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MARINE CASUALTY – WHAT 
HAPPENS?

• Major gov’t agencies who may investigate 
marine casualties
– U.S. Coast Guard
– State Pilot Board
– NTSB
– Various state/federal environmental agencies
– State / federal law enforcement agencies 

(criminal conduct)



VESSEL DATA RECORDER: “VDR” 
Regulatory Authority

• Required by Ch. V of SOLAS
• Mandatory on all ships >3,000 GRT built 

after July 2002
• Annual Performance Test Required
• Cert of Compliance to be issued and must 

be maintained on board vessel



Stated Purpose – To Be Used Like 
“Black Box” on Aircraft to:

• Review procedures and instructions used 
in the moments before casualty

• “help identify the cause of the accident”



What Does VDR Record and 
Preserve?

• AIS Data (position, speed, cse, cmg, 
target/traffic data)

• Radar screens
• Vhf transmissions
• Ambient noise/conversations on the bridge



CONCERNS FOR COUNSEL?





Possible Criminal Actions Against 
Owners and Mariners – “Its 

Hardball”



Old Method of Proving Collision 
Case

• Recreate your theory of vessel actions 
using:
– Testimony of ship’s crew
– Course recorder data
– Charted positions
– GPS log positions/waypoint
– Interpret same data from adverse vessel



All Recorded by “Mr. Roger 
That” on Bridge of Ship



Old Tools for Recreating 
Collisions



Course Recorder – Old School
Annotated with Testimony



New Method – Voyage Data 
Recorder Feedback

• Actual data from vessel navigation 
systems is recorded

• Used like “black box” in aircraft casualties
• Takes all fun out of litigating collisions
• Likely savings in legal fees



All Recorded by VDR and Stored In 
Beer Keg on Flying Bridge for Post-

Casualty Retrieval



“No matter how important a man at sea may consider 
himself, unless he is fundamentally worthy the sea will 

some day find him out.  If a wrong move is made at sea, in 
a critical moment, death may be the penalty for the most 

simple failure.”



“Gentlemen, we are in a precarious position.  We must be 
prepared to abandon ship. . . It’s time to go now, Phillips.  

You’ve done your duty.  You can do no more.  Abandon 
your cabin, it’s everyone for himself.”



“Well it’s a new ship – but she’s got the right name.  Now 
you remember that, you hear?  You treat her like a lady, 

and she’ll always bring you home.”



“File the Limitation Action –
now.”



Collision at Sea:

It can ruin your whole day



Collision:  What the Eye 
Witness Sees

























What the VDR Captures

Examples of Different VDR 
Displays



Actual Replay of Vessel Radar, 
AIS, and ECDIS Displays From 

Three Collisions











VDR Data from ST. LOUIS 
EXPRESS



Collision Between M/V ST. 
LOUIS EXPRESS

and
M/V WESTERN NEPTUNE

24 September 2007 @ 0240 hrs
Gulf of Mexico



M/V ST. LOUIS EXPRESS



M/V WESTERN NEPTUNE



Course Recorder of SLE



Navigational Gear on Bridge of 
SLE



St. Louis Express

AIS Timeline from 0716 GMT

To 0804 GMT



0720 M/V Furore contacts SLE and requests
3 NM CPA safety box ahead and on either side
6 NM CPA astern



0723 GMT
Eagle Subaru Contacts SLE



0727 GMT
SLE Bearing 326, vectoring astern of Eagle Subaru



0736 GMT
SLE crosses astern of Eagle Subaru



0749 GMT
SLE alters course to 290



0755 GMT
SLE on heading 290



0300 GMT
SLE Crosses Western Neptune’s Streamers
4.05 nm CPA



0304 GMT
Captain of Western Neptune calls SLE
CPA 4.02 NM



This Would Not Be Captured on 
VDR



Enjoy Your Cruise

Thank you.
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