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 National Transportation Safety Board 
Washington, D.C. 20594 

 

Safety Recommendation 

 Date: October 9, 2009  

In reply refer to: M-09-13 
 

Mr. Bill McGill, Operations Manager 
Fishing Company of Alaska 
200 West Thomas Street, Suite 440 
Seattle, Washington  98119 

The National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) is an independent Federal agency 
charged by Congress with investigating transportation accidents, determining their probable 
cause, and making recommendations to prevent similar accidents from occurring. We are 
providing the following information to urge you to take action on the safety recommendation in 
this letter. The NTSB is vitally interested in the recommendation because it is designed to 
prevent accidents and save lives.  

The recommendation addresses the following safety issue: implementation and 
enforcement of Fishing Company of Alaska’s drug and alcohol policy on board its vessels. The 

safety issue derives from the NTSB’s investigation of the March 23, 2008, sinking of the U.S. 

fish processing vessel Alaska Ranger, owned and operated by Fishing Company of Alaska, and 
is consistent with the evidence we found and the analysis we performed.1 The NTSB determined 
that the probable cause of the sinking of the Alaska Ranger was uncontrolled, progressive 
flooding due to a lack of internal watertight integrity and to a breach of the hull’s watertight 

envelope, likely caused by a physical rudder loss. Contributing to the loss of life was the vessel’s 

movement astern, which likely accelerated the flooding and caused the liferafts to swing out of 
reach of many crewmembers.  

According to its employee handbook, Fishing Company of Alaska had a “zero tolerance” 

policy that stated: 

No illegal drugs, controlled substances, alcohol, paraphernalia, or firearms will be 
allowed aboard an FCA [Fishing Company of Alaska] vessel at any time. THIS MEANS 

NOT ONE SHRED, GRAIN, PILL OR TRACE. 

                                                 
1 For further information, see Sinking of U.S. Fish Processing Vessel Alaska Ranger, Bering Sea, March 23, 

2008, Marine Accident Report NTSB/MAR-09/05 (Washington, DC: National Transportation Safety Board, 2009). 
The report will be available on the NTSB’s website at <http://www.ntsb.gov/publictn/2009/MAR0905.htm>. 

http://www.ntsb.gov/publictn/2009/MAR0905.htm
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Employees acknowledged having received and read a copy of the handbook by signing 
and dating a form. Nevertheless, the night-watch assistant engineer told investigators that he 
drank alcohol “maybe twice a week” while on the Alaska Ranger, though he denied drinking 
while on duty. Other survivors testified that it was common for the crew to drink alcohol during 
transits to the fishing grounds. Survivors were asked about drug use on board the Alaska Ranger. 
None was reported.  

In April 2008, a National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) fishery observer traveling on 
the Fishing Company of Alaska vessel Alaska Spirit filed a safety violation report, stating that he 
smelled marijuana on several occasions while under way. During the same month, a NMFS 
observer on another company vessel, the Alaska Warrior, reported suspicions of crewmembers 
drinking while transiting to the fishing grounds. Thus, the evidence indicates that some Fishing 
Company of Alaska employees did not adhere to the company’s zero-tolerance policy regarding 
the use of alcohol and illegal drugs on its vessels and that action was not taken to enforce the 
policy. As a result, the NTSB concluded that Fishing Company of Alaska failed to effectively 
implement and enforce its drug and alcohol policy.  

The crew of the Alaska Ranger regularly encountered some of the most challenging 
conditions faced by mariners—exposure to arctic temperatures, severe winds and waves, and ice 
accretion on decks, ladders, and other exposed surfaces. In addition, the fish processors worked 
long hours—12 hours on duty and 6 hours off duty—with much of their duty time spent in 
arduous tasks made even more challenging by the environmental conditions. Further, the fish 
processors faced dangers unique to their tasks, such as regular use of sharp knives and exposure 
to icy surfaces. In such a work environment, it is not unexpected that some off-duty 
crewmembers consumed alcohol if available.  

While no evidence was collected that linked drug or alcohol use to the sinking of the 
Alaska Ranger, drug or alcohol use can constitute a workplace hazard, particularly for employees 
who perform safety-critical tasks and who must respond to emergencies. The master of each 
Fishing Company of Alaska vessel is ultimately responsible for his crew’s conduct, and the 

company is responsible for enforcing policies that ensure that the crews on its vessels are not 
impaired by alcohol or drugs. Fishing Company of Alaska acted appropriately in prohibiting 
drug and alcohol consumption on board its vessels. However, postaccident testimony indicates 
that the company’s policy was not enforced. The NTSB therefore recommends that Fishing 

Company of Alaska take the following action: 

Review and modify as necessary the procedures for enforcing your drug and 
alcohol policy to ensure full crew compliance. (M-09-13) 

As a result of its investigation of the sinking of the Alaska Ranger, the NTSB also issued 
recommendations to the U.S. Coast Guard, NMFS, and the North Pacific Fishery Management 
Council. The NTSB would appreciate a response from you within 90 days, addressing actions 
you have taken or intend to take to implement its recommendation. In your response, please refer 
to Safety Recommendation M-09-13. If you would like to submit your response electronically 
rather than in hard copy, you may send it to the following e-mail address: 
correspondence@ntsb.gov. If your response includes attachments that exceed 5 megabytes, 
please e-mail us asking for instructions on how to use our secure mailbox. To avoid confusion, 
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please use only one method of submission (that is, do not submit both an electronic copy and a 
hard copy of the same response letter). 

Chairman HERSMAN, Vice Chairman HART, and Member SUMWALT concurred in 
this recommendation. 

 By: Deborah A.P. Hersman 
Chairman 

[Original Signed]


