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Management puts unbelievable pressure on many pilots
to perform. Stress takes its toll on river Pilots as GCMA
Report #R-403, Stress and the Licensed Mariner, points out
to our readers.

In reality, both “human error” and moving “oversize and
overloaded tows are two faces of the same coin.

This report cites a number of articles that appeared in
local newspapers reporting on the infamous ELIZABETH M
accident. We were not there — and can offer no first-hand
comment. Several years later, the Coast Guard released its
report on the accident and determined its probable cause.

3 DEAD, 1 MISSING AS TOWBOAT
GOES OVER DAM AND SINKS IN OHIO RIVER

OVERSIZE AND OVERLOADED TOW ACCIDENT:
THE ELIZABETH M CASE

FOUR DIE IN CATASTROPHE ON THE OHIO
RIVER

There are two sides to every story. One side points to the
common theme of greed that we stressed throughout our
original GCMA Report #R-340 on oversize and overloaded
tows. That report chronicled a long record of abuse and
shows the lengths some companies go to push more revenue-
producing barges than a towboat can reasonably handle.

The burden of this type of abuse falls primarily on the
“lower-level” licensed mariner in the pilothouse who is
merely an “employee at will” leaving him with no effective
leverage in limiting the size load he must tow or the
conditions under which he operates. Even with his years of
experience and expertise, his judgment receives little respect
when he asks the Coast Guard to step in and limit the size of
the tows he is ordered to move. The towing industry saw to
that when they killed the “Pilots Agree” movement in 1999
and, with it, the chance that mariners had to join a well-
established and respected maritime union to represent their
safety, health, and welfare interests with their employers and
before the Coast Guard and Congress.

The other side of the story seeks to blame everything on
“human error.” For example, the AWO bridge allision
report released in May 2003 lays the blame for most of the
2,692 reported bridge allisions to human performance — 78%
to pilot error, and 12 % to other operational errors.

However, “human error” also extends to errors
management makes. Management determines the size of the
tow as well as when and where it will move. Management
issues the orders and can do so carefully or carelessly as it
chooses knowing full well that its working mariners are
“employees at will” and can be hired or fired for any reason
whatsoever.

River water churns around the top of the pilothouse of the
sunken Elizabeth M just below the Montgomery Locks and
Dam in Industry, Beaver County, Pennsylvania.

[Story by Don Hopey, and photograph by Bob Donaldson of
the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. Don Hopey can be reached at
dhopey@post-gazette.com or at 412-263-1983. Copyright
©1997-2004 PG Publishing Co., Inc. All Rights Reserved.
Reprinted by permission.]

Monday, January 10, 2005
Screams for help echoed from the towboat ELIZABETH
M as it sank into the swirling, frigid Ohio River after



tumbling backward through the Montgomery Dam early
yesterday morning.

The crew's cries could be heard over the rushing wall of
noise from the river as it sluiced through the wide open dam
gates, and over traffic noise on state Route 68 in Industry,
Beaver County.

"l could hear them screaming all the way across the road
at my house,” said Stanley Bostwick, a member of the
Vanport Volunteer Fire Department, who lives at least 200
yards from the dam. "When | got here the boat was still
above water, but it was sinking fast."

Three crewmen of the ELIZABETH M died and another
is missing and presumed dead inside the boat in the worst
commercial boating accident on the region's rivers in recent
memory.

The towboat and the six fully-loaded coal barges it was
pushing upriver had just passed through the Montgomery
Locks at 2:20 a.m. when the river's muscular current,
strengthened by days of heavy rain runoff, grabbed the two
front barges and pushed them toward the dam.

The 2,200-horsepower towboat couldn't stop the barges.
The pilot pulled his boat free of the barges and circled
downriver to get a better pushing angle, but the barges had
gained too much momentum and pushed the towboat
backward over the dam.

The dead, according to Renea Esoldo, Beaver County
deputy coroner, are Edward Crevda, 22, of West
Brownsville; Scott Stewart, 36 of Wheeling, W.Va.; and
Tom Fisher, 25, of Latrobe and formerly of New
Cumberland.  Esoldo said autopsies showed all three
drowned.

Three crewmen survived, rescued from the river by the
towboats LILLIAN G, SANDY DRAKE and ROCKET.
The crew of the Rocket pulled in the two crewmen who had
been yelling for help from the towboat; the other man was
pulled from the water.

One of the men dove into the 38-degree water to grab a
ring buoy tossed from the Rocket and then was pulled
aboard the rescue ship.

All seven are members of the crew of the ELIZABETH
M, owned by Campbell Transportation Co. of Dunlevy, near
Charleroi in Washington County. The towboat was pushing
the barges from a loading dock on the Kanawha River, near
Charleston, W.Va., to a railroad loading terminal in
Braddock.

"I've been around since 1971 and, with the loss of life,
never seen anything like this,” said Dave Sneberger,
assistant operations manager for the 23 locks and dams in
the Army Corps of Engineers' Pittsburgh District. "We've
had deckhands fall in, but this has to be one of the worst."

By mid-morning, carloads of the curious were stopping
and walking along the riverbank in Industry where one end
of the 1,378-foot-long navigation dam is anchored.

The pilot house of the towboat poking through the
surface of the churning, dirty foam below the dam and the
jutting end of one of the 195-foot-long barges lodged in the
current a quarter mile down the river looked like tombstones
on a muddy, glistening field.

Occasionally, a red-and-white ring rescue buoy, still
tethered to the back of the towboat, would bob to the surface
in the turbulence downriver from the boat.

"What was so bad was that we could hear the guys on the

boat screaming for help over all the river and dam noise but
couldn't do anything,” said Chuck Ward, assistant fire chief
in Industry, one of the fire companies that responded. "The
pilot tried to save the barges when they swung around in the
current, but things just went from bad to worse."

Richard Bennett, of the Midland Volunteer Fire
Department, said his department was called to the river
shortly after the accident along with the Chester and Newell,
W.Va., fire departments, but none got into the water.

"We were called out to set up emergency lights, but
conditions were too bad,” Bennett said yesterday morning
from a hillside near the dam. "The current was too fast and
too much mud had built up on the ramp."

Three of the barges sank and wedged on the front, or
upriver, face of the dam. Two others are unaccounted for, but
the Army Corps of Engineers, which operates the locks and
dam, said they sank in the pool downriver from the dam. The
barges against the dam will be salvaged after the river recedes.

John Anderson, the lock master at Montgomery, received a
call from the dam at 2:30 a.m. and by the time he arrived a half
hour later the towboat was already over the dam and sinking.

"There were two people standing in the boat and we
couldn't find one. It was not a pleasant thing," said
Anderson, who has worked on the dam for 15 years and
been lock master since 1998.

"The lock crew told me that once the barges started
turning in that direction the tow couldn't hold them," he said.
"The whole thing didn't take more than five or six minutes to
happen."

Don Grimm, president of Campbell Transportation,
owner of the 54-year-old towboat, said he learned of the
accident about 2:45 a.m. yesterday in a telephone call from
the operator of another towboat in the area. But Grimm and
other company officials were short on details yesterday
because they had yet to speak directly to any of the three
surviving employees. He also declined to release their
names. "l don't know how the accident happened,” he said.
"It's just a terrible thing."

Campbell Transportation and its sister company, C&C
Marine Maintenance Inc., have about 350 employees. In
addition to its Washington County headquarters, the
company also has operations in Clairton, Georgetown,
Beaver County, and Point Pleasant, W.Va.

Campbell Transportation operates 30 towboats and 420
barges along rivers from Huntington, W.Va., to Pittsburgh.
The seven-man crew of the Elizabeth M consisted of a pilot,
captain, cook and four deckhands. The crew sleeps in shifts,
either three or four at a time. The deckhands are required to
be on the barges as they pass through locks to maintain
control of the vessels. Each barge is 195 feet long, 35 feet
wide and 12 feet deep, weighs 400 to 500 tons and can hold
1,000 tons of coal.

Anderson said that during high water flows the currents
upriver from the locks are tricky and powerful, and push
vessels away from the river bank above the lock. That's
especially true when the dam's 10 gates are fully raised to
facilitate flows during high water, as they were at the time of
the accident.

He said the current was probably running at between 13
and 15 miles per hour, compared with normal, non-storm
flow of three to four miles per hour. ™You need to stay
against the wall of the lock because the river has a lot of out-







