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When the Napoli foundered off the
Devon coast the calamity was blamed
on a storm. But was she seaworthy in
the first place? Jack Grimston and
Brendan Montague report

t was 10.30am when

Forbes Duthie heard a

loud bang, but it seemed

like nothing out of the
ordinary for a big ship in a
storm. So the 20-year-old
cadet from near Inverness lay
in his bunk a little longer, then
went for a shower.

A few minutes later Duthie
was in no doubt about what
had happened to the MSC
Napoli. A Turkish crewmate
came rushing up the steps
shouting at him to pull on his
lifejacket as the ship was break-
ing up and the captain had
ordered everyone off.

The noise that had woken
Duthie was the opening of
jagged vertical cracks on either
side of the hull of the 63,000-
ton container ship. The boat
had effectively snapped and
seawater was gushing into the
engine room faster than the
pumps could cope, immobilis-
ing the vessel and leaving it at
the mercy of the storm.

At the entrance to the boat
deck, the cadet took his place
among his 25 crewmates and
waited to board the ship’s life-
boat, a fully enclosed. ridged-
hulled capsule that hung on
winches buffeted oy the force
nine gale. Once all were aboard,
Captain Valentin Velev, the
Napoli’s  Bulgarian  skipper,
ordered its launch and the
small craft slammed down into
the raging sea.

“There were 26 people in
there,” said Duthie. “There
were people saying ‘give us air’.
There was lots of vomiting from
all the crew, including myself.”

The following two hours
were the most terrifying of the
voung cadet’s life. Unable to

see out from the lifeboat, the
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limit of their capabilities in the
storm.

“The relief for me came as
soon as [ was in the helicopter,”
said Duthie. “But my parents
had heard the ship was sunk
and there was a rescue opera-
tion to find any survivors. It
must have been a terrible expe-
rience but they won’t talk about
it. There were tears when [ call-
ed, they were over the moon.”

The storm that took the 16-

year-old Napoli was the worst .

in Britain for nearly a decade,
killing 13 people across the
country. The ship was saved

from sinking only when an®

Anglo-French rescue mission
towed it onto a sandbank off
Devon.

Yet the images thax went
round the world were not of
the relieved crew and the pilots
who had risked their lives to
save them, but of hundreds of
scavengers picking through the
Napoli's scattered cargo at
Branscombe on the Devon
coast. They madc off with every-
thing from BMW motorbikes

and oak wine barrels to oil- -

coated packs of Ferrero Rocher
chocolates.

An unseemly episode, cer-
tainly, but the fate of the Napoli
also raises troubling questions
about the sea worthiness and
regulation of the 8,000 con-
tainer ships that plough the
world's oceans — vessels on
which globalisation and the
boom in intercontinental trade
depends.

“lt is hard to see how a ship
could suffer this type of
structural failure if she was
in a seaworthy condition,” said
Andrew Nicholas, a partner
with the London law firm
Clyde & Co. ltis representing a
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Beached

When MSC Napoli lost
power in storm, it was
towed into Lyme Bay for
refuge then grounded
on sandbar when it
seemed about to sink

The inquiry
Marine Accident
Investigation Branch
will assess if metal
fatigue and massive
crash and repairs
in 2001 may have

. weakened ship.
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misloading are
less likely causes
of accident
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standards simply snap in what
was a bad but not exceptional
storm?

THE key to the Napoli's fate
almost cenainly lies in its bat-
tered history. In March 2001,

the Korean-built vessel, which
fFar a charm rime wace the hicoact

Bigfoot, a Dutch crane barge
yesterday prepared to’:
remove containers in an

Ofﬂoadmg %

operation set to take at Ieast 3

five months, Hazardops
chemicals and heawest
freight will be taken off first

Resting place
5 United Nations
site and home
rare seabirds;
rest caral, the
also grows there

pink sea fan,

lt took more than wo
months to refloat the wessel,
which was then called the
CMA-CGM Normandie. It was
laid up for four months at a
Vietnamese shipyard, where
about a third of the underside
was stripped out and replaced.
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sea captain from Sorrento on
the bay of Naples.

Aponte built his company
into one of the biggest freight
transporters in the world by
buying up long-term charers
on second-hand ships. The
tactic has enabled him to bid
successfully in what i is a fiercely
competitive T market.,”
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the bay of Naples.

Aponte built, his company:
into one of the biggest freight

transporters in . the .world - by
buying up long-term charters

on second-hand ships. The-
tactic has. enabled . him to'bid:
successtully in what i isa ﬁercely'_ o

competitive market.
The -only;: olﬁher .container:
ship believed to have been lost

after snapping at sea was anoth--
er of Aponte’s vessels, the MSC.

Carla.- It :had buckled. in two
(known as hogging).on top of a
wave in the north Atlantic dur-
ing a storm in 1997. Itlater em-
erged-that before MSC took it
on, Carla had had major recon-
struction. It had been cut in half
and had a new mid-section
welded in to lengthen it.

Yet according. to.the paper-
work, the Napoli was.up to
scratch — its most.-recent . in-
spection had.been conducted
in Antwerp Jjust five days
before it broke open off the
Devon coast en route to South
Affica, via Portugal.

The year before it had under-
gone a “class renewal survey”,
the toughest a ship can experi-

ence, which includes ultra-

sound testing on the strength of
its steel. Again no. structural
problems were found.

The inspectors- may have

found no -evidence . of prob-
lems, but. the possibility that
the previous ‘crash had caused
long-term damage. that lurked
undetected: is- atthe .centre of
the British inquiry...
" A source-close 1o the investi-
gation, who has been on board
the Napoli several times since it
was-grounded, said one of the
first things the team would do
would be “to check the quality
of those repairs and re-exam-
ine the damage”.

THE loss of the Napoli has
come as more of a shock than a
surprise to-the industry.

Of the 8,000 container ships,
known as “box boats”, at sea,

the biggest is more than twice .

the size of the-Napoli.. But with
traffic growing at. more  thai
10% a year, the Asian ship-
yards that knock. them out.are
struggling to keep up, meaning
existing vessels are under pres-
sure to travel further and faster.

The strains may. now be
starting to show.

“These ships are  really
worked hard and they thunder

through the seas,” said John.

David, a former sea captain
who works as a technical con-
sultant. “They are fairly robust,
but it wouldn't take that much
for them to develop fatigue.”
Further questions are being

raised over the role of the Brit:
ich antharitiec in the dicacter

sea captain_from Sorrento o

- Emma-Maersk
.. Built 2006

* Length 1,302ft

" Weight 157, 000 tons

: ‘Capacity 14,500

3 containers
i o= Crew 13
Speed 25.5 knots

LOOn Neal

This weekend a row was

growing over whether it had
been right to beach the ship off
a coastline recognised by
Unesco as a world heritage site.
Environmentalists -complained
of being ignored “"We told
them ‘nowhere in Lyme Bay,
it’s 100 importamt’,” said Julian
Wardlaw, who represents a con-
sortium-  of environmental
groups and councils:

: As the beachcombers melted .

away last week, more public-
spirited residents began to,
clean up.

Billy Bragg, the singer, who
lives near Chesil - Beach, 20
miles across the bay from
Branscombe; helped to orga-
nise one group. ?

“The beach became - strewn
with debris on Monday at high

tide,” said Bragg. “It was cov- |

ered with confecuonery litter.

Can: you imagine six miles of | -
-oil=coated Mars. bars :and’ Fer- :
. rero-Rocher?™ 1

The loss of:the Napoli- may -
havé been a rarity, but if similar -
accidents are ‘to be averted in.
the future’it is not’just inspee-
tions, building techniques and

ameroency: nlannine roce-

~Length 904ft.
Weight 62,000 tons .
Capacity 4,‘700

Speed 24 knots

& These ships
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have washed up on. coast

;Thousands of scavengers descended on
Devon beaches toriffle through contamers

taking £9; 000 motorbikes; trainers and
personal possessions. Pohce warn they may.

-prosecute those who fagl_}q report ‘finds’

%003 Kieg ‘431100 maumeny “aildess;

raddress in the Bfitish. Virgin

Islands. Metvale is owned: by
a Monaco-registered holding
company.

Zodiac, the firm that man-
ages the ship, declined to pro-
vide contact details for the
owner while MSC.declined to
answer questions aboul it,
beyond-saying it was “way oll
the mark” to suggest its. ship$.

“were anything but-first rate.

A spokesman said .whether

the vessel was seaworthy was
‘a_“technical” . question that
should be put‘to.the .owner.

Technical, maybe but not

academic.

“Duthieand'his 25 crewmates
came:close to losing their lives
on; the Napoli and the salvage
and-clean-up will take months.

While waiting to board the

.A lifeboat, Duthie leant over-the

safety -rails 'to- see what. ‘the
problem was. “There.was one
big. gash-and two smaller ones

_on my side ... the steel had
-bent ourwards,” he said. “It
‘happened to both sides at the

»
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on, Carla had had major recon- ~f
struction. It had been cutin half -

-Speed 24 knots Devon beaches to riffle through containers,
2 " - ftaking £9,000- moiorblkes. trainers and’
* personal possessions. Police warn they may-

and had a new mid-section
welded in to lengthen’it.

Yet according.to-the paper-
work, the Napoli .was.up. to
scratch — its most-recent in-
spection had been.conducted
in Antwerp. just five days
before it broke open off the
Devon coast en route to South
Affrica, via Portugal.

The year before it had under- )

gone a “class renewal survey”,
the toughest a ship can experi-

ence, which includes ultra-

sound testing on the strength of
its steel. Again no structural
problems were found.

The inspectors,. may have
found no . evidence. of prob-
lems, but. the possibility -that
the previous crash had caused
long-term damage.that lurked
undetected: is- at, the .centre of
the British inquiry.... .

A source close to the investi-
gation, who has been on board
the Napoli several times since it
was-grounded, said one of the
first things the team would do
would be “1o check the quality
of those repairs and re-exam-
ine the damage™

THE loss of the Napoli has
come as more of a shock than a
surprise to-the industry.

Of the 8,000 container ships,
known as “box boats”, at sea;

the biggest is more than twice .
the size of the:Napoli. But with -

traffic growing at more than
10% a year, the Asian ship-
yards that knock them out are
struggling to keep up, meaning
existing vessels are under pres-
sure to travel further and faster.
The strains may. now - be
starting to show.,
“These ships . are . really

worked hard and they thunder: -
through the seas,” said John.

David, a former sea..captain
who works as a technical, con-

sultant. “They are fairly. robust, .

but it wouldn’t take that. much

| for them to develop fatigue.”

Further questions are being
raised over the role of the Brit-
ish authorities in the disaster.

Dead-man’s: Bay - was the
name Thomas Hardy. gave
Lyme Bay in. his fictional
Wessex. The 50-mile curve of
water along the Devon and Dor-
set coast is the graveyard of at
least 200 wrecks. But when the
wind is blowing from the south-
west, as it was when the Napoli

| came to grief on January .18,

This weekend a row was .
growing over whether it had.

been right to beach the ship off
a coastline recognised by
Unesco as a world heritage site.
Environmentalists -complained
of being ignored “We 1wold
them ‘nowhere in Lyme Bay,
it’s too imponamt’,” said Julian
Wardlaw, who represents a con-
sortimm  of  environmental

_groups and councils:
As the beachcombers melted- -

away last week, morepublic-
spirited’ residents. began to.
clean up.

Billy Bragg, the singet, who
lives near Chesil Beach, 20
miles across the bay from

Branscombe;- helped ' to orga- -

nise one group.
“The: beach became- strewn
with debris on-Monday at high

-tide,” said Bragg. “It was cov-

ered with .confectionery litter.

:Can’you-imagine six miles of
-oil:coated. Mars bars and Fer-
. rexro Rocher?”

The loss of.the Napoli may

have been a rarity, but if similar
accidents are to be averted in-
the future’it is not just inspec- -

tions, building techniques and
emergency planning proce-

dures that need to be improv-
ed. Critics believe the opaque

and secretive shipping industry:
must also be reformed.

The shlp sailed under Brit=
ain’s red ensign but was char-
tered by MSC, -a Swiss-based ..
shipping line.- The owner is
listed as Metvale, a shell com- -
pany with an office in Iondon: |:

- prosecute those who fall to report ‘ﬁnds

‘& These ships
'are worked
hard. They are
fairly robust, but’
it wouldn’t take
that much for

them to deveIOp
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address in the British. Virgil
Islands. Metvale is owned' b
a Monaco-registered holdin
comnpany.

Zodiac, the firm that man
ages the ship, declined 1o pro
vide contact details for th
owner while MSC declined t
answer - questions about i

‘beyond -saying it-was “way. of
‘the-mark” to suggest its ship!

were anything but- first rate.
‘A spokesman -said whethe

‘the vessel was seaworthy wa:

a- “technical” question tha
should be put'to.the.owner.
Technical,- maybe, but no

~ . academic.

Duthie.and his 25 crewmate
came close to losing their live:
on. the Napoli and the-salvage
and clean-up will take months

While waiting to board ‘the

lifeboat, Duthie leant over-the

safety yails to- see what the
problem was. “There:was on
big gash-and two- smaller one:

~on my. side ... the-steel hac
-bent outwards " he said. “I
‘happened o’ ‘both 51des at the
- same time.”

The back quarter of lhe 904f
container ship had. , simply
slumped: and was in danger 0
breakmg off.

“This ship was 16 years old

.she had‘a difficult 'life. anc

underwent extensive. repairs,
said ‘Allan - Graveson, senio)
national- secretary. at Nautilus
the shipping union. “This was
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