Do We Need Safety Standards for Private Submersible Vessels?
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Once a rare sight, private submersible vessels are becoming increasingly more common, especially in the USA. The advent of the Internet has made it easier for people with the same interests to work together for a common cause, giving birth to organizations such as PSUBS.org. The majority of PSUBS members are jacks of all trades with a common fascination and desire to build and operate their own private submarine. Among the members of PSUBS are many who have the knowledge, and skills, to design build and operate a submersible safely. Some are professionals working on a daily basis with manned submersibles in the offshore, research or tourism industries, while others are just fascinated with the idea of building their own sub and are seeking such knowledge and hopefully learn enough to build one.

The increase in personal submersible building activity brings forth the eternal controversy between people and safety. Of the many factors contributing to these tense arguments, the most common is the economics of implementing any safety devices into a particular design. How safe is safe enough? This question is always open to debate. For some safety is an afterthought, while for others, safety is an integral part of the design, construction and operation process and is inseparable. Luckily, almost always a happy medium is agreed upon where both sides are satisfied. 

There are examples of this behavior in many industries. The most analogue example is that of the SCUBA diving industry. In the early days, not much regulation existed. Most people dove with nothing but a tank, a back pack, some weights and a regulator. No BC’s, no pressure gauges, no diving computers, no fancy and expensive equipment. As we all know, those days are long gone. As the sport became popular, the incidence of bends and deaths increased in proportion to the growth of the industry. This brought in a very tight scrutiny and self-regulation from within the industry. As changes were made the industry continued the process of self-regulation until this day were the SCUBA diving industry enjoys a far better safety record than in the days when real divers didn’t need pressure gauges. 

Obviously, the operation of a manned submersible is far more complex than that of SCUBA diving. As the number of private submersible owners increase, such interest in these types of vessels may very well give birth to a Private Submersible Industry. If this happens (as some of us see it will), it will be only a matter of time before some sort of self-regulation is established. Self-regulatory entities from within the Industry who provide training and certification of private submersible pilots will be the most efficient and safe way to standardize the Industry as it matures. These entities also help as a catalyst to the Industry, by providing the means for training, education, safety and certification of new pilots and technicians.

Manned submersibles are perhaps the safest (not to mention the coolest) method of transportation in the planet. With millions of hours of operation, today, literally millions of people have had the pleasure to enjoy a submarine ride in complete safety. And countless research submersibles have operated without serious incidents for decades. This has not been the result of pure chance, but rather the result of a strict adherence to established codes of practice for designing, building and operating these vehicles. Several certification agencies such as the American Bureau of Shipping (ABS), Lloyds Register, Det Norske Veritas, ASMEE, PVHO, and the United States Coast Guard among others, have spend thousands of hours developing these safety standards. The core of knowledge found within these organizations is an invaluable source for those seeking to design and build their own manned submersible vessel. An example of information found through these agencies follows:

· Design and Construction Guidelines

· Hull & Exostructure Material Selection for the operational depth design

· Welding Materials & Standards

· Life Support System Design & Construction

· Electrical Systems and Materials

· Propulsion Systems

· Ballast Systems Design

· Vessel Stability Design

· Corrosion Control

For those of us who dream of building and playing with our own private submarine, we look forward to see submersibles being as common as private aircraft in the near future. Until there is enough momentum to fuel a private submersible Industry, it is our personal duty to learn as much as we can to design, build and operate manned submersibles safely.

To build and operate a safe submersible we must see safety as part of the whole system which includes the human operator. If we all do that we can look forward to safe dives and many treasured memories in the future.
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