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In the Oil and Gas offshore industry on an installation the primary method of escape in a catastrophic 

emergency situation is by Totally Enclosed Motor Propelled Craft (TEMPSC). Some people may argue 

and say that the primary method of escape is by Helicopter, which is great if you have one on board, 

but not many installations have the facilities to house one. They are also limited to the number of 

persons that can be evacuated per flight, plus the pilot will consider the safety of the aircraft – 

therefore Helicopters should be considered “preferred” and TEMPSC as “primary” methods of 

evacuation from an oil and gas installation. 

A concern is that there have been many incidents over the years with 

TEMPSC’s during, drills, maintenance, launch and recovery, and crew 

competence to name a few where major injuries and fatalities have 

occurred. The most recent of these on an installation in the Gulf of 

Mexico which occurred during a drill where two persons were killed.  

As far as we know this is still under investigation, the question being 

was it a maintenance issue or crew competency?? – no information has been published yet. It is 

concerning that a vital part of an installation emergency response can be at the focal point of so many 

harmful events. For this article I am concentrating on crew experience / competency and the potential 

of refresher / further training by simulator to enhance handling skills 
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Training by simulation has been with us for many years in industries where life or death situations can 

occur when something goes wrong.  Especially where to re-create the potentially harmful event 

realistically can possibly put the trainees in danger. 

 

Let’s examine a hypothetical but can likely happen situation in real life.  A person goes through 10 to 

20 road driving lessons, sits the road driving test theory and practical and passes. They are now 

deemed competent to drive alone. So, let’s add that this person does not get into the driving seat 

again until two years later. Would you consider that person to be an experienced driver? Personally, I 

think not. 

 

So now consider the offshore TEMPSC coxswain – to be judged knowledgeable this person will 

complete a 3 to 4 day course (dependant on the amount of trainees) containing the theory on the 

actions to be taken in an evacuation event and the practical part, driving, picking up a man overboard, 

manoeuvring alongside a rescue vessel / unloading the passengers safely, launch, recovery, all carried 

out in sheltered or calm waters.  Quite a bit to take in over a short period.  On successful completion 

of the course this person is regarded as knowledgeable to react effectively in an emergency situation, 

to evacuate people by TEMPSC. To be more proficient, as with the road driving scenario practice 

makes perfect so to speak, but in many cases the TEMPSC coxswains do not get a chance to refresh 

their skills.  

This may due to many issues such as:  

• Adverse weather conditions;  

• The training takes them away from their daily task; 

• Launching of one TEMPSC for a drill or coxswain 

training can mean non-compliance with the 

installation / company Emergency Response Policy 

(loss of the required 150% lifeboat cover); 

When you reflect that in an evacuation event, the sea state will probably not be calm, the coxswain 

having to think and react quickly with  the safety of the passengers on his boat in mind, though he will 

have an assistant e.g. are they all strapped in - is the breathable air on - safe launch when given the 

order to abandon - the sea state – is it on fire – does the hull cooling system need to be activated – 

safely disconnect from the installation. Some of this subject matter can be refreshed without entering 

the water, but not all.  

So let’s think back to the road driver scenario we discussed and their experience level and compare it 

to the boat handling experience of the TEMPSC coxswain who may not drive a boat for a further two 

years after completion of their training. They may be knowledgeable in what actions need to be taken 

in an emergency response event, but are they experienced in adverse weather boat handling or do 

they know just enough to get them away from the installation – to me a debatable point. 

As stated earlier we have been using simulators in many forms for years to test people in extreme 

events, so why not a simulator to train an emergency response coxswain of a TEMPSC, in boat 

handling, in conditions they will not be able experience in the real life practical training 
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Virtual Marine (Canada) and Safer Training (UK) introduced a simulator training unit to the Middle East  

in 2018 where in two plus years over a 400 persons were successfully trained safely in the boat 

handling techniques required for evacuation by TEMPSC – steering by compass, boat handling in good 

and adverse weather condition, disengaging from the falls single 

or double systems, towing and being towed, activating 

breathable air system and water cooling system, safely 

manoeuvring alongside a rescue vessel to disembark 

passengers.  This was a huge step forward in safe training using 

up to date technology. 

Further to the main simulator, Virtual Marine have developed a “desktop system” which can be used 

at the worksite for further training use – though not as hi-tech as the main simulator it can take the 

trainee through the scenarios mentioned earlier. With this desk top system in place the coxswain, is 

not limited by weather conditions, or any other restrictions to boat launching and can refresh their 

skills on a regular basis,  

 

A simulator is now available in Aberdeen by the same people for the 

training of coxswains in the handling of single and double fall TEMPSC 

systems, and very soon there will be a free fall system available. The 

only difference in the systems is the disengaging 

from the installation - the boat handling techniques 

are the same. To the uninitiated in this system a Fall 

is the winch wire used to lower the boat, A disengagement system is where the wire 

is hooked on via a master link. This is activated by the 

coxswain from his control panel when the boat is fully in the 

water, disengaging the boat from the installation. The 

Freefall system is explained in the word – the boat is disconnected via a 

keyway from its stowed position on the installation, runs down a short launch 

pad and drops into the water. These boats can be stowed 23 metres from sea 

level 

The “Offshore Petroleum Industry Training Organisation” OPITO have approved the simulator system 

for further training, the thought being that the initial training must be hands on and realistic in a 

TEMPSC. The refresher / further training by simulation has been added to the OPITO Standard. 

The collaboration of Virtual Marine and Safer Training and their influence with OPITO to change the 

standards accommodating this approach to safe training will enhance the experience of the offshore 

industry coxswains for years to come. 

A visit to the simulator has been organised to take place on Saturday the 16th of November 2019 for 

16 members of the North East of Scotland IOSH Branch who will be given a demonstration of the 

simulator working and will then be given the opportunity to sit in the driving seat and try it out. The 

North East of Scotland IOSH Branch and Safer training have also organised for local sea cadets to visit 

the simulator and test their seamanship and boat handling skills, this date to be arranged. Plus a visit 

is being arranged for members of the IOSH Offshore Group. 

In conclusion, I am an ex Royal Navy trained coxswain (many years ago), I have in my offshore days 

been trained to coxswain a TEMPSC, so feel I can speak with a bit of experience on the subject matter. 
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So! I can tell you, I was excited when invited to try out he simulator for myself – no problem to me 

with my experience, though it be years ago I stated ( I didn’t tell them it was some 25 years ago that I 

last was behind the wheel of a TEMPSC). On my first attempt, and what an experience, the simulator 

was very realistic, my driving skills, dare I say were absolutely rubbish, I did not do well. I didn’t give 

up - 5 further goes with added difficulty for each one, I was completing the assessment successfully, 

though in a slower time than would be expected for an knowledgeable coxswain with up to date 

training. What did I think of the experience – FANTASTIC – would I do it again – I CERTAINLY would.  I 

finish by saying that this is a great innovation in the introduction of safe, further training, for the 

offshore industry emergency response coxswains, which will enhance their experience and hopefully 

reduce further events that hurt people 

 

Roderick Laird CFIOSH 

 


