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� � Stowaways hiding in rudder trunks are a
growing problem, particularly for those vessels
which call at Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico
ports prior to calling at U.S. Gulf of Mexico
ports.

Stowaways aboard vessels arriving at U.S.
Gulf of Mexico ports from various Caribbean
and Central American countries, in particular
the Dominican Republic/Haiti, are unfortuna-
tely a common occurrence. Whilst stowaways
typically choose to conceal themselves in voids
within the cargo spaces, there have been a
number of cases where stowaways were found
in the vessel’s rudder trunk. These cases typi-
cally involve vessels in ballast proceeding on
short voyages to the U.S. Gulf of Mexico.

In such cases, the stowaways will look for a
vessel in a ballast condition and then proceed
to board by means of swimming alongside the
vessel, climbing the rudder and subsequently
concealing themselves within the rudder
trunk. In one instance, a vessel arriving in the

Stowaways in the U.S.
from a loss prevention perspective

� � February 20th 2002 when expressed numerically in
London would be 20 02 2002 – a once in a lifetime
palindrome.  The word comes from the Greek ‘palindro-
mos’ meaning ‘running back again’.

Running back over the years it is easy to see circums-
tances repeating themselves. In the marine insurance
market many of the traditional underwriters have simply
given up or gone out of business over the last two years.
Names like Trevor Hart, Jonathan Jones, Cotesworth and
Independent have gone. Perhaps this is not too surprising
as the premium rates had fallen to all time lows.

Gradually through the contraction of the underwri-
ters, the ever increasing losses and the fall in the invest-
ment incomes, the soft market began to turn. September
11th 2001 – a day that we will never forget – became the
catalyst for a rapid hardening of the rates. Hull & Machi-
nery policy renewals saw some substantial increases of
between 30 per cent for good records and over 100 per
cent for those that were not so good.

Some ‘new hull facilities’ – ‘Marianne’, If, Bluewater
etc. have appeared and no doubt more insurers are sitting
in the wings waiting for the rates to go up. Some people
forecast that as capacity increases the hard market will
decrease. This, in the course of time, will bring about a

reduction in the rates and so the cycle will begin again.
With the ‘once in a lifetime palindrome’  closing in on

us, the streets of the City of London were filled with
brokers rushing between the P&I clubs offering business
that some other club had refused to renew. The telephone
lines buzzed with rumours and denials of some clubs not
standing by their ‘general increases’.

But the indications are that this year the forecasted
increases were made and with very few available alternati-
ve insurers appearing attractive to the shipowners, the
P&I clubs as a group retained their market position.
However with the increasing premiums and lack of alter-
natives  how long will it be before another ‘mutual’ or
fixed premium facility appears?

It is very unlikely that we will have to await the next
date palindrome before all of this comes around again.
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Clearly, this method of concealment is high-
ly dangerous and is indicative of the level of
desperation of many stowaways. Technical Ma-
ritime Associates Inc are aware of at least two
instances of stowaways in the recent past con-
cealed in the rudder trunk. However, it is pos-
sible that many other similar attempts ended in
tragedy and loss of life during the voyage,
when the stowaway fell from the rudder trunk
into the sea.

The costs involved with stowaways arriving
in the United States are increasingly expensive
and the process of repatriating stowaways is
time consuming. It is important that the mas-
ter and the crew of vessels engaged in voyages
from the Caribbean and Central America to
the U.S. Gulf of Mexico take all available steps
to identify the presence of stowaways on board,
including those possibly concealed in the rud-
der trunk, prior to commencement of the voy-
age.
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port of Tampa was sighted with a stowaway’s
feet and legs dangling from the rudder trunk.
In another case, a stowaway erected a small
hammock within the rudder trunk to provide
for ‘comfort’ during the voyage.

A tragic reminder of the dangers associated
with being in the rudder trunk was reported in
The Swedish Club Letter No. 2-2000. The in-
cident involved ‘steerage class’ passengers who
were only discovered when the vessel arrived at
Come-by-Chance, Newfoundland after a bal-
last voyage from the Dominican Republic. The
incident had a medical aspect to it in that two
of the three stowaways had to be hospitalised
before being repatriated to their home country.
It was only after one month and USD 50,000
in medical costs that they were repatriated with
escorts under media attention.

Typically, the crew can only access the rud-
der trunk via a manhole cover fitted in the af-
terpeak tank.  However, as this tank is normal-
ly in ballast and/or filled with freshwater, an
examination of the rudder trunk during a pre-
departure stowaway search is not always practi-
cal. If access to the rudder trunk cannot be gai-
ned via the afterpeak tank, it is recommended
that the crew uses a small boat, such as the
rescue boat or paint raft, in order to check for
stowaways in the rudder trunk.
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With special thanks to Technical
Maritime Associates Inc, Louisiana


