Tragedy led to improvements 
Navy implemented better training, safety procedures
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The Kootenay disaster led the Canadian navy to take a good, hard look at what went wrong on Oct. 23, 1969.

"It did completely reshape the way we did combat fires on board a ship," said Lt.-Cmdr. Scott Elford, commander of the damage control division for the navy’s East Coast operations.

In the weeks that followed the fatal explosion and fire 40 years ago, there were two boards of inquiry, one each in Canada and the U.K. They found that an improperly installed bearing in the ship’s main gearbox caused the explosion.

"It was installed backwards and it essentially starved the bearing of proper lubrication oil," Lt.-Cmdr. Elford said.

The bearing heated up and ignited lubrication vapours, causing the blast.

The navy developed and installed a 40-point monitor that allowed sailors to check main bearing temperatures at every watch with the push of a button. Alarms would sound and speed restrictions would be implemented if temperatures rose, Lt.-Cmdr. Elford said.

Aluminum ladders, preferred because of their lightness, were replaced with steel ones that were heavier but could handle much higher temperatures.

"People trying to get out with a ladder (during the fire) failed to get out because the rungs themselves were melting in their hands and burning them," the officer said.

The navy installed doors that could be closed quickly to prevent smoke from spreading. The location of latches on the major hatches that separated each deck were also changed, especially in the engine room, because sailors had been exposed to heat and flames while trying to get to the latch.

"One of the biggest issues was how to get out" of places like the cafeteria and messes, where there were always lots of people, Lt.-Cmdr. Elford said.

It was recommended that more escape hatches be installed, especially in those areas, he said.

Sailors on board the Kootenay couldn’t get through the smoke to their firefighting gear located next to the engineering spaces where the fire began, Lt.-Cmdr. Elford said. The navy acted on the recommendation that more breathing equipment be placed throughout the vessel.

The navy also implemented minimum firefighting training standards for all sailors and increased the time spent on safety training.

"We always, always make sure every sailor can take care of themselves in the event that something goes really wrong," Lt.-Cmdr. Elford said.

While the navy no longer sails what it called Restigouche-class destroyers like the Kootenay, the design changes stemming from the tragic explosion and fire 40 years ago and the reasons for those changes have not been forgotten. Part of Lt.-Cmdr. Elford’s job is to seek out better safety procedures and training options for the navy.

"One of the biggest lessons learned was that we can’t be complacent, and that’s something that we preach right to this day," he said.
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