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Post-mortem report summary 
According to the post-mortem report by Dr ,  
         
• The cause of death of Mr Gheorghe Toma was consistent with DRY DROWNING, 
• He did not have a heart attack, 
• He was not intoxicated by alcohol nor any form of drug, 
• He was an old, obese, but healthy person before the accident. 

 

 

SHIPS CERTIFICATES 
(Not available for inspection, vessel sailed) 

 
 

 

 

 ANALYSIS – SECTION 2 

 

Description of Casualty 
This is an investigation on the incident that occurred on the morning of 24th July 2012, off ports limits 
in Durban, South Africa, where an on-signing crew member of Bulk Carrier MV Cape Kestrel fell into 
the sea from the combination ladder during Cape Kestrel crew change by supply vessel Ocean 
Stroom. 
 
The following information was provided by the witnesses, who were interviewed and provided 
statements and other documents, which are attached in annex 1 and 2 below. Also available is the 
VTS sound recording and pictures. 
 
 
 
Description of casualty:  
The weather was said to be fine; wind: N 3, Sea 2, Swell SSW 1.5m average; Visibility very good; 
Air temperature 19deg C; Sea water temperature 22deg C. Vessel rolling at times. 
 
The ship, Cape Kestrel was about 3 to 4 nm East of the breakwater, at 0500 local time. As she left 
port the Supply boat, Ocean Stroom requested for Cape Kestrel’s position, and for the combination 
ladder to be rigged with accommodation ladder 6metres above the water and pilot ladder 1.5 metres 
above the water. As it was still dark, there was lighting from the ship Cape Kestrel down onto the 
combination ladder, and also from the supply vessel onto the working area, from where the crew 
were to board. 
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The operation is said to have commenced at night time, about 05:45 local time. Lighting was said to 
be from Cape Kestrel from above the accommodation ladder shining onto the pilot ladder, and from 
above the Ocean Stroom wheel house onto the working area, from where the crew were boarding 
the pilot ladder. 
 
The casualty, on-signing electrician, Mr Gheorghe Toma, was said to be the fourth of the six on-
signers to board the combination ladder of the bulk carrier mv Cape Kestrel from the supply boat 
Ocean Stroom. The first was said to be A/B , followed by fitter Mr  
and the third was fitter Mr , who were much younger than Mr Toma and climbed up 
easily with no problems. Mr Toma was to be followed by first engineer Mr  and then 
chief officer Mr , both of whom never got the chance to board the Cape 
Kestrel following the incident. 
 
Mr Gheorghe Toma is reported to have climbed up slowly, resting after a few steps before 
continuing again. It is reported he climbed the pilot ladder until he was left with two or three steps to 
land on the accommodation ladder platform. Witnesses say that he held onto the platform with one 
hand, probably hoping he could make it onto the accommodation ladder. He appeared very 
exhausted at this moment, and the vessel Cape Kestrel was said to be rolling slightly.  
When realising he was still too low to be able to step onto the accommodation ladder, he is said to 
have focussed again on the pilot ladder. Eye witnesses say as he attempted his next step on the 
pilot ladder, he slipped and fell down, first hitting the supply vessel’s bulwark before falling 
overboard, between the two vessels. This was 06:09 local time, according to the VTS recordings, 
radio communication between Ocean Stroom, Cape Kestrel and Durban Port Control. 
 
Embarkation of the Cape Kestrel was said to be aborted immediately, as attempts to search and 
rescue the man-overboard  were initiated, with the supply vessel skipper Mr  
throwing a MOB buoy with smoke float towards Mr Toma, followed by Cape Kestrel’s Bosun 
throwing a lifebuoy with lifeline towards him from the poop deck. It is said that the casualty did not 
appear to respond nor struggle in the water, but disappeared aft with the current, and a search was 
initiated.  
He was found later. A white figure was seen under a vortex of water, which popped up out of the 
water and turned out to be Mr Toma. At that time it was becoming light as the sun was about to rise.   
 
After finding him the supply vessel crew and the two on-signing crew members still on the supply 
vessel struggled to get him on board and succeeded after a few attempts, at 06:21 according to vts 
recordings, about 11.5 minutes after he fell overboard. Attempts to resuscitate were made whist the 
supply vessel Ocean Stroom was underway to port at full speed. Full speed was 8.5 to 9knots 
according to the supply vessel skipper.   
Ski-boat ‘Fishing-on-Line’ got permission from port control to go out and assist Ocean Stroom, but 
according to voice recordings, the casualty was not transferred to the ski-boat because he was too 
heavy, and the supply vessel was about 2miles from port.  
 
Emergency Medical Services(EMS) were waiting at A-shed, the NSRI jetty and the pilot helicopter 
was flying above when the supply vessel arrived with the casualty. The EMS personnel declared Mr 
Toma deceased on arrival.  
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CONCLUSIONS – SECTION 3 
 

Comments: 
Mr Toma was a very experienced seaman, and electrician, having worked on bulk carriers, similar to 
the one he was embarking, ie. Cape Kestrel. One can therefore rule out the possibility of him being 
scared of heights. He nonetheless was 61 years old and was observed to be obese according to the 
post-mortem report.  

 
As eye witnesses saw, the casualty slipped and let go of the accommodation ladder platform and 
the pilot ladder, as he was exhausted and was wearing casual shoes. 
 
Mr Toma was not wearing anti-slip safety shoes, but his own casual shoes, which is normal practice 
when ships personnel board ships from supply vessels at sea. 
He had no safety harness and fall arrester, to hold him from falling, in case he slipped.  
No hard-hat was worn, no gloves were worn. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS – SECTION 4 
As far as it is practical, embarkation and disembarkation by helicopter is recommended if a vessel is 
not on the quay side. 

 
If using a helicopter is not possible, use of personal protective equipment is to be used, ie.   

i. Hard hat 
ii. Hand gloves 
iii. Working shoes 
iv. Working Life jacket  
v. Safety harness with fall arrester and life line. Life line could be wound around some 

strong point on a ship, and slack being controlled by a crew member. Falling would 
only be for a fraction of a metre before a casualty would be suspended by the life 
line. 

 
It is important to note that practical considerations are to be taken in case PPE is to be insisted 
upon, since it also may be the source of danger, as the life line with a person still on the supply 
vessel could be in tension due to waves. 
It is further recommended that with a fall arrester and lifeline, the supply vessel is to move away 
from the ship as soon as the person is firmly on the pilot ladder, to avoid getting injured by knocking 
onto the supply vessel as it pitches and rolls due to waves.  
There is a further challenge to the industry as a whole to be innovative and use technology in 
pursuit of better and safer ways of doing things.  
 
 
 

 
 

Date:    05/September/ 2012    
Attending Surveyor:    Mr  
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Comments and recommendations by Principal Officer: 
  
Recommendations of the attending surveyor noted.  However the use of harness and fall arrestor is to be 
given thorough consideration due the fact mentioned in item 4.2.3 and to the fact that very few vessels, if at 
all any have on board a fall arrestor system and which if provided by the supply vessel will be operated by 
the ships staff who may not have any formal training / knowledge in its safe use. 
 
 
  
           
Captain    Date:   17/09/2012 
Acting Principal Officer 
Durban     
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Comments and recommendations by Regional Manager: 
 

(i) I concur with the Principal Officers comments.  
(ii) All companies undertaking such operations are to ensure that vessels and personnel 

involved are not obligated to proceed if boarding is considered unsafe or hazardous by the 
individual concerned. 

(iii) It is recommended that self-inflating life vests be worn while boarding. 
(iv) It is recommended that all tender type supply vessels and tugs which are engaged in the 

transfer of personnel at sea to be provided with: 
a) A portable lightweight rigid bulwark ladder permitting easy access to the vessel from 

the sea; 
b) A helicopter type personnel winching strop fitted with a short gantline to assist with  

the recovery of personnel from the water; 
c) In addition to a M.O.B. smoke float marker, a Dan buoy with a 2-3 metre length 

pole and flag attached.  
(v) A marine notice to be drafted and circulated for comment recommending the above.   

 
 
 
 

          
Captain Saroor Ali Date:   18/09/2012 
Regional Manager     
Eastern Region 
 
 
 
 

 






