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Purpose of Investigation 

The purpose of this investigation conducted by the Marine Accident 
Investigation and Shipping Security Policy Branch (MAISSPB) of Marine 
Department (MD) is to determine the circumstances and the causes of the 
incident with the aim of enhancing the safety of life at sea and avoiding 
similar incidents in future. 

It is not intended to apportion blame or liability towards any particular 
organization or individual except so far as necessary to achieve the said 
purpose. 

The MAISSPB has no involvement in any prosecution or disciplinary 
action that may be taken by the Marine Department resulting from this 
incident. 
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1. Summary 

1.1 At around 0730 hours on 18 October 2016, “Shun Hong Hai 838” (“838”), a 
river trade bulk carrier registered in Foshan, China, fully loaded with gravel and 
aggregate about 4,600 tonnes, sailed from Yapojiao pier, Huizhou, Guangdong.  
At around 0930 hours, she arrived at Bijia Port, Pinghai, Huidong in the south to 
undergo port clearance procedure to go to Hong Kong.  At around 1030 hours, 
“838” left Bijia Port, Pinghai for Yau Tong, Hong Kong to discharge cargoes. 

1.2 On its way to Hong Kong, “838” encountered super typhoon Sarika.  Since no 
hatch covers were fitted on the cargo holds and the vessel rolled heavily with 
waves pounding on the deck, the cargo holds were seriously flooded and the 
cargoes shifted, causing serious listing of the vessel.  Finally, at around 1536 
hours, the vessel capsized in the waters about 630 metres (m) off southeastern 
Wang Chau, Hong Kong.  All 13 crew on board jumped into the sea for survival; 
12 of them were quickly rescued by a Hong Kong Marine Police launch and a 
fire boat.  Among them, four were injured.  After missing for a few days, the 
coxswain was found floating on the sea in the vicinity and certified dead. 

1.3 Investigation into the accident revealed the following major contributory factors: 
a) negligence on the part of the shipowner or the management company and 

the coxswain in pre-departure preparation, coupled with the super typhoon 
Sarika resulted in stability loss, causing “838” to capsize and sink 
eventually; and 

b) the coxswain of “838” failed to exercise due diligence and was lack of the 
awareness to take necessary safety precautions, as he failed to adequately 
assess the possible adverse impact of the weather and sea conditions on the 
vessel based on the vessel’s stability and loading condition.  Furthermore, 
he did not adopt corresponding precautionary and responsive measures.  
For example, trimming was not conducted in strict compliance with the Safe 
Loading Manual, and hatch covers were not closed and secured before 
sailing to prevent water ingress.  Subsequently, the super typhoon led to 
serious flooding of the cargo holds and cargo shifting, resulting in the 
stability loss and hence the serious listing, and finally the capsizing of the 
ship. 

1.4 Investigation also revealed the following safety issues: 

a) in facing the inclement weather condition and the risk of capsizing of the 
vessel, the coxswain of “838” did not take adequate emergency response 
measures such as promptly taking shelter from the storm, beaching, sending 
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distress signals or abandoning the ship; 

b) the cargo hold hatch covers which “838” was required to be fitted with were 
absent in the voyage concerned; and 

c) at the material time, some of the pumps of “838” could not be activated, 
indicating inadequacy in regular repair and maintenance of the equipment 
onboard.   
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2. Description of the vessel 

2.1 Particulars of “838” (Fig. 1) 

Ship name : Shun Hong Hai 838 

Flag : China 

Port of registry : Foshan 

Certificate of Vessel’s 
Nationality Registration No. 

: 091015000016 

Type : Bulk carrier (self-unloading sand carrier) 

Year built, shipbuilder : 2014, Nanxiang Shipbuilding Co., Ltd, 
Dongguan, Guangdong 

Gross tonnage : 2,981 

Net tonnage : 1,669 

Maximum number of crew  : 14 persons 

Length overall : 95.86 m 

Breadth : 19.00 m 

Engine power, type : 2x350 kilowatts @ 1,000rpm, two diesel 
engines (2 x CW6200ZC-16) 

Inspection body : Guangdong Maritime Safety Administration 
(Dongguan), the People’s Republic of China 

Shipowner : Hong Hai Shipping Co., Ltd, Shunde, 
Foshan, Guangdong 

Management company  : Hong Hai Shipping Co., Ltd, Shunde, 
Foshan, Guangdong 

Fig. 1. “838” 
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3. Sources of evidence 

3.1 The statements of the crew of “838”. 

3.2 Meteorological report provided by the Hong Kong Observatory (HKO). 

3.3 Information provided by the Guangdong Maritime Safety Administration, China 
(Guangdong MSA). 

3.4 Information of “838” provided by the Harbour Patrol Section of the MD (HPS). 
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4. Outline of events 

All times were local time UTC + 8 hours. 

Account of the accident relating to “838” 

4.1 At around 0730 hours on 18 October 2016, “838” departed from the loading port 
Yapojiao pier in Huizhou, Guangdong.  At around 0930 hours, she arrived at 
Bijia Port, Pinghai, Huidong to obtain the departure clearance for proceeding to 
Hong Kong. 

 
4.2 At around 1030 hours, “838” left Bijia Port, Pinghai and sailed at about 7 knots 

(kt) for Yau Tong, Hong Kong to discharge cargoes.  The estimated arrival time 
was 1730 hours on the same day.  “838” had four cargo holds fully loaded with 
about 4,600 tonnes of gravel and aggregate.  Before leaving the loading port, 
the crew of “838” had not trimmed the cargoes, which consisted of piles of gravel 
and aggregate.  Nor did they use hatch covers to cover the cargo holds to prevent 
flooding of the holds.  The water in the ballast tanks had been emptied before 
the vessel’s departure.  There were a total of 13 Chinese crew including the 
coxswain on board. 

 
4.3 At the time when “838” departed from Bijia Port, Pinghai, HKO had already 

issued the Strong Wind Signal No.3.  The coxswain and navigating officers 
were aware that the waters of Hong Kong were being affected by the super 
typhoon Sarika (1621) and there might be inclement weather ahead.  The sea in 
Bijia Port area of Pinghai was not rough, though there was light rain.  The 
coxswain, after having assessed the weather condition, decided to sail for Hong 
Kong as scheduled, with the port clearance granted by the maritime authorities 
of the Bijia Port, Pinghai. 

 
4.4 At around 1200 hours, when “838” reached the waters about 1 nautical mile (nm) 

east of the Dapeng Peninsula, the second officer relieved the coxswain and 
carried out duty on the bridge, where there were also a sailor and a handyman 
assisting in lookout.  The coxswain subsequently left the bridge to take a rest. 

 
4.5 At around 1240 hours, “838” kept proceeding in a southwesterly direction after 

passing Sanmen Dao.  As it approached open waters, the winds began to pick 
up and the waves had been increasing in intensity.  “838” began to roll. 

 
4.6 At around 1300 hours, when “838” sailed to the waters about 1.5 nm east of 
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Jianfeng Ding at the southern tip of the Dapeng Peninsula, the force of the 
easterly wind which prevailed over the area had increased to 5 to 6 on the 
Beaufort scale and the waves reached a height of 2 to 3 m.  Water began 
pounding on deck from port side due to swells. 

 
4.7 At around 1330 hours, when “838” sailed to the waters about 1.3 nm south of the 

southernmost tip of the Dapeng Peninsula, the weather had worsened further.  
The wind force increased to 6 to 7 on Beaufort scale, the wave height was about 
3 to 4 m, and the rain had become heavier.  “838” rolled more heavily and more 
water pounded on deck due to swells. 

 
4.8 At around 1400 hours, “838” entered the waters of Hong Kong from the east and 

proceeded to its destination on a course of about 230º.  The weather then had 
worsened further.  With more water pounding on deck from port side due to 
swells, “838” rolled more heavily.  The second officer slowed the vessel down 
in a bid to mitigate the pounding of water on deck but to no avail.  Although the 
coxswain subsequently went to the bridge to steer the vessel and further reduced 
the speed to about 5 kt, there was no obvious reduction in the rolling magnitude.  
At that time, a crew who was on the main deck found that the forward No. 2 cargo 
hold was seriously flooded.  The untrimmed aggregate cargo inside the hold 
was flattened as a result of the rolling of the vessel.  Upon receiving the report, 
the coxswain immediately arranged engine crew to activate the two cargo hold 
pumps fitted near the stern of the vessel to discharge water.  Nevertheless, the 
two pumps fitted near the bow of the vessel could not be activated due to 
malfunction. 

 
4.9 At around 1430 hours, “838” reached the waters about 1.7 nm north-east of Conic 

Island, Hong Kong.  “838” was proceeding at 5.2 kt on a course of 249º.  The 
maximum wind force was 8 on Beaufort scale, the wave height was about 3 to 5 
m, and the rain was even heavier.  “838” was rolling at an angle of about 20º.  
As the pounding of water on deck due to swells aggravated, seawater kept 
entering the cargo holds.  Since the forward pumps were out of order, only the 
aft pumps could be used to discharge water at a much-reduced rate.  As the 
water accumulated in the cargo holds could not be effectively pumped out, more 
and more water was accumulated.  At that time, the chief officer who was at rest 
in his cabin felt that the rolling of the vessel was getting more and more abnormal, 
and the vessel had a tendency to list to port side.  He immediately rushed to the 
bridge to have a look and saw that the coxswain was manoeuvring the vessel.  
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The chief officer then organised people to lash and secure the objects onboard 
that were moving about due to the rolling of the vessel. 

 
4.10 At around 1450 hours, the chief officer was up on the bridge again.  He saw the 

vessel rolling and listing more heavily to port side.  Since the flooding of the 
cargo holds had become out of control and turned into a dangerous situation, the 
chief officer advised the coxswain to seek assistance from the Vessel Traffic 
Centre (VTC) of the MD, Hong Kong.  The coxswain, however, did not take his 
advice.  The chief officer subsequently went to the accommodation to don a 
lifejacket.  The other crew followed suit and reminded each other to don 
lifejackets properly. 

 
4.11 At around 1500 hours, “838” reached the waters about 1.2 nm east of Wong Nai 

Chau, Hong Kong.  She was on a course of about 200º and the speed was 
reduced to 3.8 kt.  There was no improvement in the weather.  No. 2 cargo hold 
was seriously flooded.  As the permeability of aggregate was comparatively 
low, accumulated water could be noticeably seen on the surface of aggregate, and 
the aggregate had almost turned into a slurry form in No. 2 cargo hold, created a 
free surface effect.  For the other three cargo holds, since the permeability of 
the gravel/stone therein was comparatively higher, there was no noticeable 
accumulation of water on the surface.  Nevertheless, the tapered top part of the 
piles of gravel/stone formed upon loading had given way and fell to the port side 
of the cargo holds due to the rolling of the vessel. As a result, “838” listed to port 
side, with the port edge of the main deck being closer to the water surface. 

 
4.12 At around 1520 hours, “838” reached the waters about 0.4 nm east of Wang Chau, 

Hong Kong.  She was on a course of about 190º and its speed was reduced to 
2.2 kt.  The list of “838” to port side kept worsening, and when it reached an 
angle of about 20º, water began entering the engine room and the stability of the 
vessel became much worse.  The chief officer went to the bridge again and 
reported the dangerous listing situation of the vessel to VTC through very high 
frequency (VHF) radio channel 12.  He also reported that there were 13 crew 
on board and requested for assistance.  After receiving the report, VTC 
immediately notified a launch of Hong Kong Marine Police and a vessel of HPS 
in the vicinity to go for the rescue.  VTC also asked all crew to don lifejackets.  
Except for the coxswain who insisted on staying on the bridge, all the other crew 
donned lifejackets, mustered at the starboard stern and got ready for the release 
of liferafts. 
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4.13 At around 1530 hours, “838” was in the waters about 800 m southeast of Wang 

Chau, Hong Kong.  The angle of list to port was more than 30º and it kept 
increasing.  The vessel had already lost power.  Seeing that the vessel was at 
risk of capsizing at any moment, the chief officer and the other crew tried to drop 
the liferafts manually but to no avail.  They were forced to slide into the sea 
along the starboard quarter of the vessel which was above water surface.  The 
coxswain also donned a lifejacket and left “838” following the other crew. 

 
4.14 A few minutes later, “838” capsized in the waters about 630 m southeast of Wang 

Chau, Hong Kong. The Automatic Identification System (AIS) of “838” 
transmitted the last signal at 153046 hours (Fig. 2). 

 
4.15 Fig. 3 shows the navigational tracks of “838” before the accident and its 

approximate position at the time it capsized. 
 
4.16 After “838” had capsized, both of the liferafts fitted on the starboard and port 

sides were released by the hydrostatic release units.  They inflated and floated 
on the water surface.  However, since the crew had already swum away from 
the capsized “838”, they were not able to get onto the liferafts but were floating 
in the waters nearby awaiting rescue.  About 20-odd minutes later, all crew 
except the coxswain, i.e. 12 in total, were rescued by a fireboat and the launch of 
Hong Kong Marine Police.  The coxswain went missing. 

 
4.17 All 12 rescued crew were sent to a hospital for examination.  Two of them 

suffered multiple abrasions and two sustained bone fractures.  After days of 
searching by the Hong Kong Marine Police, the body of the missing coxswain 
was found drifting in the waters nearby on 23 October 2016. 

 
4.18 The capsized “838”, which had turned over, drifted westwards along the current 

and was finally grounded off the shore southeast of Town Island on 22 October 
2016 (Fig. 4). 

 
4.19 On 16 November 2016, the hull of “838” was successfully salvaged and placed 

on a lighter by the Guangzhou Salvage Bureau.  The lighter was then towed 
back to the Mainland (Fig. 5).               
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5. Analysis 

 The crew 

5.1 Pursuant to the requirements of the Minimum Safe Manning Certificate of the 
People’s Republic of China, “838” shall be manned with at least nine crew on 
board including the coxswain, chief engineer, chief officer, third officer, fourth 
engineer, duty seamen and duty motormen.  At the time of the accident, there 
were 13 crew on board.  The certificates of all crew were valid and met their 
grade requirements. 

5.2 Since the coxswain of “838” died in this accident, it was unable to obtain his 
certificates and details of his qualifications.  According to the other crew, the 
coxswain had many years of experience as a coxswain.  In recent years, he had 
been working on “838” many times to transport gravel and aggregate from 
Huidong to Hong Kong.  He was an experienced coxswain in operating self-
unloading sand carrier. 

5.3 The chief officer of “838” obtained Class C Chief Officer Certificate of 
Competency in 2012 and Class C Master Certificate of Competency in May 
2016.  He had served as the chief officer of “838” since 7 December 2015 and 
had about four years of experience as a chief officer. 

5.4 The second officer obtained Class C Second Officer Certificate of Competency 
in March 2015 and had served as the second officer of “838” since 7 December 
2015.  He had about one and a half years of experience as a second officer. 

5.5 Both the chief engineer and the second engineer had been working on river trade 
vessels of a similar type for many years and had many years of engine room 
working experience. 

5.6 The manning and crew qualifications of “838” did not contribute to the cause of 
the accident. 

Human factors such as fatigue, alcohol and drugs abuse 

5.7 There was no evidence to show that the crew of “838” had suffered from fatigue 
or alcohol and drugs abuse. 

Autopsy report 

5.8 The autopsy report did not reveal the direct cause of the death of the coxswain as 
his body was decomposed.  Although multiple injuries by hard objects were 
found on his body, the report did not rule out the possibility of drowning to death. 
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Waters navigated and possibility of damages to cargo holds and water 
ingress 

5.9 “838” was a vessel that might sail in the coastal navigation area of China.  
According to the definition of the coastal navigation area of China for sea-going 
vessels engaged in domestic voyages in China, it is an area of “waters not 
exceeding 10 nm from the east coast of Taiwan, the east and west coasts of the 
Taiwan Strait, and the east and south coasts of Hainan Island; and waters not 
exceeding 20 nm off the coast apart from the aforesaid waters, as well as waters 
not exceeding 20 nm off the coastal islands with shelter and rescue capability”. 

5.10 According to the AIS tracking record of “838”, the vessel departed from Bijia 
Port, Pinghai, Huidong County and navigated to the location where the capsizing 
happened.  The voyage was within 5 nm off the coast with a water depth of more 
than 5 m, and the water depth where “838” capsized was about 25 m.  The 
maximum draught of the vessel was only about 4.52 m, and there was no narrow 
channel, shoal or other special obstructive channel for “838” in the voyage.  
Also, there was no sign of hull damage when the vessel was inspected after 
salvage.  Therefore, the possibility of hull damages resulting in water ingress 
could be ruled out. 

Weather condition and responsive measures 

5.11 According to the typhoon information from HKO (Fig. 6), Sarika was formed as 
a tropical depression over the western North Pacific about 1,060 km east of 
Manila in the morning on 13 October and developed into a super typhoon at night 
on 15 October.  Sarika weakened into a typhoon while moving across Luzon in 
the early morning on 16 October and re-strengthened into a strong typhoon after 
entering the South China Sea.  Sarika made landfall over Hainan Island in the 
morning on 18 October and dissipated over inland Guangxi later.  The Standby 
Signal No. 1 was issued by HKO at 2120 hours on 16 October when Sarika was 
about 680 km south-southeast of the territory.  The Strong Wind Signal No. 3 
was issued at 1340 hours on 17 October when Sarika was about 550 km south-
southwest of the territory.  Under the combined effect of Sarika and the 
northeasterly monsoon, fresh to strong easterlies generally affected Hong Kong 
in the afternoon and the next day, with winds occasionally reaching gale force 
offshore and on high ground.  Sarika came closest to the territory at around 0500 
hours on 18 October, passing at a distance of about 520 km southwest of Hong 
Kong.  Under the influence of Sarika, a maximum sea level (above chart datum) 
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of 3.00 m was recorded at Tsim Bei Tsui, while a maximum storm surge (above 
astronomical tide) of 0.59 m was recorded at Tai Po Kau.  The convergence 
between the southerly airstream associated with Sarika and the northeast 
monsoon triggered prolonged periods of heavy rain and thunderstorms on 18 and 
19 October.  The rain was most intense in the afternoon on 19 October, with 
more than 100 mm of rainfall falling generally over Hong Kong and rainfall even 
exceeding 200 mm over the urban areas, Sha Tin and Tai Po.  A Black 
Rainstorm Warning was once issued by HKO. 

5.12 According to HKO, from 1431 hours to 1530 hours (i.e. the time of capsizing) 
on 18 October 2016 (i.e. the date of the accident), the maximum sustained wind 
speed recorded at Sai Kung near the waters where the accident occurred reached 
a strong wind level of 54 km/hour (wind force 7 on Beaufort scale).  The 
maximum gust speed was 78 km/hour (wind force about 8 to 9 on Beaufort scale). 

5.13 The coxswain and the operator of “838” were informed prior to departure that 
the Hong Kong waters were being affected by the typhoon Sarika (1621).  
Strong Wind Signal No. 3 issued by HKO was in force and the weather ahead 
might be even worse.  However, they failed to fully assess the possible adverse 
impact of the weather and sea conditions ahead based on the features and loading 
condition of the vessel, and they set off rashly without implementing 
corresponding precautionary and responsive measures.  They obviously failed 
to exercise due diligence and took necessary safety precautions, resulting in the 
capsizing of “838”. 

Vessel condition, structural features and stability of “838” 

5.14 “838” was a steel-type self-unloading sand carrier registered in Foshan, China, 
for navigating in the coastal area.  Built in late 2014, the vessel passed the 
inspection conducted by Guangdong MSA in early 2015 and commenced 
operation after obtaining all the statutory certificates valid until 22 December 
2019.  It mainly transported gravel for construction use between Huizhou City, 
Guangdong Province, China and Hong Kong.  The vessel passed its annual 
inspection on 7 December 2015. 

5.15 A self-unloading sand carrier is a bulk carrier that carries cargoes such as gravel 
and aggregate and is equipped with cargo conveying equipment on board.  
Compared with traditional bulk carriers, the self-unloading sand carrier has the 
advantages of high flexibility and high efficiency in unloading cargoes.  The 
cargo hold openings of the self-unloading sand carrier are big and long.  The 
cargo holds consist of hopper sloping plates (the inclined bottom plate of the 
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cargo holds) which make cargo hold cross-sections to become V-shape.  As a 
result, cargoes may automatically funnel down to the bottom by gravity, and are 
unloaded through the openings at the bottom centre of the cargo holds to the 
longitudinal self-unloading conveyer belt at underneath (Fig. 7). 

5.16 According to the Ship’s Intact Stability Information Booklet of “838”, before the 
construction was completed on 7 November 2014, the intact stability of the vessel 
was measured and calculated under various loading conditions including full load 
departure condition.  It was concluded that the intact stability of the vessel met 
the requirements stipulated in the General Principles in the Technical Rules for 
the Statutory Testing of Seagoing Vessels on Domestic Voyages engaged in 
Domestic Voyages promulgated in 2011. 

5.17 If loading was not carried out in strict compliance with the Safe Loading Manual, 
the centre of gravity of the entire vessel would become higher than that permitted 
in the Ship’s Intact Stability Information Booklet.  The high centre of gravity 
would lower the initial metacentric height1 and reduce the righting lever, thus 
leading to loss of stability.  If bulk cargo shifted during the voyage, or a free 
surface effect was formed when cargo liquefied due to gradual water inflow and 
ship rolling by wind and waves, the risk of capsizing would increase.  

5.18 “838” was designed based on the one-compartment subdivision standard 2 .  
There were five watertight main transverse bulkheads located at Frame 1, Frame 
8, Frame 19, Frame 136 and Frame 148 respectively under the main deck, which 
separated the hull into aft peak, ballast water tanks, engine room, cargo holds, 
auxiliary engine room and fore peak.  Frame 19 to Frame 136 were the cargo 
hold area of the vessel.  It was originally designed to separate the cargo area 
into five cargo holds by the transverse bulkheads located at Frame 51, Frame 62, 
Frame 79 and Frame 107.  However, the cargo area was only separated into four 
cargo holds by the transverse bulkheads located at Frame 51, Frame 62 and 
Frame 107.  As the transverse bulkhead located at Frame 79 was not extended 
into cargo hold, the vessel had four cargo holds only which were named as No.1 
to No.4 counting from bow.  Among them, cargo hold No. 2 had the biggest 
capacity while cargo hold No. 3 had the smallest capacity (Fig. 8). 

                                                        
1 Initial metacentric height: The distance between the transverse metacentre M and the centre of gravity G when the vessel is floating or 
tilting at a small angle.  In general, when the vessel is tilted at a small angle, the greater is the initial metacentric height of the vessel and 
then the greater is the righting lever, i.e. the vessel’s stronger ability to resist against heeling lever.  Therefore, initial metacentric height 
is a key indicator to measure the initial stability of the vessel. 
2  One-compartment subdivision standard: The vessel is separated by watertight transverse bulkheads so that the final equilibrium 
waterline of the vessel would not exceed its limit when any one of the cargo holds is damaged with water ingress, so as to ensure that the 
vessel would not sink. 
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Cargo loading condition 

5.19 Since “838” had already capsized, the accurate cargo information and cargo 
loading condition of the vessel concerned in the voyage could not be retrieved.  
The company was unable to provide relevant information either.  As the crew 
recalled, “838” departed from the loading port under a full load of construction 
gravel and aggregate weighing about 4,600 tonnes.  The loading condition was 
as follows: 

Cargo hold No. Actual cargo load Name and specification 
of cargoes 

Cargo hold No. 1 1,100 tonnes ballasted track stone 
Cargo hold No. 2 2,000 tonnes aggregate 
Cargo hold No. 3 500 tonnes 6/8 inch gravel 
Cargo hold No. 4 1,000 tonnes 3/8 inch gravel 
Actual total cargo 

load 
4,600 tonnes  

 

5.20 Gravel is aggregated rocks with protrusions and rough surfaces resulting from 
further processing (conglomerate, sandstones, limestones, argillaceous 
limestones and dolomite) by means of crushing, sieving and separation.  
Aggregated rock is one of the most widely used materials for road construction 
works by serving mainly as coarse aggregate of cement concrete or asphaltic 
concrete.  Bulk gravel generally contains moisture and can easily aggregate at 
the cargo hold bilge to produce accumulated water after loading on board.  
While the specification of the gravel carried in the voyage concerned could not 
be identified, the moisture content of gravel and the existence of accumulated 
water at the cargo hold bilge would be unknown. 

5.21 It was set out in the Certificate of Seagoing Vessel Inspection of “838” that its 
reference maximum load was 4,607 tonnes, and the full load displacement was 
about 6,858 tonnes.  According to the inspection information of the 
Administration, the vessel carried an actual load of 4,600 tonnes for the voyage 
before departure.  The forward draft, aft draft and mean draught of “838” were 
4.20 m, 4.50 m and 4.35 m (Differences might occur when compare the actual 
draught with the draught calculated according to the cargo loading condition) 
respectively, all of which were lower than the full load draft of 4.52 m as 
specified in the Certificate of Seagoing Vessel Inspection.  “838” was therefore 
not overloaded.  However, since the vessel was almost fully loaded (with only 
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seven tonnes margin), in case of any irregularities such as flooding of cargo holds 
that would make the vessel to carry an extra load exceeding seven tonnes, the 
vessel would be overloaded and pose a substantial adverse impact on its stability. 

5.22 According to the information provided by the crew after the accident, trimming 
was not conducted in strict compliance with the Safe Loading Manual on board 
“838” before its departure from the loading port, and piles of tapered cargo 
formed by cargo loading was left in the cargo holds.  Since the tapered cargoes 
were not trimmed, they were prone to the risk of cargo shifting due to vessel 
rolling in times of storms, which would reduce the stability of the vessel (Fig. 
9). 

Cargo hold hatch covers 

5.23 The cargo hold hatches of “838” should be equipped with steel weathertight 
hatch covers in accordance with the shipbuilding requirements in the mainland.  
This requirement was also stipulated in the Certificate of Seagoing Vessel 
Inspection and the Hull Specification of “838”. 

5.24 Though weathertight hatch covers were provided for all cargo holds of “838”, 
the cargo holds were not covered by hatch covers on the departure from the 
loading port.  Despite the inclement weather conditions, the cargo holds were 
left open throughout the entire voyage which led to the flooding of cargo holds 
and hence reduced the stability of the vessel. 

Pumps 

5.25 As far as the crew could remember, there were five pumps on board “838” for 
pumping out cargo hold bilge.  At the material time, two pumps near the bow 
were out of order, this indicated that there was an inadequacy in routine repair 
and maintenance as well as a lack of improper checking before departure. 

Direct contributory factors of the capsizing of “838” 

5.26 Based on the analysis mentioned above, the most direct contributory factor of 
the capsizing of the vessel was the gross negligence on the part of the shipowner 
or the management company and the coxswain in carrying out the pre-departure 
work, coupled with the inclement weather and heavy sea associated with the 
super typhoon Sarika.  This factor resulted in stability loss of the vessel which 
eventually capsized.  With a freeboard height of only 1.3 m and a hatch 
coaming height of 1.1 m, the hatch inlets of “838” were just 2.4 m above water 
level.  In the voyage, the vessel encountered an enormous wave of three to five 
metres in height; water was therefore pounding on deck.  Since all cargo hold 



 

15 

 

hatches were not covered, the cargo holds were seriously flooded, leading to an 
increased draft and a reduced freeboard.  The reserve buoyancy reduced 
leading to stability loss.  The massive accumulation of water in the cargo holds, 
especially cargo hold No. 2, formed a slurry free surface from mixing of 
aggregate and water.  As trimming of cargoes was not conducted, the piles of 
tapered cargoes formed in cargo loading shifted to port side in the cargo holds 
when the vessel rolled in heavy sea.  A permanent listing to port side was 
formed which lowered the vessel’s self-righting ability and aggravated its 
stability loss. 

5.27 Under the impact of the various adverse factors mentioned above, “838” 
eventually suffered a total stability loss, capsized and resulted in the coxswain’s 
death. 

Contingency response measures 

5.28 At around 1300 hours on the day of accident, a lot of water was found pounding 
on deck.  At around 1400 hours, the cargo holds were seriously flooded.  At 
around 1530 hours, “838” finally capsized.  The entire accident lasted for about 
two and a half hours.  During this period, the coxswain of “838” only acted to 
slow down the vessel with a view to minimizing rolling and the severity of water 
ingress.  Other sound and effective contingency response measures such as 
setting off to return, timely giving up cargoes to lighten the vessel, proceeding 
to shelters for protection from the storm or running aground were not adopted in 
time to prevent the vessel from capsizing (Fig. 10). 

5.29 In addition, the coxswain did not take the chief officer’s advice to send out 
distress signals to the MD or to give the abandon ship order at the earliest when 
facing serious listing of the vessel.  Instead, all crew spontaneously donned 
lifejackets to get ready for abandoning ship.  The circumstances of the accident 
revealed a lack of awareness to take emergency response measures on the part 
of the coxswain. 
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6. Conclusions 

6.1 On 18 October 2016, when “838” was in full load condition of gravel and 
aggregate weighing about 4,600 tonnes on its way from Bijia Port, Pinghai, 
Huidong, Huizhou, Guangdong to Yau Tong, Hong Kong for cargo discharge, it 
suffered stability loss under the inclement weather associated with the super 
typhoon Sarika, and capsized at around 1536 hours in the waters about 630 m off 
southeastern Wang Chau, Hong Kong.  All 13 crew on board jumped into the 
sea for their lives; 12 of them were soon rescued by a Hong Kong Marine Police 
launch and a fireboat.  Among them, four were injured.  After missing for a 
few days, the coxswain was found floating on the sea in the vicinity and certified 
dead. 

6.2 The investigation into the accident revealed the following major contributory 
factors: 

a) negligence on the part of the shipowner or the management company 
and the coxswain in pre-departure preparatory work, coupled with the 
super typhoon Sarika resulted in stability loss, causing “838” to 
capsize and sink eventually; and 

b) the coxswain of “838” failed to exercise due diligence and was lack of 
the awareness to take necessary safety precautions, as he failed to 
adequately assess the possible adverse impact of the weather and sea 
conditions on the vessel based on the vessel’s stability and loading 
condition.  Furthermore, he did not adopt corresponding 
precautionary and responsive measures.  For example, trimming was 
not conducted in strict compliance with the Safe Loading Manual, and 
hatch covers were not closed and secured before sailing to prevent 
water ingress.  Subsequently, the super typhoon led to serious 
flooding of the cargo holds and cargo shifting, resulting in the stability 
loss and hence the serious listing, and finally the capsizing of the 
vessel. 

6.3 The investigation also revealed the following safety issues: 

a) in facing the inclement weather and the risk of capsizing of the vessel, 
the coxswain of “838” did not take adequate emergency response 
measures such as promptly taking shelter from the storm, beaching, 
issuing distress signals or abandoning the ship; 

b) the cargo hold hatch covers which “838” was required to be fitted with 
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were absent in the voyage concerned; and 

c) at the material time, some of the pumps of “838” could not be normally 
activated, indicating inadequacy in regular repair and maintenance of 
vessel machinery. 

  



 

18 

 

7. Recommendations 

7.1 The investigation report should be sent to the Administration of “838” - 
Guangdong MSA, and its shipowner or management company to remind them of 
the contributory factors of the accident and the safety issues revealed in the 
investigation report.  The shipowner or the management company of “838” 
should: 

a) devise measures, keep cargo loading record on every voyage, as well as 
supervise and remind all coxswains about pre-departure requirements of  
conducting adequate risk assessment on the possible adverse factors to be 
encountered in the voyage, including shoals and inclement weather like 
typhoons, and taking necessary safety precautions in advance.  If it is 
decided to depart after assessment, the coxswain should ensure in advance 
that necessary safety measures for the vessel including taking shelter from 
the storm or contingency plans are drawn up; 

b) issue notice/circular to draw the attention of their coxswains and crew to the 
findings of this report, to enhance the pre-departure safety checking and keep 
the record, and to ensure that: 

i. the vessel is equipped with cargo hold weathertight hatch covers 
according to relevant rules for construction and survey, and are 
properly and securely fitted according to the requirements prior 
to departure to prevent water ingress to cargo holds; 

ii. trimming is conducted in strict compliance with the Safe Loading 
Manual after cargo loading; 

iii. critical equipment, such as bilge pumps, is maintained as 
appropriate, such that they can function properly whenever 
necessary; and 

c) provide suitable training to all coxswains and crew in order to enhance their 
emergency response capabilities. 
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8. Submission 

8.1 The draft investigation report was sent to the following parties for their 
comments: 

a) shipowner or management company of “838”; and 

b) The competent authority of “838”- Guangdong MSA. 

8.2 By the end of the consultation period, no comments were received from the 
parties mentioned above. 
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Appendix 1: Diagrams of this report 

 

Fig. 2. A diagram showing “838” capsized in the waters about 630 metres off southeastern 
Wang Chau, Hong Kong.  The last AIS signal time was at 153646 hours 
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Fig. 3. A diagram showing the track of “838” prior to the accident and the approximate 
position where it capsized 
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Fig. 4. The capsized “838” drifted westward with the wind and finally stranded in the 
waters near the southeastern shore of Town Island on 22 October 2016 
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Fig. 5. The wreck of “838” was salvaged and placed on a lighter which was towed back to 
the Mainland (a news photo from the Guangzhou Salvage Bureau) 
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Fig. 6. The track of the tropical cyclone Sarika (1621) from 13 to 19 October 2016 (HKO) 
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Fig. 7. The cross-sectional view of “838” showed that a V-shaped cargo hold was formed 
by the hopper sloping plates 
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Fig. 8. A diagram showing the layout of the transverse bulkhead frames in the cargo 
holds of “838” and the loading condition in the accident (side view) 
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Fig. 9. A diagram showing the cargo loading of “838” at the time of the accident (cross-
sectional view) 

 
Fig. 10. A diagram showing the sites for taking shelter from the storm or beaching near the 
waters where “838” navigated at the time of the accident 

A tapered pile 
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