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The recent incident on an oil tanker where it was reported that stowaways posed a threat to the crew brought 

maritime security to the attention of a wider audience. 

 

In this instance, UK maritime special forces boarded the vessel and the stowaways were arrested. However, 

the charges were dropped against the stowaways, citing insufficient evidence. 

 

However, this incident highlights the risks faced by seafarers when stowaways are discovered on board, 

especially if the number of stowaways is high in proportion to the number of crew. 

 

Prevention first 

 

The best defence is to restrict access to the vessel in the first place. This avoids the need to deal with 

stowaways at all and the unwelcome costs and hardships that they bring. But we are all aware that it is not 

always possible to avoid stowaways boarding a vessel. Despite maintaining a good watch, carrying out 

searches before and after the vessel has sailed and vessel security generally being tight, a gang of unwanted 

individuals is discovered. Now what? 

 

If the crew are fortunate, the stowaways are quiet and generally well-behaved with no weapons and are 

only too grateful to receive some hot food and access to washing facilities. 

 

There are occasions though, where those same individuals, having somehow found out that they will not 

be disembarked at their port of choice, turn violent. 

 

Response to the threat of violence 

 

If the threat of violence, anger or destruction manifests while the stowaways are locked in their cabins, 

whoever is on guard should immediately call for assistance from the other crew. Don’t delay, as the situation 

can quickly get out of hand. 

 

Do not open the cabin door but allow them to talk, only interrupting if necessary, and always in a calm, 

quiet manner. Try to avoid sustained direct eye contact (if there is a window). Normally this is enough to 

calm the situation. 

  

However, sometimes there is no warning and the stowaways can break out of their holding cabins or may 
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turn on crew without warning. If possible, separate the stowaways into small groups and don’t allow them 

to gather, such as when exercising. This is particularly important if there are a large number of stowaways. 

When handling stowaways, always be on your guard, never work alone, always ensure you have an escape 

route and don’t try to be hero.  Your priority is to keep yourself and your fellow crew safe; if that means 

running to another place of safety such as the bridge and locking the door, then so be it. 

 

There have been instances where stowaways have escaped the accommodation block, only to find 

themselves on the cargo decks where the quick-thinking crew locked the doors, ensuring that the crew were 

all safe and the bridge was protected. In such circumstances, if the vessel is near to shore, external assistance 

in the form of trained professionals can be mustered to board the vessel, capture and take the aggressors 

into custody. Decisions will later be taken as to whether the persons will be returned to the vessel under 

guard or processed ashore. 

 

Of course, we do hope that you will not find yourself in a situation such as this, so it is always advisable to 

ensure that the vessel has a thorough stowaway search plan in place and that this is strictly followed. 

 

Stowaway health and welfare 

 

Crew must exercise caution when dealing with stowaways, but there is a duty to treat stowaways in their 

care humanely, whilst having due regard for the safety of others on board. Stowaways should always be 

provided with sufficient food and water, somewhere to sleep and access to toilet facilities. 
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