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A Personal View...
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A view from the shallow end
I had the great fortune of growing up in the Solomon Islands.
I had a dugout canoe from the
age of seven, we sailed and, as
soon as I was allowed, I learned
to dive. At 18, I joined the Royal
Navy and trained as a mine warfare and clearance diving officer.
On leaving the Royal Navy after
10 years, I sailed from the UK to
Australia with my older brother
and then moved to the Cayman
Islands, where I did all of the
above again.
My point is that I have spent
my life in, on or near the sea – I
even studied marine biology at
university. I now insure equipment designed to go into the sea
and am privileged to see some
real cutting-edge technology and
innovative solutions to difficult
problems.
However, I would like to share
my views on two concepts that
are crucial to starting out the
right way to prevent operations
going wrong, ensuring technology is not defeated by the elements and helping to avoid large,
preventable losses.

Seamanship
The first and my favourite theme
is seamanship. Like seaman-like
behaviour, seamanship is not
achieved by accident: it demands
a combination of skill, experience
and hard work.
Take, for example, a remotely
operated vehicle (ROV). The
management of an ROV is an
exercise in seamanship. This
starts with the choice of the vessel, which must be suitable for
the task and big enough to host
the ROV, and able to provide
the relevant services required to

run the ROV. There is also the
positioning of the launch and
recovery system, which needs to
be far enough away from
machinery or infrastructure
that could cause damage or disruption. After all, if the system
is too close to those great underwater winches, or if thrusters
need to be isolated during
launching or recovering, problems can be encountered.
When it comes to the ROV
crew, the accommodation, food
and general environment should
be as good as possible to allow
the crew to operate effectively.
Then we have the bridge crew.
Modern, dynamically-positioned
vessels have power aplenty, but
power alone will not get you out
of trouble. The positioning of
the vessel relative to tide and
wind requires seamanship, and
to assist the ROV crews during
any ROV operation, the vessel
needs to be positioned correctly.
We once had an incident when
the deck officer did not listen to
the ROV crew and allowed the
tide to rotate the ROV during
recovery, so much so that the
ROV spun round more than
10 times and the umbilical
parted.
Seamanship is an evolving
concept too. Part of seamanship
is ensuring our vessels are seaworthy. As our vessels become
more interconnected and digitalised, we need to be aware of
the threat of cyber events –
whether directed or as a collateral damage. Deck and ROV
crews are busy, with much to
concentrate on. They should be
able to rely on the ship’s systems,
which should be protected as far
as possible – both physically and
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from degradation from a cyber
event.
All too often an accident is
put down to crew error, but have
we really investigated all the
underlying elements when we
assume this? When there is an
accident, was the final decision
really the causative action? Many
submariners go by the theory that
there are generally seven incidents that lead to an accident.
This figure is not scientific, but
demonstrates that a series of
events are generally behind an
accident, rather than one poor
decision or mistake.

Being precise
The other concept is preciseness,
which has elements of seamanship
embedded within it. Another way
of thinking about this is: ‘having
the correct tool for the correct
job’. Whilst on my diving course
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all hell would break loose if we
used a shifter (adjustable spanner)
on the clearance diving sets. This
would have been down to laziness,
as we were always provided with
the correct tools, and the sets
were non-ferrous (no one wants
a ferrous diving set on when
approaching a magnetic mine –
trust me). The wrong spanners
would shred the nuts.
In this business it is certainly
true that one size does not fit all. A
large work-class vehicle is not the
best unit for shallow-water operations. When using an autonomous
underwater vehicle (AUV) or
glider, length of mission and
power available need to reflect the
tides or currents and the rate of

change of water density – you can
trap a glider below a salinity layer!
Technology is a huge help to
us, but we do need to point it in
the right direction. Commoditisation of services based on the
belief that technology will breach
the divide between planning and
reality, and one size fits all is a
very risky pathway to follow.

Closing remarks
As insurers, we review risk by
looking at the form of the item
to be insured, the function it is
expected to carry out, and what
perils will be encountered. The
same ROV and set-up may well
need a different supervisor and a

different vessel to carry out different jobs. As insurers, we are looking for an engineering solution.
A number of years ago, the
managing director of a commercial diving operation was summoned to a client’s office and
given a presentation by some
technical, non-commercial divers
espousing the cost saving that
could be achieved by using their
techniques over standard commercial techniques. The managing
director was asked for comment
and simply asked, ‘Can you weld,
and can you weld with that getup at 100 m?’, and walked out. It
was not a seaman-like solution to
the diving problem, and certainly
not the right tool for the job!
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