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SAFETY FIRST

Inflatable PFDs: Comfort and Safety

A
ccording to SOLAS, Chapter III, 

Regulation 7.2: 2.1 A lifejacket com

plying with the requirements of 

paragraph 2.2.1 or 2.2.2 of the Code shall be 

provided for every person on board the ship 

and, in addition:

2.2 Lifejackets shall be so placed as to be 

readily accessible and their position shall 

be plainly indicated. Where, due to the 

particular arrangements of the ship, the 

lifejackets provided in compliance with the 

requirements of paragraph 2.1 may become 

inaccessible, alternative provisions shall be 

made to the satisfaction of the Administra

tion which may include an increase in the 

number of lifejackets to be carried. 2.3 The 

lifejackets used in totally enclosed lifeboats, 

except free-fall lifeboats, shall not impede 

entry into the lifeboat or seating, including 

operation of the seat belts in the lifeboat. 

2.4 Lifejackets selected for free-fall lifeboats, 

and the manner in which they are carried 

or worn, shall not interfere with entry into 

the lifeboat, occupant safety or operation of 

the lifeboat.

The Life Saving Appliance Code 

(LSA Code) details the technical require

ments for lifejackets and inflatable 

lifejackets. According to the LSA Code, 

Chapter II, Paragraph 2.2.1.5.5 a lifejacket 

must be “comfortable to wear.”

Now for those of us who have stood 

through countless and seemingly endless 

Abandon Ship Drills, with the Type 1 boxey 

Personal Flotation Device (PFD) hanging 

around our neck, we know that they are not 

comfortable, unless they’re being used as a 

pillow. With that said, I recently discovered 

Spinlock inflatable life jackets.

Now, in disclosure, I am an authorized 

dealer, so see me afterwards if you want one. 

All kidding aside, however, I was amazed at 

how comfortable an inflatable life jacket can 

be. Even better, inflatable PFDs are autho

rized under the LSA Code and SOLAS for 

use on SOLAS vessels.

Now speaking of comfort, one of the most 

common reasons that drownings occur is 

that persons do not wear an appropriate 

PFD. Oftentimes, their reason for not wear-

With the advent of the 

digital age, I do not think 

there is any reason why 

we can't re-evaluate our 
lifesaving equipment

ing one is that the PFD is not comfortable.

In 2015 a crew member fell overboard off 

of a vessel in the Panama Canal while rig

ging the pilot ladder. It is common practice 

to put one’s full body weight on the rigged 

pilot ladder after rigging to ensure that the 

ladder is appropriately rigged. Standard 

practice should include the donning of an 

appropriate PFD as well as a lifeline. Neither 

one of these were used, and the faulty pilot 

ladder gave way, causing the seaman to fall 

to his death.

As a Chief Officer this was a battle that I 

had with several crew members on several

vessels. Standard “Over the Side” type 

checklists should include the use of a PFD. 

However these are often ignored by com

placent vessels and crew. Even though the 

danger is very evident.

One reason being that the workvests 

used may be uncomfortable. A solution to 

consider is the Inflatable PFD. (Any con

cerns regarding inflatable PFDs should be 

addressed prior to purchase.)

The question must be asked: What is the 

reluctance in making use of inflatable PFDs?

One driving factor is that they are not 

thoroughly covered in STCW training. From 

personal experience, every time I’ve taken 

an STCW refresher, not once did we ever 

discuss inflatable PFDs. Of course we 

climbed into the liferaft and donned immer

sion suits, we even donned traditional PFDs. 

But inflatable PFDs were never mentioned. 

In fact STCW is pretty scant on the training 

for PFDs in general. But under SOLAS these 

inflatable’s are allowed.

An important consideration to remember 

is that all inflatable PFDs must meet strict 

standards under the LSA code as their tra

ditional counterparts. A quick glance at the 

Underwriters Laboratory website is evidence 

enough of the strict testing guidelines placed 

on these PFDs. From buoyancy testing, 

overpressure testing, puncture resistance 

testing, and inadvertent inflation testing. 

Possible contingencies and bad case scenar

ios are covered. Not to say that things can’t 

go wrong, but the likelihood is reduced.

One glance at the Spinlock youtube page 

shows evidence that inadvertent inflation is 

highly unlikely. Granted that this testing is 

not conducted on each and every unit, but a 

random sampling.

Inflatable PFDs are designed for a vari

ety of uses, including some watersports. 

With the advent of the digital age and the 

reshaping of the maritime industry towards 

economy of space and convenience, I do not 

think there is any reason why we cannot re

evaluate our use of lifesaving equipment to 

be more user friendly. I would like to thank 

my colleagues at Spinlock, especially Mr. Jim 

Turene, for assistance in my research.

zi

MATTHEW BONVENTO
Senior Manager, Safety, 
Security, Quality and 
Regulatory Compliance, 
Vanuatu Maritime 
Services Ltd.
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Oil in the Water: Now What?
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O
ne of the most dreaded statements 

for any mariner to utter and any 

owner to hear is “oil in the water.” 

No reputable operator intends to discharge 

oil or other pollutants into the water, but 

accidents do happen. And when they do our 

initial reactions are focused on preventing 

further damage to the environment and mit

igating the cost of cleanup.

It is the Master’s responsibility to con

tact the company’s Qualified Individual 

(QI) under the SOPEP/SMPEP, who in turn 

should be contacting the U.S. Coast Guard 

National Response Center. If the QI can

not be reached and there is no alternate, 

the Master should not delay in contacting 

the NRC themselves. Once the National 

Response Center is notified, a chain of 

events takes place.

The National Response Center will 

contact the state and local authorities. Addi

tionally, they will notify the local Captain of 

the Port (COTP) and Officer in Charge of 

Marine Inspection (OCMI). It is the respon

sibility of the owner, however, to notify the 

local OCMI independently of this as any dis

charge is a reportable Marine Casualty that 

is considered significant harm to the envi

ronment under 46 CFR §4.03-65.

In the U.S., upon report of a spill two con

current investigations are opened. The first is 

an incident investigation used to determine 

if in fact there is a spill in a Navigable Water

way, as well as the source of the spill. The 

spill had to have caused a sheen on the water. 

The other investigation is an administra

tive response. Nominally the administrative 

response is to conduct a root cause analysis 

into why the incident occurred in order to

help prevent or mitigate any re-occurrence. 

If in doing so, negligence of the mariner or 

the operator has been determined, a criminal 

case may be opened or action may be taken 

against the license of the mariner responsible.

Regardless of the investigation the owner/ 

operator as well as the Master have responsi

bilities to mitigate the environmental impact 

as soon as possible.

u
Initial reactions are 

focused on preventing 
further damage 

to the environment 
and mitigating the cost 

of cleanup.

In the case where there is an accidental 

discharge, following the Shipboard Oil Pol

lution Emergency Plan can have a significant 

positive impact in mitigating the pollution. 

This is where the level of training of the 

crew can truly shine. A well trained crew will 

know how to absorb the pollutant on deck 

with the equipment stored in the SOPEP 

locker. If available dockside, a boom may be 

deployed around the vessel to assist in pre

venting the spread of the pollution.

In the event that there is a large quan

tity of pollutant in the water to the degree 

that local resources may not be capable of

handling the situation, the U.S. Coast Guard 

strike team designated for that sector may be 

called in to assist.

These personnel, usually marine technical 

specialists, are trained in pollution mitiga

tion and cleanup. If the strike team is on 

scene, then a management representative 

should also be present.

During the course of the investigation, 

once the source has been confirmed the 

USCG will look into the operations of the 

vessel in question, looking to determine why 

the incident occurred and how to prevent it 

from re-occurring. This is separate from the 

initial investigation determining the actual 

source of the spill. This secondary investiga

tion may probe as deep as need be in order 

to conduct their root cause analysis. This is 

where legal proceedings may end up being 

taken against a company or mariner.

One recent example is the dielectric fluid 

spilled out of a Con Edison site along the 

East River in New York in May 2017. This 

spill, although from a shore-side source, 

highlights how very dangerous a spill can be. 

This dielectric fluid caused immediate con

cern due to its carcinogenic properties and 

the quantity released in to the water, causing 

the USCG to re-route vessel traffic around 

the area and ban human-powered and recre

ational craft from the zone. No owner wants 

their name attached to an incident like this.

The best thing to do is take all actions 

to avoid spilling at any cost. A spill can be 

caused by human factors or material fail

ures. We do not always remember that poor 

navigation techniques can lead to such a 

hefty impact on the environment. Proper 

SOPEP training and drills as well as proper 

supervision and oversite on board can be the 

difference between a good day and a bad.

A pound of prevention is better than an 

ounce of cure as I was always told. When 

conducting any hazardous substance trans

fer at sea or in port remember that your crew 

will not do the job properly if not trained, 

and will respond even worse if not drilled. 

Have a system in place that is well practiced 

and hopefully you will never have to prove 

how well it works.

MATTHEW BONVENTO
Senior Manager, Safety, 
Security, Quality and 
Regulatory Compliance, 
Vanuatu Maritime 
Services Ltd.
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