have a spill on deck 
while transferring an oil cargo on a 
tanker, what should you do? 

A. Stop the transfer of oil, 
close all tanks, put out all fires, call 
terminal fire and safety department if 
available, run out ship's fire ap
paratus, bail up oil with nonsparking 
bailers, and clean up decks with 
absorbent material before starting 
transfer of oil again. 

Q. While in charge of loading 
bulk oil, you notice an excessive 
amount of oil on the water near your 
vessel. What should you do? 

A. Stop the transfer of oil, notify 
the terminal superintendent, and see 
tha t Government authorities includ
ing the Coast Guard are notified, 
search the vessel for leaks and stay 
shut down until the source of trouble 
is located and danger has been elimi
nated. All possible means must be 
employed to recover oil, and every 
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effort made to clean up the damage. 
Q. List four hazardous circum

stances during which loading or dis
charging of bulk liquid cargo on a 
tanker should be stopped. 

A. Any four hazardous circum
stances : 

(a ) Severe electrical storm is 
in progress. 

(b) V esse I or dock in the vi-
cinity is on fire. 

tanker. 

(c) Cargo hose begins leaking. 
(d) Spill of cargo occurs. 
(e) Vessel comes alongside 

(f) T anker surges excessively. 
(g) Cargo valve jams. 
(h ) Hose gets pinched be

tween vessel and dock. 
Q. Briefly describe the extent 

of the waters where the discharge of 
oil and oily mixtures is prohibited by 
the Oil Pollution Act, 1961. 

A. T he Oil Pollution Act, 1961, 
prohibits the discharge of oil and oily 
mixtures in sea areas within 50 miles 
of any land and in several parts of the 
world such discharges are prohibited 
even further from land. 

Q. What is the meaning of the 
term "oil" as used in the Oil Pollution 
Act, 1961? 

A. The term "oil" means crude 
oil, fuel oil, heavy diesel oil, and 
lubricating oil. 

Q. Into which waters does the 
Refuse Act of 1899 prohibit the 
dumping of oil and refuse? 

A. The Refuse Act of 1899 ap
plies to all navigable waters of the 
United States (and their tributaries). 

Q. Into what waters does the 
Water Quality Improvement Act of 
1970 prohibit the discharge of oil? 

A. The Water Quality I mprove
ment Act of 1970 prohibits the dis
charge of oil into the navigable wat
ers of the United States and into the 
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water of the contiguous zone (i.e., 
U .S. coastal waters) . 

Q. BrieRy describe the "load on 
top" method used to minimize pollu
tion of the sea by oil. 

A. T ank washings are usually 
collected in an after cargo tank des
ignated as a slop tank and the water 
is settled out and then discharged. 
The oil residue is either pumped to a 
shore facility if available, or as in the 
load-on-top technique the new oil 
cargo (having the same chemical 
characteristics as the residual oil) is 
pumped on top of the residual oil, 
and this ta nk is then topped off. 

Q. Briefly describe the precau
tions necessary to prevent water pol
lution when polluted ballast is dis
charged to a shore facility or barge 
from a tankship. 

A. Sea valves and stem dis
charge valves should be checked to 
ascertain that they are tightly closed 
and lashed. All necessary valves in 
the pumproom and on deck should be 
set for discharging. After the hoses 
arc properly connected and when all 
lines are set and ready to start dis
charging and shore personnel have 
been contacted to make certain they 
arc ready to receive the ballast the 
discharge valves may be opened and 
pumping started slowly until it is 
ascertained that the shore lines are 
clear. 

Q. Briefly state what antipollu
tion measures you should attend to 
after commencing ballast operations 
on a tanker. 

A. When ballast is started, all 
tanks should be inspected to insure 
that only the tanks intended as bal
last tanks are receiving water. The 
same attention and care should be 
exercised in filling ballast tanks that is 
given to topping off tanks when load
ing cargo. 
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MERCHANT MARINE SAFETY PUBLICATIONS 

The following publications of marine safety rules and regulations may be obtained from the neares_t 
marine inspection office of the U.S. Coast Guard. Because changes to the rules and regulations are 
made from tune to time, these publications, between revisions, must be kept current by the individual 
consulting the latest applicable Federal Register. (Official changes to all Federal rules and regulations 
are published in the Federal Register, printed daily except Sunday, Monday, and days following holi
days.) The date of each Coast Gua.rd publication in the table below is indicated in parentheses follow
ing its title. The dates of the Federal Registers affecting each publication are noted after the date 
of each edition. 

The Federal Register will be furnished by mail to subscribers, free of postage, for $2.50 per 
month or $25 per year, payable in advance. The charge for individual copies is 20 cents for each issue, 
or 20 cents for each group of pages as actually bound. Remit check or money order, made payable to 
the Superintendent of Documents, U.S. Government Printing Office. Washington, D.C. 20402. Regu
lations for Dangerous Cargoes, 46 CFR 146 and 147 (Subchapter N ) , dated January 1, 1970 are now 
available from the Superintendent of Documents price: $3. 75. 

CG No. 

101 
108 
115 
123 
129 
169 

172 
174 
175 
176 
182 
184 
190 

191 

200 

220 
227 
239 
249 
256 
257 

258 
259 

266 
268 
293 
320 

323 

329 

TITLE OF PUBLICATION 

Specimen Examination for Merchant Marine Deck Officers 17-1-631. 
Rules and Regulation• for Military Explosives and Hazardous Munitions 15-1-681. F.R. 6-7- 68, 2-12-69, 10- 29-69. 
Marine Engineering Regulations and Material Specifications (3-1-661. F.R. 12- 1 8-68, 6- 17- 70. 
Rules and Regulations for Tank Vessels 15-1-691. F.R. 10-29-69, 2-25-70, 6-17-70, 10-31-70. 
Proceedings of the Mer<hant Marine Council (Monthly). 
Rules of the Road--International-Inland 19-1-651. F.R. 12-8-65, 12-22-65, 2-5-66, 3-15-66, 7-30-66, B-2-66, 

9-7-66, 10-22-66, 5-11-67, 12-23-67, 6-4-6B, 10-29-69, 11-29-69. 
Rules of the Road--Great lakes 19-1-661. F.R. 7-4-69, 8--4-70. 
A Manual for the Safe Handling of Inflammable and Combustible Uquids 13-2-64). 
Manual for lifeboatmen, Able Seamen, and Qualified Memben of Engine Department 13-1-651. 
load line Regulations 11-3-661. F.R. 12-6-66, 1-6-67, 9-27-67, 7-12-68, 6-5-69, 7-26-69, 10-29-69. 
Specimen Examinations for Merchant Marine Enginee r licenses 17-1-631. 
Rules of lhe Road--W .. tem Rivers 19-1-661. F.R. 9-7-66,5- 11-67, 12-23-67,6-4-68, 11-29-69. 
Equipmen t lists 18-1-681. F.R. 11-7-68, 11-8-68, 11- 16-68, 11-19-68, 11-20-68, 12-11-68, 12-18-68, 

2-11-69, 2-18-69,2-21-69, 2-26-69, 3-15-69, 3-27-69,4-4-69, 4-12-69, 4-19-69, 4-25-69, 4-26-69, 
4-28-69, 5-3- 69, 5-9-69, 6-18-69, 6-19-69, 7-1-69, 7-15-69, 7-17-69, 9-12-69, 9-25-69, 10-10-69, 
10-11-69, 10-22-69, 10-31-69, 11-19-69, 12-13-69, 1-27-70, 1-30-70, 2-3-70, 2-26-70, 3-11-70, 
3-14-70,3-25-70,4-14-70,5-7-70, 5-27-70,7-18-70,7-21-70, 8-15-70, 9-29-70. 

Rules and Regulations for licensing and Certificating of Merchant Marine Personnel 15-1-681. F.R. 11 -28-68, 
4-30-70, 6-17-70. 

Marine Investigation Regulations and Suspension and Revocation Proceedings (5-1-671 F.R. 3-30-68, 4-30-70, 
10-20-70. 

Specimen Examination Questions for licenses as Master, Mate, and Pilot of Central Western Rivers Vessels (4-1-571. 
lawo Governing Marine lnopection (3-1-65). 
Security of Veuels and Waternont Facilities 15-1-681. F.R. 10- 29-69, 5-15-70, 9-11-70. 
Merchant Ma rine Council Public Hearing Agenda (Annually) . 
Rules and Regulations for Passenger Vessels 15-1-69). F.R. 10-29-69, 2-25-70, 4-30-70, 6-17-70, 10-31- 70. 
Rules and Regulations for Ca rgo and Miscellaneous Vessels 18-1-691. F.R. 10-29-69, 2-25-70, 4-22-70, 4-30-70, 

6-17-70, 10-31-70. 
Rules and Regulations for Uninspected Vessels (5-1-701. 
Electrical Eng ineering Regulations 13-1 -671. F.R. 12-20-67, 12- 27-67, 1-27-68, 4-12-68, 12-18-68, 12-28-68, 

10-29-69,2-25-70,4-30-70. 
Rule• and Regulations for Bulk Grain Cargoes 15-1-68). F.R. 12-4-69. 
Rules and Regulations for Manning of Veuels 15-1-671. F.R. 4-12-68, 4-30-70. 
Miscellaneous Electrical Equipment list 19-3-681. 
Rules and Regulations for Artificial Islands and Fixed Structures on lhe Outer Continental Shelf 111-1-681. F.R. 

12-17-68, 10-29-69. 
Rules and Regulations for Small Passenger Vessels lUnder 100 Gross Tons) 17-1-691. F.R. 10-29-69, 2-25-70, 

4-30-70, 10-31-70. 
Fire Fighting Manuel for Tank Vessel• 17-1-681. 

CHANGES PUBLISHED DURING NOVEMBER 1970 

The following has been modified by Federal Register : 

Subchapter 0 of Title 33 CFR, Federal Register, November 21, 1970. 
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