Protank Management S.A ,  takes into account all “loss prevention” circulars and 
share findings with its crew.

Officers and crews onboard are encouraged to participate with their comments after discussing those topics in safety meetings. Our aim is to avoid recurrence of similar incidents.

As a continuous improvement effort, Company manuals are subject to review and amendment taking 
into account those industry circulated loss prevention and lessons learnt circulars. 

Fire safety in the engine room

Most fires on board ships start in the engine room. There are a number of built-in safety features on

board a vessel, designed to limit the risk of fire and the spread of it, and the officers and crew must

have full knowledge of these and maintain their integrity. This circular highlights the main aspects

associated with fire safety of engine rooms, based on observations made during condition surveys.
Steel separations

One of the reasons for the engine room casing and various decks, bulkheads and staircases being

made of steel is to limit the spread of a fire. If there is a fire in the engine room, it is important that

the fire may not readily spread to accommodation, bridge, lifeboat stations and cargo areas.

Likewise, a fire in the cargo areas should not be able to gain access to the engine room, which is

"the heart of the ship", where generators and fire pumps, the means to fight a fire, are located.

Therefore, getting to know the built-in fire boundaries and maintain the integrity of such separations

is of vital importance. Be careful when making alterations on board, and be especially aware that

when new cables and pipelines are installed, their penetration through steel decks and bulkheads,

i.e crossing fire zones must be made in a fire-proof way.

Air control

Air ventilation is essential for good working conditions in the engine room, but so is also the crew's

full knowledge of fans, fire flaps and other openings to the engine room that may need to be closed

in a fire situation. Below are some important areas were we repeatedly have seen breaches of

safety. These areas should be addressed on board.
• Air ventilator fire flaps which can not be closed and/or secured in closed position.

Solidity of fire flaps should be checked and they should be moved regularly and maintained with

grease not to freeze. There should also be means to secure the flap handles in closed position and

the open and closed position should be clearly marked. If fire flaps can not be secured, the draft of

a fire is likely to throw them open.

• Entrances to the engine room that are damaged and allowing passage of an air draft.

Doors leading to the engine room from the accommodation are fitted with devices for automatic

closing. Doorsills and coamings may be damaged by the moving of machinery parts through doors

in the engine room, causing obstructions for the full closing of the door. Doors should be tested by

releasing them from the open position, to see if they close fully by the automatic device, and there

should then be no openings between the door and the coaming.

• Emergency escapes from engine rooms that are obstructed or damaged.

Emergency escapes may be arranged by shafts leading to deck and with access doors at various

levels. The full closing of the doors should not be obstructed by the stretching of loose electric

cables, hoses, etc., and also these doors should close tightly by their own automatic means. It

must be remembered that such a shaft, if not kept closed, will provide a draft from the engine room.

• Engine room entrances kept open by the fitting of hooks, ropes or wedges.

This is often seen especially on doors leading through the steering gear flat to the poop deck. In

the case of a fire, such doors may be inaccessible, and the hooks, etc., can not be released to

close the door. Air to the engine room can then not be closed off. Likewise, surveyors often

see skylights at the top of the engine room and removable steel panels for the passing of spare

parts being kept open by steel wire slings, etc.
Combustible oil

On board a ship there is fuel oil, lubricating oil, hydraulic oil - all very combustible and the most

likely nourishments of an engine room fire. Surveyors have met crew members who do not

consider lubricating oil and hydraulic oil to be fire hazards, as such oils are seen to be difficult to

put on fire. That is, however, only a question of temperature. In an oil fire it is the gas above the

liquid that burns, and if heated sufficiently by a fire, lubricating oil and hydraulic oil also become

volatile and fire-hazardous.

Level glasses on oil tanks

One breach of safety which Surveyors see on board most vessels they inspect is that the

lower valve of the level glasses of oil tanks is forcibly kept open. It is clearly stated in classification

and statutory rules that such a valve is to close automatically.

Normally such a valve is spring loaded and the crew member will have to bend down and keep a

pressure by hand until the oil has risen in the level glass. Thick oil may take some time to fill up the

level glass, and for the ease of work, crew members often secure such valves permanently in open

position, by steel wire, blocks of wood, etc., or by ingeniously designed "thumbscrew" fittings.

During condition surveys surveyors find this serious breach of safety on board many of the

vessels equipped with oil tanks with level glasses. This could in case of a fire lead to a sudden and

inexplicable increase in the power of a fire when the glass breaks and the tank drains.

Sources of ignition

The sources of heat most likely to start a fire in the engine room are hot exhaust pipe and engine

surfaces, bearings of rotating machinery heating up and faulty electrical equipment. Heat sources

can of course also be introduced by human error, as by for instance dangerous use of electric tools

and welding equipment. Insulation of exhaust pipes is often found to be defective, especially in the

vicinity of the diesel engines, where removal of insulation is needed during engine maintenance.

Also, flange connections and steel supports of exhaust pipes may often be inadequately insulated,

as well as indicators and other instruments fitted. Look for signs of hot areas, such as paint

discoloration and reddish rust surfaces. Electrical installations will always represent a certain risk of

sparks and fire, although the risk is reduced by the use of quality safety devices and close

adherence to valid regulations. All rotating machinery may also represent a source of sufficient

heat to light a fire, first of all by bearings of pumps heating up.

General cleanliness

In some ships there is a large collection of used spare parts and items which are "nice to have".

Surveyors have seen large collections of plastic sheets, cardboard, wooden planks, used

paint tins, etc., being stored in fire- exposed areas. It is important to discard combustible materials,

remove outdated equipment that may hinder access in a fire situation.

Drain pipes from gutters to oil collecting tanks should be kept open, oily rags should be disposed of

in a correct manner and engines and floor plates cleaned regularly. Oily deposits in bilges and in

other areas below floor plates may at times need chemical cleaning to be removed.

Alertness and proper maintenance are the key words. A competent crew with the necessary

resources and support from the shore organization will improve the fire safety considerably on

board the ships.

