July 8, 2005

To Steve Clabuesch

From: Jamie Grover

Re: “Paragon Incident” of June 26 and 27th
Thank you Steve, I had hoped to preempt your inquiry on this, but have been swamped moving. In response, I wrote up a description of what transpired in fact (following), and to summarize, there were two major faults or follow-up issues that should be addressed.

1)  My directions and the standardization of policy for shore contacts was inadequate. This resulted in a premature (and false) alarm. I should note however that with the information given, all others acted properly and diligently in my opinion in this case. 

2)  Periodic long-range radio checks are a necessity. A short-range radio check proved to be inadequate in this case. Had the main on board radio functioned properly, part of this problem at least would have been averted.

I will try to narrate events chronologically.

We made plans for this trip with the following itinerary:

Depart Sunday June 26 early am for South East Farallon Island (3.5 – 5 hours anticipated travel time)

Skipper = Myself

On board = Randolph, Terril Efird

We had only one task planned for the day in the Farallones, and that was the re-deployment of the mooring there.

Following that deployment, our plan was to steam north to Bodega where we would spend the night in the harbor or at anchor. (Anticipated travel time 2-3 hours) 

I had reviewed the charts for alternate safe anchorages en route in case we needed to run from weather or other contingencies. These sites in order from south to north were SF Bay, Drakes Bay, Bolinas Bay (adjacent to Duxbury Reef), Bodega Bay.

Our plan was to hook up by radio with cell with the R/V Mussel Point on Monday morning the 27th for better site information prior to the deployment of the mooring at Bodega Head. The plan for the remainder of the day was to steam 1.5 hours south to Duxbury Reef where we had one more mooring to deploy. Following that we planned to steam home (3 – 4.5 hours estimated travel time). Contingency anchorages on the trip south included Bolinas, Drakes, SF, Half Moon Bay, Ano, and Sand Hill Bluff. 

In our experience thus far, these mooring deployments have taken us about 1.5 to 3 hours, so the itinerary for one deployment in the Farallones seemed reasonable especially considering that the Farallones deployment had been sited already. Weather was looking good, with small swells all through, and blowing up to 20 kts Sunday afternoon with small to moderate wind waves and short period swell of less than 5 feet. On Monday NOAA called for winds of only 10 kts out of the west.

Full vessel status and maintenance checks were done Friday through Sunday morning of the departure. A new external steering bar was fabricated and installed. Belts were checked and tightened, the engine compartment was extensively cleaned, and the main radio was checked (found inadequate) and a different antenna + adapter was connected. A short-range radio check was then performed. 

We had made arrangements to call our shore contact (Paul) by during the day if possible for updates, or by dark. I do not recall my exact instructions to Paul regarding that check-in time, however they were certainly inadequate. I believe I may have said something like “should you not hear from us, you should follow the normal plan, and call the Coast Guard to have them try to raise us after some amount of time. My instructions may not have even been that specific, and I know that I did not define that period of time for him as I have done for other shore contacts in the past. In the past I have suggested a two hour wait past the check in time to consider us overdue, and ask the Coast Guard to try to raise us. In various specific instances, the amount of time I have specified has varied depending on circumstances.

We arrived in South East Farallones a little before 11 am, but as things turned out, we did have to re-site the mooring in what is a very difficult area. As a result, and in part because of a few other factors, things took much longer than expected.

While we had been able to get phone service in the Farallones on our previous two visits there, we did not seem to have any on this occasion (on any of four phones), so when we finally departed the Farallones at about 8 PM, Randolph and I were well aware that we only had about one hour before dark to reach Paul before he would become concerned. I guessed that we would have no problem getting a signal within the hour as we approached shore provided our progress was uninterrupted.

Unfortunately, our progress was interrupted, when while on auto pilot, two belts on our port engine came loose when one presumably the power steering belt came off it’s pulley and knocked the alternator / water pump belt off as well. We experienced a brief overheat, and loss of power steering as a result. We quickly diagnosed the problem, and since belt replacement is about an hour long task for those inner belts, despite some wear on the power steering belt, we made the call to put both belts back on their tracks, tighten them, and make headway to safe anchorage where it would be easier to replace both. This we thought would also allow us to still reach Paul in a reasonable time, possibly somewhat beyond dark, but still (in my mind anyway) within the above described “grace period” (for lack of a better term) that was all to ambiguous in this case.

At this point, I began to consider calling the marine operator to place a ship-to shore call to Paul, however based on my sense of how I thought I had left things, and based on the fact that I thought for sure I would get a cell signal at some point soon, I chose not to.

Shortly after the temporary fix of the belts (perhaps ½ hour), the power steering belt broke, and again partially dislodged the alternator / water pump belt, and with that we were presented with three choices. 

1) Proceed at slow speed without power steering.

2) Swap the power steering hoses to the starboard engine, and install a belt there.

3) Undertake replacement of the belts on the port engine

Since either of the latter choices would involve an hours delay while adrift, and since we preferred to make those repairs in a calm anchorage, since it was already dark, since we were by then feeling the urgency of reaching Paul, we chose number one, and made our way to Drakes Bay at 8 kts.

After many repeated attempts, we finally did reach Paul over a very poor cell connection at 10:07 PM according to the cell phone log. This was at least a half hour later than I would have guessed, but late enough that Paul had already made the decision to contact both Mark Carr for his advice on the situation, and the Coast Guard to see if they could raise us.  Despite the poor connection we were able to communicate to Paul that we were all fine, that we had a broken belt, that we were proceeding at reduced speed, that we were en route from the Farallones to Drakes Bay, that we would anticipate being able to contact him from our anchorage there in an estimated 90 minutes. He confirmed Drakes Bay, and 90 minutes to contact, and we disconnected. Paul had not been able to inform us that he had already alerted the Coast Guard, and that they had been unable to reach us.

Upon arrival in Drakes Bay at about 11:30 PM, I began trying to call Paul again, and again could not get service despite tantalizing indications of intermittent analogue service. I considered a text-message which will often go through when voice cannot, but since I only saw analog indicated, I did not expect success. By midnight, I thought I had better call the Coast Guard, and alert them that they might soon be receiving a call from our shore contact indicating that we were overdue.

I was able to reach the Coast Guard after a couple of attempts, but was told my connection was very poor. I told them I would call them back on a different radio.

The Paragon had 3 VHF radios on board at the time, the main mounted radio, a back-up mounted radio (not mounted currently), and a hand-held with spare batteries and chargers. It also has two mounted antennas installed.

While I prefer to keep both mounted radios mounted and ready to go and any time, it seemed perfectly prudent still to at least have the back-up on board even if not mounted. 

When I got off the radio with the coast guard initially, I simply switched antennas and eliminated a connection adapter, and was able to raise them just fine. I told them what I had planned and they offered to contact Paul for me to let him know we were fine. I gave them his number, and thanked them. They did not indicate to me that they had already been alerted to our situation, nor that they had been trying to reach us.

In the morning, after a good sleep, we replaced the belts, and made our way to Bodega. We did reach the Mussel Point, and connected briefly with them. While they mentioned hearing we had had some mechanical trouble, to which I responded something like, “oh yea, but just a broken belt”, they did not indicate to us either that they had been involved in trying to contact us the night before, nor that the Bodega Coast Guard, had been involved.. 

We spent quite a while doing the mooring installation at Bodega. During the day, I did talk on the Phone with Mark and Amanda, but because of a funky charger connection for the cell phones that works but takes some messing with, and since we had been out of service for so long, my phone and Randolph’s were out of juice. As a result, waiting voice mails did not get attention, so while Mark and Amanda probably thought we knew something of what had transpired the night before, we did not, and neither of them mentioned much either.

It was not until we arrived at the fuel dock in Bodega 4:30 Sunday that we had any idea that Mark, the Coast Guard, or any of the folks at Bodega were involved. 

To the best of my knowledge no one began any kind of physical search at any time. I must say though, that it was extremely disheartening and embarrassing to learn from the fuel dock attendant that there had been so much attention paid to our situation the night before, that the folks at BML had been alerted, and that in general that there had been such an alarm.

We learned at that time that the Coast Guard apparently tried to hail us a half dozen times the night before (which would have ended the alert had they reached us). It was interesting to try to understand why we did not pick them up despite other (minimal though I now realize) radio traffic that we heard coming through during the day. Usually Coast Guard hails are heard above and beyond all other traffic due to their well-placed, and powerful transmitters.

The conclusion of our mission was uneventful. We had a lovely and trip home after deploying the Duxbury mooring quickly and efficiently at the very end of the day. On board, we were all fine and perfectly safe at all times throughout the trip, just a little frustrated with all the delays, and of course later frustrated greatly to find out what a commotion we had caused. 

In general, we are exceedingly careful to run a safe and responsible operation, despite long hours, and a tremendous amount of work to get done, and it is of course personally frustrating if an event occurred that might create a mistaken impression for others that this is not the case.

My conclusions following this mission are as follows:

Most importantly what I had not done adequately in this whole mess though was to communicate to our shore contact far better and more specific instructions in the event we were late checking in. 

One important step we might want to take is to establish a more standard expectation for check in times such as the following: 

Shore contacts should wait 2 hours past a delinquent check-in to consider us officially overdue and involve the Coast Guard or others. Check in times should be set accordingly. The vessel skipper would be expected to initiate any and all means of attempting contact including the marine operator if contact was not otherwise possible shortly after the appointed time, and the skipper should also be expected to contact the Coast Guard if possible prior to becoming officially overdue. This would give a more appropriate window in which to deal with factors precisely like those we encountered that Sunday night.

I do need to make perfectly however that in my opinion with the information Paul had as our shore contact he acted with great diligence in my opinion and appropriately, and I am glad and appreciative he was there for us. The part that is unfortunate in this is that as a result of my poor communication with him, as many people were involved, made anxious, and caused to loose sleep over this. 

The other lesson from this of course that I mentioned above is that longer-range periodic radio checks are a necessity, even if difficult to arrange sometimes. 

As an addendum to that, I would also like to emphasize that in this time of cell phones especially, people tend to overlook the importance of proper VHF radio use. There is a reason that vessels underway are required to monitor channel 16, and it is important that we re-emphasize to all boaters the importance of this. In my experience, it is not uncommon for boaters not to ever turn on the radio, or to turn the volume down when it becomes annoying, or to switch to another channel for some reason, and never manage to put it back on 16. It is for this reason among others that I like to keep both mounted radios operational. That way, one can always be left on 16. Even more important, with two fully operational radios, the back-up can be used immediately in an urgent situation when needed.

It is perhaps another important lesson or reminder from this that communication is one of the most common sources of problems in general in trying to arrange complicated tasks and missions.

Please note that Paul and Randolph and I have already had significant discussions on this subject, and Paul, with my input has begun drafting a policy for shore contacts. I hope this lengthy document is useful and clear. Sincerely . –Jamie

