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Mindfulness – a safer 
way forward for towing?

The international towing industry is 
likely to face increasing challenges to 
safe operations. Not only are there the 
technological and training challenges 
associated with ever-more powerful and 
complicated modern tugs , there is the 
crucial need for shared risk-awareness 
between tug master/crew and pilot/ship’s 
captain, to avoid the girting and capsizing 
incidents that compromise safe and 
reliable towing operations.

its roots in Buddhist tradition and Eastern 
philosophies. The contemporary concept 
of mindfulness, from a psychologist’s 
perspective, is the ability of an individual to 

. A more 
familiar use of mindfulness is its clinical 
application in chronic disease management, 
such as chronic pain, and to help counteract  
the effects of stress and depression4.

The ability of a mindful individual to 
be ‘in the moment’ has been noticed in 
organisations that function in extremely 
testing environments, such as nuclear 

carriers. This ‘organisational mindfulness’ 
has been studied by Professor Karl Weick, 

organisations (HROs), have a shared and 

this helps in both anticipating 
potential problems, and effectively managing 

5.

Can organisational mindfulness work for the 
towing industry?
You don’t need to be an elite or exotic 

systems and hospital emergency rooms to 

dense fog, leading to reduced visibility and 
disorientation, or a pilot and/or ship’s captain 

Mindfulness stops us falling into old 

for, or rehearse6. So, mindfulness is about 
being in the moment, staying focused as a 
bad situation starts to unfurl. 

to stay focused, and it is easy to slip into 

from individual mindfulness to the collective 

How can organisational mindfulness help 
the towage industry stay safe?

carriers manage the simultaneous take-offs 

nuclear reactors, and are manned by up to 

environment, these vessels manage to stay 

‘edge of the envelope’

them to reach a state of mindfulness8. 

carriers ‘anticipate’ things that might go 

1. ‘Reluctance to simplify’ 

2. ‘Focus on failure’ 

can result in situations that can quickly 
escalate out of control.

Can we use mindfulness to reduce towing accidents?  
Tom Anderson, organisational psychologist and director of 

in safety critical industries, argues that serious incidents can 
be prevented through organisational mindfulness.
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 Aircraft carrier pulls into 
 

Hornet launches 

of Nimitz-class 
supercarrier 
Harry S Truman
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be sure it is a genuine distress signal and to 
call for assistance.

trained to recognise the signal generated by 

After the long-range signals have been 
deployed to get help, there is a choice of 
shorter-range signalling devices designed to 
pinpoint your position to rescuers, including 

candela for 60 seconds and is visible over 

picture thinking in the moment’, for example, 

one-minute intervals.

 

the-spot decisions, such as aborting take-offs 
and landings if debris is found on the deck.
5. ‘Commitment to resilience’
 When the unexpected occurs, confusion 
often results. HROs are not frozen by 

Mindfulness can be seen both as a mindset 
and a style of managing, but to reach a state 

more attention to our failures than successes.  

problems previously encountered, and 

8.

decreases response time to near misses, all 
essential for accident prevention.
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into the sky remains one of the most 
universally known signals indicating 
distress at sea, with the use of pyrotechnic 

years. For watch crew on commercial 

of feet overhead, the signal of a red 

recognised distress signal.
The International Maritime Organization 

(IMO) issues regulations for commercial 

Life at Sea) regulations and COLREGS (the 
International Regulations for Preventing 
Collisions at Sea).

These standards for shipping specify the 
requirements for a range of SOLAS-approved 

the range and quantity varying, depending 
on the vessel’s size.  In addition, the SOLAS/

inside life rafts.

ship’s safety equipment, both for raising 
the alarm in an emergency and pinpointing 
the ship’s, or casualty’s, position. Countless 
lives have been saved through the use of 

anyone venturing out to sea is able to operate 
them correctly in the event of an emergency.

fragile electronics.

to a Mayday call or EPIRB (emergency 
position-indicating radio beacon) signal. An 

direction indicator for any approaching rescue 
craft, vessel, spotter plane or helicopter to 
safely retrieve casualties. 

The para red rocket for example, is a long-
 

in height and burns for a minimum of 40 

Para red rockets can be visible for over 

The sky’s the limit when safety is at stake

 Justine Heeley, managing director of Drew 

Justine Heeley, managing director of Drew Marine Signal & Safety, 

“Having pyrotechnics on board is 
crucial, as they make the danger 

clear to the closest point of human 
contact – whether that is another 

vessel, walkers on cliffs, an aircraft 
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