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Safety 101 

By Chris Stockman (Dip. OHS) 

As Tugmasters we all bear a responsibility for the safety of our 

vessel and crew. This responsibility extends to those around us, the 

ships and crews we service, and to other users of the waterways on 

which we operate. A successful outworking of this responsibility 

means we all get to go ashore both fit and well. 

Safety is a very broad subject on board a vessel and extends from the 

most mundane routines of ship’s husbandry to the most complicated 

aspects of vessel operations. In its most basic and immediate sense it 

is as simple as think before you act. In the broader context it means 

managing the things we can control and planning for the things we 

can’t. 

There are many factors which have an influence over the way in 

which we ‘do’ safety. Not the least of these is culture and values. We 

must recognize that as an international association we will have 

members from many different backgrounds. This means that the 

concept of what is acceptable risk will vary and is likely to be 

reflected in the legislations and regulations of the different maritime 

states. 

Organizations such as the International Labour Organization (ILO) 

through its ‘Safework’ program, The International Maritime 

Organization (IMO) and the International Transport Workers’ 

Federation (ITF), are seeking to bring about a global perspective on 

safety at work. 

Culture and values will certainly influence our attitude toward safety. 

Attitudes are a primary factor in the success or failure of safety 

programs. Attitudes that say ‘we’ve always done it that way,’ ‘it costs 

too much,’ or ‘it’s too slow’ predicate failure. Whereas attitudes that 

adapt to change and learn from experience are necessary for success. 

Training for safety. 

One of the cornerstones of a successful safety program is that all 

participants are well trained. It cannot be expected that the uninitiated 

person will have an understanding of the hazards and risks involved 

in an occupation. Without that understanding mistakes are inevitable. 

Therefore it is important that training programs are implemented at 

all levels and disciplines. It is important to ensure that in the hurly 

burly of high pressure operations, as well as in the doldrum of 

routine; when we are too stressed or tired to think on our feet, that the 

safe option becomes the default. 
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I well recall taking command of my first tugboat, a small single 

screw wooden vessel engaged in port services. The attitude of 

management then was, ‘you’ve got the ticket, do the job’. So, left to 

my own devices, I learned more from the kindly old deckhand than 

from any of my peers. Thankfully attitudes have changed, but not 

everywhere. Any Master taking command of a tug should not be 

expected to do so without first being trained to operate the vessel 

safely. 

Communicate. 

Another cornerstone of safety is effective communication. Safety has 

no secrets. The old attitude of knowledge is power sought to contain 

knowledge. A better attitude is knowledge empowers, where the 

sharing of knowledge gives us all a better understanding of what is 

going on and what is required to work safely and efficiently. In an 

occupational health and safety aspect we need to ensure that the 

deckhand is aware of the right way to carry out a task. In an 

operational safety aspect it is important to communicate with crew, 

pilots, authorities and other vessels to ensure that the full picture is 

apparent to all. 

Managing safety. 

The fundamental elements of safety management are hazard 

identification and risk management. Hazard identification involves 

examination of a task in its elements to assess where it could go 

wrong. Effective hazard identification involves training, experience 

and communication. Safety Management Systems use tools such as 

Job Safety Analyses (JSA) and checklists to aid in hazard 

identification. Risk management involves assessment of the severity 

of the risk and implementation of risk control measures. The severity 

of risk is most often determined by evaluating the likelihood of a 

situation occurring and the expected outcome of such an event. A risk 

assessment matrix is a common tool used. Risk control means 

developing and implementing ways to ensure the hazard is not 

allowed to become an event. This is done by adopting the highest 

level controls from a hierarchy of control measures that range from 

elimination of the hazard by doing the task differently (or not at all), 

down to the use of personal protective equipment. Most often 

effective control will involve a selection of measures from various 

levels. 

The application of managing what we can control and planning for 

what we can’t is usually achieved through the use of the safety 

management system, i.e. standard and emergency procedures. 

Masters and crew alike should be well versed in these procedures 

which have been developed to facilitate safe operations and work 
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practices. The safety management system should include a process to 

be adopted for use when the unusual task presents, i.e. the JSA. 

Leadership. 

Tugmasters need to show leadership in all areas of operation, it is 

fundamental to their position and role. The key to developing a 

successful culture of safety onboard is leadership. Leadership must 

be displayed by Masters and supported by shore management. Before 

leadership can be displayed it is necessary for the leader to believe in, 

and be committed to, safe work practices and operations. This means 

that ‘cowboys’ need not apply! There is an old attitude which says 

that a concern for safety is less than manly and that real men just get 

on with the job. Among today’s tough tugboatmen such attitudes can 

still be found. It is my belief that toughness should be tempered with 

humanity and a concern for those we work with. 

Safety makes sense (and cents). 

A good safety record is now regarded as a commercial asset. It can 

help to win tenders and maintain contracts. Getting the job done 

safely means a gain for efficiency.  Accidents have a commercial 

cost; but more than that, accidents disrupt, and sometimes steal, the 

lives of fellow mariners. They also have ongoing ramifications that 

will affect the lives of managers and supervisors, workmates, and 

family members. The sensible approach is to take action to avoid 

accidents at the outset. 


