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The Investigations: 
Both the National Transportation Safety Board and the United States Coast Guard conducted 
parallel but independent investigations. 3 PUBLIC HEARINGS, 6 WEEKS, 76 SWORN 
WITNESSES,  2 YEARS AND MANY MORE INTERVIEWS. 
 
The Human Factors group comprised the NTSB lead and a CG representative, one from the 
operating company and the American Bureau of Shipping. It gathered facts related to the 
human factors involved in the accident.  
 
The challenges: 

  
•  There were no survivors and the ship lay on the bottom of the sea at a depth deeper than 

the Titanic (15,500 feet). 

•  There was a reluctance to speak candidly about the lost shipmates, friends and fellow 
seafarers. 

•  A large number of witnesses still work for the operating company and aboard their 
vessels.  
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The Factors we will talk about: 

•  The Mental Model 
•  Commercial Pressure  
•  Complacency 
•  Training 
•  Design Function and Elements 
•  Communications 
•  Fatigue 
•  Fear and Anxiety 
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The  
voyage: 

The EL FARO’s  
destination 

Voyage 185 
Southbound 

S.S. El Faro 
Built 1975 
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Erosion of the plan (the voyage plan): 
 
The closest point of approach to the strengthening 
Joaquin would be +/- 65 nautical miles from the eye.  
 

NEVER ACHIEVED 
 
From that moment that separation distance would never 
be achieved. 
 

EROSION OF THE PLAN – CHORONIC UNEASE 
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The Mental Model: 
Quotes from the VDR on the afternoon before the sinking: 
Throughout the VDR audio at no time does the Captain refer the hurricane as a 
hurricane. He calls it a  low or a storm. 
 
AB-1 16:15:53.9 16:15:57.0  so what did you say– there could be a chance that we 

   could turn around?    
  

AB-1 16:15:58.8 16:16:00.2  no. I'm just bein' nosey.  
  
  

CAPT 16:16:01.9 16:16:04.6  oh. no no no. we're not gunna turn around– we're not 
   gunna turn around 
  

CM 16:16:04.7 16:16:05.7  so that's it then.  
  

CAPT 16:16:06.9 16:16:11.1  the– the– the storm is very unpredictable– very        
                                                        unpredictable.   
 
 
 

Invincibility 
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The Mental Model ( the key decision maker, the Captain): 
Quotes from the VDR: 
 
CAPT 08:31:33.1 08:31:50.3  tough to plan when you don't know but we 

    made a little diversion here we're 
gunna– we're  

   gunna be further south of the eye. we'll be  
   about sixty miles south of the eye. it should be  
   fine. we are gunna be fine– not should  
   be– we are gunna be fine.   

 
A different perspective from a junior officer: 
 
3M 22:40:00.2 22:40:10.9  guess I'm just turnin' into a chicken little but– I  

   have a feeling like something bad is gunna  
   happen.   

 
3M 22:40:50.1 22:40:53.5  maybe nothing will happen. maybe it'll just be 
all    nice.   
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Commercial Pressure: 
The routine commercial pressure of moving cargo back and forth to Puerto 
Rico.  
•  Horizon Lines going out of business and using four tug barges to augment cargo 

movement.  
 

The LARGER ISSUE: 
 
•  There was a large turnover with two senior captains being 

fired, two others leaving in mid-2015 and the need to crew up 
the new ships. 

•  Also this small company was operating the EL FARO and her 
sister along with 25 other ships and building two new ones.  

•  And there were serious construction problems with the first 
new ship that would impact the operation of four ships.  

A “Marlin Class” ship 
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Complacency, “The Milk Run”: 
 
•  A routine run back and forth from Jacksonville to 

San Juan.  The accident voyage as 185 
Southbound. 

•  Unusually good weather with no real recent 
Hurricane activity. 

 
•  A regular crew  
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Training for emergencies: 

2M 01:46:12  we don't have any 
lifejackets up here on the bridge– do 
we? like the El Morro? ……….. 

  

 

2M 01:40:34.5  nobody ever takes 
these– the drills– seriously.   
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Training for emergencies: 

CAPT 07:37:48.7 07:37:50.7  where are the life preservers 
    on the bridge? [yelled]   

Moments before the ship sinks: 

Life Jackets (3) 
were required to 
be located here. 
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Navigation Equipment Design Function: 

The ships wind measurement 
device was not functioning. 
 
 
 
The weather data packets for 
the weather program relied 
on the Captain sending them 
to the bridge for the officers 
to use.  

In meteorology, Buys Ballot's law 
(Dutch pronunciation: [ˌbœy̯s bɑ
ˈlɔt]) may be expressed as follows: 
In the Northern Hemisphere, if a 
person stands with his back to the 
wind, the atmospheric pressure is 
low to the left, high to the right. 

Complacency 
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Fatigue: 

Sent September 28 at 8:09pm "I'm getting a headache 
now. Time to sleep for the little bit I have. Then midnight 
to 06 watch. Then back up to make all my phone calls for 
moving. Grrrrr." 

Loading ….the squealing of tires, the noise of 
containers dropping onto the stacks and 
strenuous physical labor. 
 
The Second Mate sent this text to a friend and sent a similar one 
the next day: 
 

In port watches for mates were 6 on and 6 
off. 
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The immensity of the  
ships cargo holds: 

Point of initial 
flooding 
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Fatigue: The Second Mate from the VDR 
transcript hours before the sinking: 
 2M 01:04:20.1  slept pretty good last night up until nine o'clock. [The first  

  portion of the sentence  was spoken through a yawning sound.]  
 
 

  
2M 01:04:25.9  I guess that's when my Zzzquil [over the counter sleep aid] 

  wears out. it's just like "bing!" I'm awake. [sound of chuckle]  
  

AB-2 01:04:36.1  I laid down about six o'clock.  
  

2M 01:04:38.6  yup.  
 
2M 01:04:41.0  they were. [At the same moment AB-2 spoke unintelligibly.] 

  
2M 01:04:42.1  they were doin' that work and bangin' around.  

  
  

Over the counter medications 

Metallic grinding noise from 08:55 AM 
and 5:00 PM on September 30, 2015  
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Assertiveness of the Team 
A cornerstone of effective Bridge 
Team Management (BRM): 
Throughout numerous interviews and testimony a picture of the Captain 
appears. His interaction with the navigation officers was “one on one” 
vice a team meeting. This may have stemmed from the effects of 
complacency on the regular run or a particular leadership style.  
 
During the last night the bridge officers could have immediately 
summoned the Captain to the bridge on the phone or with a jingle on the 
general alarm.  
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Fear and Anxiety: 

The	  EL	  FARO’s	  lifeboats	  (2)	  were	  open	  
type	  launched	  by	  gravity	  where	  one	  
person	  had	  to	  stay	  behind	  and	  launch	  the	  
boat,	  then	  climb	  down	  a	  ladder	  to	  	  join	  
their	  shipmates.	  This	  one	  is	  propelled	  by	  
pushing	  and	  pulling	  levers.	  (EL	  YUNQUE’s	  
boat	  is	  shown	  in	  the	  photo)	  

The investigations were not able to 
determine the cumulative affect of 
fear, anxiety and uncertainty on the 
key decisions that were to take place 
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An email ashore in the final hours: 

AC WFJK.26917 
XU 325 
TO 
FM crew.WFJK 
DT 201510010752  
(3:52 AM on the sinking morning) 
SB 2/m 
So we are heading into the hurricane right now full force. 
Tried to alter our course to avoid it but he's on the war path. 
Bad seas and really bad winds. Hope to talk to you 
Friday...... 
Love to everyone. 
P.S. If you dont hear from me by Friday night you and can 
have my stuff. 

Second Mates message ashore immediately after she was relieved of the 
watch.  

CLUES: 
 
The investigations 
searched through 
tens of thousands of 
emails from the 
ships and the 
operating company. 
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Complacency and Training 

CM 18:48:24.6    I've got to send these guys. I've seen 
   the water chest deep down there on 
   (the) second deck.   

 
CM 18:48:30.3   yeah it's no joke.   
 
CM 18:48:32.2   yeah when I said you know those   

   scuttles need to be dogged– not just  
   flipped down. you know– they need to 
   be spun and sealed   
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05:43 AM 
Design Elements: 

A watertight scuttle was found 
open in the early hours of the 
morning the ship sank. Water 
poured down through this 
opening to the cargo holds.  

There is was visual indication that the 
scuttle is properly secured, you had to 
lift it to check to see if it was secured.  

SEA 
WATER 
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0600 AM approximately 
Design Elements: 

The	  bull’s	  eye,	  a	  means	  to	  
monitor	  criIcal	  lubricaIng	  oil	  
flow	  to	  the	  vital	  ship’s	  engine.	  

The illuminated sight glass 
that must be continually 
monitored visually. The  
interrupted flow of oil to the 
engine will cause a loss of 
propulsion. 

4-6 minutes without  
lubrication and the 
propulsion  is lost… 
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Port side Starboard side 

Looking at the bow of the 
EL FARO shortly after 05:56 
AM turning across the wind 
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07:00 AM approximately 
Design Elements: 
Shortly before 6 AM, the order was given to turn to the port or left to 
close the scuttle. On that course the wind and seas would exert their 
force on the starboard side of the ship. 

Computer Modeling 7 AM 

Ventilation 
Openings 

Wind Force 
The Captain’s 
7 AM call flooding 
Started at before  
05:43 AM 
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The crew  
of the SS El Faro 

Mr. Keith Fawcett 
george.k.fawcett@uscg.mil 
 

     
U. S. Coast Guard 
EL FARO Commandant Marine Board  
Marine  Casualty Investigator 
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For more information on these investigations: 
The USCG has published a Report of Investigation on the sinking of 
the SS EL FARO and supporting documents can be found here: 

https://www.news.uscg.mil/News-by-Region/Headquarters/El-Faro-Marine-Board-  
of-Investigation/ 

The National Transportation Safety Board has also published 
several documents about the SS EL FARO. 

https://www.ntsb.gov/investigations/AccidentReports/Reports/MAR1701.pdf 

https://www.ntsb.gov/investigations/AccidentReports/Reports/SPC1801.pdf 

https://www.news.uscg.mil/News-by-Region/Headquarters/El-Faro-Marine-Board-of-Investigation/
https://www.ntsb.gov/investigations/AccidentReports/Reports/MAR1701.pdf
https://www.ntsb.gov/investigations/AccidentReports/Reports/SPC1801.pdf



