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A project to improve the survival 
chances of hypothermic casualties 
at sea is winning support and its 
creators are pressing for the intro-
duction of performance standards 
for recovery systems at the IMO. 

The Search and Rescue, 
Resuscitation and Rewarming  
in Accidental Hypothermia 
(SARRRAH) Project is the work  
of the medical workshop of  
the German Maritime Rescue 
Services and the department of 
anesthesiology of the Medical 
University of Schleswig-Holstein 
in Lübeck, Germany. 

The organisations joined forces 
in the late 1990s to improve sur-
vival rates of victims of accidents 
at sea that result in hypothermia. 
SARRRAH aims to do that by cre-
ating fully effective rescue serv-
ices based on the early treatment 
and transport of hypothermia 
cases from the incident site to  
a suitably equipped hospital.

Dr Wolfgang Baumeier of the 
Medical University Hospital of 
Schleswig-Holstein, explained  
to SASI that the not-for-profit 
project was conceived following 
the Baltic sinking of the ro-ro 
ferry Estonia in September 1994. 

“Following the sinking, about 
300 people, all wearing lifejack-
ets, were in the water and in,  
or on, liferafts,” he explained. 
“Ferries involved in the rescue 
were hardly able to pick people 
from the sea. Helicopters 
winched only those that had 
signs of life, in a vertical position. 

Many died from circum-rescue 
collapse, resulting from severe 
hypothermia,” he said. 

Baumeier feels that more can 
be done to improve the survival 
chances of hypothermic casualties 
during SAR operations. “There 
was no equipment which could 
be used for resuscitation under 
rough conditions,” he said. 

According to Baumeier, people 
with hypothermia have a much 
better chance of successful resus-
citation than critically ill people 
with normal body temperature, 
“but only if the hypothermia is 
sufficiently taken into considera-
tion throughout rescue and medi-
cal interventions,” he pointed out.

The SARRRAH project began  
in December 1998 with the help 
of the Ministry of Internal Affairs 
of Schleswig-Holstein in Kiel, 
Germany, and the ITF Seafarers’ 
Trust in London. In short, the aim 
of SARRRAH is to strengthen each 
element of the rescue chain of 
people with hypothermia. “The 
chain involves searching, technical 
rescue procedures after recovery 
from the water, long-time resusci-
tation by trained laymen on 
board, development of simple, 
efficient medical equipment, 
transportation procedures to pre-
pared hospitals equipped with 
heart-lung machines and intensive 
care units using the latest medical 
knowledge for re-warming people 
with accidental hypothermia.” 

For survival rates to improve, 
“procedures must be changed,” 
Baumeier stressed. “They must  
be clear and realistic, based on 

up-to-date, proven knowledge.” 
The medical element of the 

SARRRAH chain is “ready for 
use,” Baumeier said; a strategy 
has been agreed and participat-
ing individuals and organisations 
understand their specific role. 
“Now, what we have to do is 
convince the maritime sector of 
SARRRAH’s efficiency, and pro-
vide education and training.” 

The most difficult part will be 
to promote the project to ship-
owners, Baumeier noted, “which 
is more difficult than convincing 
seafarers”. In addition, hospital 
ships “must be equipped with 
equipment for safe long-time 
ventilation and CPR, which  
is missing at the moment.”

SARRRAH procedures have 
already been taken on by the 
German Navy, the German 
Maritime Rescue Service and the 
German Coast Guard, Baumeier 
informed SASI. “We presented the 
project in Radiocommunciations 
and Search and Rescue (COMSAR) 
conferences of the IMO and 
SARRRAH guidelines were 
included in the IMO Pocket  
Guide for Cold Water Survival.” 

SARRRAH is also being tar-
geted at offshore companies, 
maritime rescue organisations, 
lifesaving organisations, ship-
owners, and seamen’s organisa-
tions, including welfare agencies, 
Baumeier said. “For example, 
Deutsche Seemansmission,  
the German seamen’s welfare 
organisation, is already partner  
of SARRRAH,” he added.

There are currently 10 tertiary 

care hospitals near the German 
coastline, which, under the guid-
ance of SARRRAH, are capable of 
providing effective medical treat-
ment of severe cases of hypo-
thermia. Standardised documen-
tation has been introduced, 
which ensures quality control, 
and a system established for 
understanding and managing 
emergencies and the medical 
treatment of accident victims – 
from the accident itself to the 
end of treatment in hospital. 

A SARRRAH resuscitation kit 
has been distributed, containing 
a collection of well-researched, 
up-to-date items, to German 
Maritime Rescue service, SAR 
helicopters, the maritime depart-
ment of the federal police and 
the country’s navy.

“At the moment, our most 
important project is the introduc-
tion of performance standards 
for recovery systems mandatory 
for all SOLAS ships,” Baumeier 
remarked. “This has been dis-
cussed in the latest sessions of 
the IMO Subcommittee on Ship 
Design and Equipment (DE53).” 
The issue should be advanced  
at DE54 in late October.

So far, the response of the 
shipping industry to SARRRAH 
has been very positive, Baumeier 
told SASI. “However, there have 
been some owners and officials 
who have not been convinced, 
saying the project would need 
to be part of mandatory interna-
tional regulations before they 
invest in equipment, training 
and education,” he concluded.

Help for the hypothermic
by Konstantin Tsolakis

Back story
Estonia truth sought – Jan 2009������p20
www.sarrrah.de
www.imo.org

 Performance standards for recovery systems are a major focus for the SARRRAH project [ photo: Schwindt ]
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The Estonia tragedy of 1994 continues to 

reverberate through the world of passenger 

ship safety. Patrik Wheater looks at the 

fallout from the latest study into the sinking
 The sinking of the ro-ro passenger ferry 

Estonia in September 1994 is still regarded as 

Europe’s worst maritime disaster since the end 

of World War Two. Its foundering has 

remained a contentious issue, in part because 

the original Joint Accident Investigation 

Committee tasked with investigating the acci-

dent was unable to find a conclusive underly-

ing cause for the loss. 
Now the findings of a new study suggest 

that modern stability standards for passenger 

ships remain inadequate. The original investi-

gation affirmed that Estonia sank because of 

faulty bow doors that gave way in a storm, but 

many relatives of the dead claimed the ferry 

went down following an explosion. A two-

year study into the sinking, carried out by a 

consortium of marine research institutes, was 

published in June 2008 but left a number of 

questions unanswered – such as why the CIA 

holds a classified and inaccessible document 

on the Estonia. According to the study, the rapid loss of 

stability was caused by the breach of hull 

integrity, which prevented rapid abandonment 

of the ship. But it was a failure to comply with 

minimum SOLAS requirements that was the 

main contributory factor in the ship’s loss. The 

vessel lacked a forward-collision bulkhead.

SSPA Sweden, which led a consortium 

comprising Chalmers University of Technology, 

Safety at Sea Ltd and the Maritime Research 

Institute Netherlands, approached the 

study scientifically. After reviewing the 

available evidence, testimonies and data, it 

built comprehensive numerical models to 

describe the performance of the damaged 

ship during the initial foundering phase, 

when manoeuvred and when drifting in 

the wind and waves, and for the period of 

progressive flooding. Extensive computer 

modelling helped in the evaluation of various 

probable scenarios and allowed SSPA to make 

conclusions and recommendations about 

stability requirements.
In a technical summary of the investigation, 

Safety at Sea Ltd, acting as the consortium’s 

technical manager, stated that the loss of 

Estonia was ostensibly a result of the lack 

of compliance with minimum standards 

and that the rapid loss of stability was the 

main issue.Dr Andrzej Jasionowski, director of 

Safety at Sea Ltd, said that had the 

vessel been in compliance with the 

SOLAS requirement then it would 

have possessed the level of buoyancy 

needed to allow passengers and crew to 

abandon ship in time. Had the vessel 

been sailing with a full complement 

of passengers (2,000), however, there 

would have been significantly more 

deaths than the 853 lost. Universal 

stability requirements needed to be 

revised, Jasionowski said.

According to Safety at Sea Ltd, at 

least one serious ship flooding has taken 

The passenger ship industry continues to 

learn lessons from the contentious 

sinking of the Estonia [ photo: FotoFlite ]

The grounding, in early December, of Antarpply 

Expeditions’ cruise ship Ushuaia off the 

Antarctic coast put passenger ship safety back 

on the maritime news agenda.
The vessel, which was carrying 89 passen-

gers, was successfully evacuated by the 

Chilean Navy and remained afloat with 33 

crew members left on board to carry out 

salvage operations. However, the accident 

came little more than a year after 

another cruise vessel, Explorer, sank 

in the region, forcing its 154 occupants to take 

to the lifeboats.
The Antarctic cruise industry presents unique 

management and engineering challenges – the 

International Association of Antarctica Tour 

Operators (of which Argentina-based Antarpply 

is a member) has already stated that some 

vessels are inadequately strengthened for icy 

seas. Now, more than ever, effective safety 

solutions remain crucial to the continued health 

of the industry.

 Ushuaia is the latest Antarctic casualty

Cruising in the Antarctic poses unique demands in 

terms of vessel construction, equipment and safety 

arrangements [ photo: Reuters ]
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