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presence is not required on ships at sea for up to 24
hours with more than 1000 passengers. Even when
search and rescue (SAR) craft have medical expertise
on board, the difficulties of administering first aid in a
helicopter®! 62 (auscultation is virtually impossibl€)
or on a lifeboat are considerable. A modern lifeboat,
unless one of the large ones, is ... not equipped to
treat sick persons on board.”®® Whichever mode of
emergency transport is chosen, management is
difficult and may well end in the death of the
patient.®* Secondly, the ability to evacuate high sided
passenger ferries in accordance with regulations—
requiring the clearance of 1500 persons .on board
within 30 minutes of the decision to abandon ship—
has been rigorously questioned.®> Recommendations
enabling rapid evacuation include the installation of
helidecks, inflatable chutes, and canopied liferafts
additional to rigid hull lifeboats. Thirdly, new dimen-
sions of risk to commercial aircraft arise from in-
flight engine shut down on extended range twin jet
operations which will be permitted on transoceanic
routes.®® 87 The frequency of engine shut downs is
low (0-05 per 1000 hours)®® but certification author-
ities apply the “60 minute rule” so that, after single or
double engine failure, there is an opportunity to
“glide” to an airfield within a 60 minute radius.®’
Because this demands more northerly routeings for
twin jets on transatlantic routes, it means, in the event
of controlled ditching, less tolerable sea surface tem-
perature and wind-chill conditions. Moreover, in
waters to the west of the United Kingdom there
appears to be a reduced likelihood of rapid SAR
response and of post-ditching survival (MSJ Reilly,
Edinburgh conference, 1985). Response to the cata-
strophic loss of the Air India Boeing 747 south west of
Ireland showed that four hours elapsed before the
first helicopter arrived (A Sneddon, Edinburgh con-
ference, 1985). If survivors from a controlled ditching
in this locality failed to board aircraft liferafts,
drowning or hypothermia would supervene even in
summer sea surface temperatures.?” The relative
safety of the liferaft, however, does not guarantee
survival.69 70

Under the 1974 Convention on the Safety of Life at
Sea, the United Kingdom is required to provide a
search and rescue organisation for ships, aircraft, and
individuals in distress. The last commissioned and
publicly available official review of the civil maritime
search and rescue system’! expressed concern about
organisational and locational aspects which remain
unchanged.”? This was despite reorganisation which
began in 1978. More recent evaluation of the spatial
efficiency of search and rescue helicopter distribution
showed improvements since 1970 (particularly in the
northern North Sea) but crucial gaps in coverage (in
north west Scotland) and transit time deficiencies
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were identified (MSJ Reilly, Edinburgh conference).
The potential of pre-1981 stand by vessels to perform
adequately during offshore emergency rescue or
installation evacuation has been investigated and
criticised” and inadequacies in true emergencies have
been exposed.” Shortcomings in poorly adapted life
saving apparatus, designed for entirely different pur-
poses, were shown when the “Alexander Kielland”
platform capsized in 1980 and 123 Norwegian
workers died.”®

The contention that concern for the safety of ship-
ping has grown in recent years but only “...as an
aftermath of maritime disasters rather than in antici-
pation of them...”% is too simplistic but there is evi-
dence to lend partial support for this view.”¢~78 The
reality is more complex: the United Kingdom has
taken major initiatives—notably in the search and
rescue arena. Nevertheless, parts of the maritime
frontier are forgotten or, at best, command less prior-
ity. Fishing industry safety, particularly the
investigation and prevention of losses, clearly
demands scrupulous attention: policy objectives
should be formulated, published, discussed more
widely and openly, and their implementation inde-
pendently monitored.

A recent review of the functions and inter-
connections of United Kingdom organisations con-
cerned with maritime safety concluded that
responsibilities are excessively fragmented and that
the boundaries of areas of jurisdiction of these
organisations are irrelevant to current safety needs.®
Furthermore, the United Kingdom approach “differs
radically” from that of other major maritime nations.
As for a wider preventive strategy, these authors also
point to the UK Civil Aviation Authority, established
partly to rationalise air safety functions, as a practical
model for the government to replicate in pursuit of
enhanced maritime safety. The need for a statutory
marine safety authority was recommended more than
15 years ago.”® This advice was ignored. Now, the
United Kingdom would not be able to boast that it
had the first Civil Marine Authority but, given time
and a fair wind, it could have the best. Do we have the
imagination, the purpose, and the will?

MARK S J REILLY
Department of Community Medicine,
University of Dundee,
Ninewells Hospital and Medical School,
Dundee DD19SY.
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