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  Over the last years, The Swedish Club 
has been involved in a number of collisions and 
the majority have occurred within port limits 
adjacent to pilot stations. The following article 
describes the circumstances of a collision which 
occurred three years ago in an area where it is 
compulsory to have a pilot and where proper 
shore radar surveillance is maintained (VTS1). 
The intention of the writer is not to point a 
finger at who was to blame for the collision ac-
cording to the rules of the road, but merely to 
illuminate and highlight the human factor by 
describing the events in a case where the pros-
pects of avoiding a collision were favourable.

The vessels were well sighted by each other 
at a sufficient time prior to the collision. They 
had both reported to the VTS Wandelaar traf-
fic control, which is compulsory, so the shore 
radar followed their targets. There was also an 
agreement between the vessels that they should 
pass red to red, which is in accordance with the 
collision regulations.

Both bridges were properly equipped and 
were manned with a master, pilot and a watch-
keeping officer. Good weather conditions pre-
vailed at the time.

Preface
On a clear night between November 8th and 
9th 1999, at approximately 0105 local time, our 
member’s container vessel, hereinafter referred 
to as the Alfa, collided with a smaller Ro-Ro 
vessel, hereinafter referred to as the Beta. The 
Alfa was built in 1997 with a deadweight of 
49,210 tonnes, a length overall of 259 meters 
and a capacity to load up to almost 4,000 
TEUs2. The Beta had a deadweight of 3,548 
tonnes and a length overall of 95 meters.

The maximum speed of the Alfa was ap-
proximately 23 knots and the top speed of the 
Beta around 12 knots.

The area where the collision occurred had, 
as mentioned, both radar and radio surveil-
lance. Recorded evidence of this can be ob-
tained from the authorities if need be. At the 
time of the collision, there were pilots on board 
both vessels.

The Alfa had been in Zeebrugge discharg-
ing and loading. At 0030 local time, the cargo 

operation was finished and the pilot came on 
board to take the Alfa out. Six minutes later she 
had cast off with one tug assisting. The night 
was clear, with good visibility and a moderate 
NW wind of 3-4 Beaufort, more or less perfect 
conditions. At 0046 local time the tug was let 
go just inside of the port’s breakwaters.

After the Alfa had let go of the tug, the 
pilot and the master had to struggle due to 
the circulating tidal current just inside the 
breakwaters in order to keep her aligned with 
the two leading lights out of Zeebrugge. After 
she passed the Zeebrugge breakwaters, at 0050 
local time, she put her engines to full ahead to 
avoid getting caught in the strong easterly set 
current outside the breakwaters.

First sighting
At the time the Alfa passed the breakwater, 
she was displaying three all-round red lights 
in a vertical line, showing she was a vessel con-
strained by her draught. Moments later, at 0051 
local time, the master and the pilot observed 
the Beta, and by the configuration of her navi-
gational lights, they knew that she was coming 
from the west on an easterly course on the port 
side of the Alfa. The distance between the ves-
sels at this point was 3.2 nautical miles. As the 
master of the Alfa immediately considered the 
heading and speed of both vessels as a possible 
close quarter situation, he asked the pilot to 
contact the Beta over the VHF.

The Beta was proceeding from port Oran 
in Algeria. At 2310 local time she had picked 
up the pilot at Wandelaar pilot station and was 
now sailing in the inland traffic zone bound 
for Antwerp. Just before they passed buoy A2 
(see chart) they saw the Alfa outbound at the 
entrance to Zeebrugge. The oversized vessel 
navigational lights were duly recognised by the 
master, the pilot and the officers on watch on 
board the Beta. The pilot kept the EBL3 of the 
radar on the target of the Alfa. According to the 
pilot, the bearing increased enough for him to 
feel comfortable that the Beta could pass ahead 
of the Alfa. 

Intentions
After a couple of minutes, at 0055 local time, 
the Alfa called up the Beta on the VHF, asking 
for her intentions. The pilot on board the Beta 
then said, according to the VHF transcripts, 
that he would alter his course to starboard, in 
order for them to meet red to red, which is the 
proper way to meet according to the rules of 
the road. The pilot then, in his own mind, still 

saw it as possible for the Beta to pass ahead 
of the Alfa. The pilot of the Beta obviously 
waited, and hoped he could pass ahead of the 
Alfa in spite of the agreement over the VHF. 
This intention of the Beta was not advised to 
the Alfa.

After a short time, while the speed of the 
Alfa was still building up, both the captain 
and the pilot of the Alfa started to get nervous. 
The bearing to the Beta was still unchanged. 
The Alfa interpreted the situation as though 
the two vessels would collide if no action were 
taken. The master of the Alfa told the pilot to 
call the Beta on the VHF yet again and ask for 
her intentions, which he did.

The master of the Alfa did not understand 
what was said over the VHF because both pilots 
were speaking the local language, which was 
Flemish. The pilot of the Alfa informed the 
master that the Beta would alter her course 
to starboard and that they would meet red 
to red and pass astern of the Alfa. During 
the following relatively short time (about 3-4 
minutes), the master and the pilot of the Alfa 
saw no change in the course of the Beta. As 
nothing happened, the pilot and the master 
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1 Vessel Traffic Service   2 Twenty Foot Equivalent Unit – Unit of measurement equivalent to one standard twenty foot container
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grew increasingly anxious and the pilot  once 
again called up the Beta and demanded that 
she alter her course to starboard. The Beta yet 
again showed little or no change to either her 
course or speed.

The collision
The master of the Alfa now felt that some action 
had to be taken to avoid collision, as for each 
passing second a collision was becoming more 
and more imminent. He ordered the engine to 
stop at 0059 local time and the rudder to be put 
hard to starboard. Two minutes later the engine 
on the Alfa was put full astern and three short 
blasts were sounded. Now, at 0102 local time, 
with a mere distance of 5 cables between the 
ships, the master and the pilot of the Alfa ob-
served that the Beta started to turn to starboard, 
but that the rate of turn was much too slow to 
avoid a collision.

Shortly afterwards, at 0105 local time, the 
two vessels collided, both at a speed of around 
four knots.  The Beta hit the Alfa on port side 
just aft of the forecastle. Luckily, there were 
no personal injuries on either ship as a conse-
quence of the collision.

Collision

3 Electronic Bearing Line   4 Automatic Identification System is from July 1st 2002 mandatory on all newbuildings.
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Summing-up
The question is, why does a collision like 
this have to happen? Both vessels were well 
equipped. There were no technical failures on 
either ship that caused the collision. Both ships 
were well manned on the bridge. Both had local 
pilots on board familiar with the local prevail-
ing navigational conditions. The weather was 
clear. Both vessels were well in sight of one an-
other visually as well as observing one another 
on their respective radar screens. The VTS ob-
served both vessels on shore radar and listened 
to the VHF communication. Each vessel knew 
the identity of the other. Agreements between 
the ships were made over the VHF at a reason-
ably early stage.

This collision could, in the opinion of the 
writer, only have been avoided by better train-
ing of the bridge teams and better awareness 
with regard to safety margins involved in 
confined waters. What might appear as ample 
time for taking decisions can, in a few minutes, 
change to dangerous situations in which split 
second decisions have to be made. Suddenly 
you have reached a point of no return. A well-
trained bridge team will, by quicker and better 

assessments, have more time and consequently 
more margin for error, so the risk for collisions 
or close quarter situations will be smaller.

Technical tools have always been an aid 
for humans in improving their way of living 
and working. But it is perhaps not always the 
only solution for improvement. Had additional 
technical tools, such as the AIS4 for instance, 
aided the bridge teams in avoiding this particu-
lar collision? It is not, in this particular case, 
presumptuous to assume that this collision is 
not the fault or lack of any technical tool or 
device.

Regretfully this collision was, as are most 
collisions, attributable to human shortcomings 
and fallibility.       

     

Sketch of the course of events 
before the collision showing 
the Ro-Ro vessel Beta to the 
left and our member’s contai-
ner vessel Alfa to the right.

Epilogue
This collision was eventually settled out 
of court on amicable terms. The appor-
tionment of blame was agreed to 80/20 
in favour of our member’s vessel the Alfa; 
that is, the bulk of blame was carried by the 
Beta interests. 


