
This month will see the biggest, 
most important international drill 
the Thames has ever seen, and we 

get to co-host it. 
ThamesSAR2012, as it was dubbed, 

will feature participants from 10 countries 
(the UK, US, Canada, France, Germany, 
The Netherlands, Sweden, Norway, Brazil 
and Australia) and promises to be a once-
in-a-lifetime experience, as one fellow col-
league put it (ed. see Alan Graves’ blog). 
Four hundred staff, twenty-five boats, two 
helicopters and the HMS Ocean will all 
be our guests come November 12th. The 
drills are scheduled to begin at 9 o’clock 
with an opening ceremony on board the 
HMS Ocean that will be broadcasted live 
on the Internet. The exercise will run until 
November 16th. 

Our hosting partner is the Internation-
al Maritime Organisation (IMO), which 
as you know, has been an old partner and 

regulator at the same time. It is headquar-
tered in London, so they will also see this 
as a symbolic opportunity to show that 
they are here for a reason. 

A number of high-ranking politicians 

are expected to attend the opening cere-
mony, including our entire board and sen-
ior management. UN Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-moon has already endorsed the 
event describing it as:

You should expect to be engaged, de-
pending on your job, in a range of activ-
ities, from Search and Rescue to fire dis-
posal, deep-water diving, and if you are 
really lucky, you will even get to work with 
our friends from the London Coastguard 
on a simulation to extract passengers from 
a sinking cruise liner. Also, keep an eye 
out for the new HN 1816 coming in from 

Holland. The Dutch joke that it is as sleek 
as a Mac and as fast as Felix Baumgartner.

We are going to rehearse a lot of things 
that we have done before, but this will also 
be a chance for the not so experienced 
amongst us to get a taste of what it is to be 
under so much workload and stress. We 
will also get a chance to see how our col-
leagues around the world do it, learn from 
them and exercise a few joint operations.  

By now everyone should have been 
briefed about their roles and responsibil-
ities during the exercises, but if you still 
haven’t or you are wondering why every-
one gets to do something but you, you 
should refer to your commanding officer, 
who has a list of tasks for all of his subor-
dinates. Godspeed, everyone!

The 
Baseflow 
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PLA to Co-host Thames International Exercise

‘Virtanen’ Fuel spill aftermath Halloween Raffle winner named

“Exercises such as these 
provide a valuable opportunity 
for the Authority to test the way 
it works with its partners in the 

case of an emergency.”

C hi e f  Harb our  Ma ste r  D av i d  P hi l l ip s
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“An important 
international precedent 
in the heart of Britain”



What the Virtanen taught us is 
that no matter how ready we 
are, we must always be pre-

pared to face the unexpected. 
The Finnish ship’s fuel valves malfunc-

tioned in the early hours of October 26th, 
releasing nearly two tonnes of biodiesel 
into the Thames - not much by industrial 
standards, but certainly enough to keep 
most of us awake for too long. When the 
word first came in about a potential fuel 
spillage disaster close to Queen Elizabeth 
II Bridge, everybody thought that it’s just 
a tug that has cracked a fuel reservoir. Suf-
fice to say, the first responders were in for 
a big surprise. The Virtanen was no tug. 
The Seawaymax-class general cargo ves-
sel, carrying electronic chips from Nokia’s 
Helsinki plant, is a 180-metre long mon-
ster of a ship. With a displacement of 200 
tonnes and a 22-metre wide beam, this 
sort of vessel can cause significant damage 
to marine environment and trade, were it 
to capsize or sink. Fortunately, it didn’t. 

And we have only ourselves to thank for 
that. 

Our response was swift and resolute. 
Within an hour and a half of the inci-
dent, we had already sent an emergency 
response group, consisting of our very 
best vessels for the task at hand - ‘Recover’ 
and ‘Vital’. Their objective was to contain 
the incident and prepare the stage for the 
clean-up operation immediately thereaf-
ter, and that, they did outstandingly. 

What few know, however, is that the 
Virtanen was at the brink of capsizing. 
The fuel spillage had led to an unusual loss 
of pressure in the engine room, which was 

causing the ship to lose balance. Only our 
engineers’ timely and highly professional 
intervention saved the ‘Virtanen’ from an 
even graver fate, and the Thames from its 
worst disaster in the 21st century. Junior 
Engineers Smith and Adams were the first 
PLA members to enter the engine room, 
where the floor was very slippery and vis-
ibility extremely low due to diesel spilling 
from the fuel valves and steam bursting 
from holes in the pressure pipes. 

Confident in their training, Smith and 
Adams quickly returned the pressure to 
normal by welding the holes in the pres-
sure pipes and manually switching off the 

THE ‘VIRTANEN’ AFTERMATH OR HOW THE PLA SAVED THE DAY

Chief Engineer William 
Fawkes suffered second-degree 
burns when a steal-cutting 
machine at the PLA’s Marine 
Services at Denton Wharf 
burst in flames following a 
hydraulic malfunction in 
the cooling mechanism. The 
incident happened just before 
working hours, on the morning 
of the last day of October, as 
Fawkes was running inventory 
tests. He was extracted by 
air ambulance to the nearby 
Darent Valley Hospital for 
immediate treatment, where he 
is now recovering. 

We wish you and your family 
strength and health. Our hearts 
and minds are with you, Will!

In a statement from the 
hospital to our enquiries about 
William, one Dr Gondu said: 

D aw n  bre ak s  ab ov e  the  ‘ Re cov e r ’

Chief Engineer Fawkes Survives Incident

Ag u sta - We st l and  AW 1 3 9

Union Meeting in London?
This year’s dockers union meeting is 

happening on our turf. It will take place 
in East London on December 5th at the 
Brayford Square and we sure hope to 
show Britain that we have teeth too! All 
employees of the PLA are invited to at-
tend and show their sympathy to fellow 
port-workers from across the country. 

The event starts at 10 AM and is ex-
pected to gather around 200 folks from 
outside London. They will march from 
the square to PLA Recreation Ground at 
Ilford, where we will offer refreshments 
and lunch. The afternoon programme will 
start at 2 PM with a short speech from 
PLA chairwoman Helen Alexander at the 
conference hall next to the football pitch. 
An interactive panel discussion on the 
topic of “Dockers Concerns and Inspi-
rations” is scheduled to go from 14:30 to 

16:30 when our official meeting will end. 
Keynote speakers are Labour and Con-
servative MPs John Cryer and Lee Scott, 
as well as RMT ‘s former secretary-general 
Bob Crow and our very own Chief Har-
bor Master David Phillips. The panel dis-
cussion will only last for 40 minutes and 
the rest will be devoted to an interactive 
Q&A session with attendees. If you want 
to express concern, ask about salaries and 
benefits or simply state an opinion, this is 
a good opportunity to talk to higher-ups 
who will listen and can actually help you. 

Finally, we hope to see everyone at the 
nearby “Shakespeare’s Hat” pub at 5 PM 
for a chat and drink. We have the place 
for ourselves so we think we’ll have a very 
good time with the chaps from Liverpool 
and Kent, who are expected to make a big 
showing this year. 

You  cou l d  s ay  it  w a s  ‘ Vital ’  to  s av e  the  ‘ Vir tane n’

C hi e f  Eng ine e r  W.  Faw ke s

I want to personally congratulate 
everyone who took part in the ‘Virtanen’ 
operation. This was no easy task, but dare 
I say, we accomplished it flawlessly! The 
men and women of the TOSCA and the 
PLA in particular worked tirelessly to re-
spond to an emergency that could have 
turned into a disaster. I took personal re-
sponsibility for this and I am glad I did. 

This Monday, we also received word 
that the Mayor of London, Mr Johnson, 
has extended a personal letter of gratitude 
to everyone involved. 

I want to take this opportunity to ap-
peal to everyone to keep up the good job 
and “fighting the good fight”. Work at 
the PLA can sometimes be tiring, but we 
must always remember that our responsi-
bilities go beyond getting to work at nine. 
We have a duty to protect our capital, and 
that, we do amazingly well. 

Unl o ading  car g o  f rom  the  i l l - f ate d  ship
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“No one could have predicted 
the complications in the pressure 
room and were it not for Junior 

Engineers Smith and Adams, 
things could have been much, 

much worse now.”

SM S HA R B OU R M AST E R
J U L IA N PA R K E S

Director of Corporate Af-
fairs Alistair Gale announced 
today that the procurement of 
an Agusta-Westland AW139 
Search and Rescue helicopter 
has been finally completed. 
Once final tests have been 
carried out, the helicopter 
will enter service with the 
PLA’s Search and Rescue task 
force. PLA SAR collaborates 
with other authorities in the 
London Emergency Services 
Liaison Panel (LESLP), but it 
has never enjoyed the func-
tionality and convenience of 
its own eyes in the sky.

The PLA procured the me-
dium-sized twin-engine heli-
copter from Agusta-Westland 

for £13 million in March.
The AW139 is a state-of-

the-art model, introduced in 
2003. It has a capacity of 15 
seated passengers and is op-
erated by a crew of two pilots.

The helicopter is widely 
used in other countries in 
Europe and America while 
home users include Her Maj-
esty’s Coastguard and the 
Royal Navy. 

Our Own Eyes in the Sky

“He is a strong person and 
he’ll make it through. 

The injuries are serious but 
he is recovering well.”

fuel valves. That seemed to fix everything.
The rest is history, and we know it all 

too well. TOSCA’s response group han-
dled the rest of the clean-up flawlessly. 

The Environmental Agency’s assistance 
was paramount in providing the cleaning 
equipment and PLA staff worked night 
and day to clean the diesel, unload the 
cargo and deal with documentation. 

In the end, the Finnish authorities 
thanked and congratulated the PLA for 
their work and for saving the ‘Virtanen’ 
from certain death. Who knows, maybe 
she will brave the waves once more. In the 
meantime, we can all rest with a clear con-
science.

An, all in all, great performance that 
surely guarantees a new Nokia smart-
phone for everyone involved.  Well done!

The ‘Virtanen’ has seen 
better days

Sailing the Fjords
Norway
2009
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Do you recognize this? That’s right. 
It’s BBC Two’s extremely success-
ful attempt at reality television, 

running for a 6th consecutive year, every-
one’s favourite evening show The Choir. 

The Baseflow is extremely happy to 
announce that the PLA is going to par-
ticipate next season with our very own 
collection of overwhelmingly enthusias-
tic, appallingly stiff, below-average choir 
singers. Our sources inside the Board of 
Directors tells us that we’ll even get to bug 
our Chief Financial Officer about salaries 
while we’re at it, as Mr Chapman will be 
joining us for the ride. 

The show itself hasn’t announced our 
participation yet, so don’t go around sing-
ing in the rain about it. Producers from 
BBC Two will be coming to HQ on No-
vember 19th to talk to some of us and set 
up an audition for the end of November. If 
you think you have the stomach to be em-
barrassed in front of the nation, be sure to 
talk to them and make a good impression. 
They are making the initial screening so 
they have a good idea of who’s reality TV 
material when Gareth comes the Monday 
after. In the meantime, make sure you’re 
singing your lungs out under the shower. 
They say it’s good for your lungs.

The Choir Comes to PLA

Let’s  hope the  Por t  of  London Author it y  choir  does  not  look as  si l ly  as  these  g uys

Today in the Blue Corner, we meet Mr 
Glenn Witham - Director of Human 
Resources at the PLA. 
PLA: What’s it like to work for the PLA?
Glenn: Fantastic.
PLA: When did you start work here?
Glenn: 12 years ago.
PLA: And you are Director of HR since?
Glenn: 2002. 
PLA: How’s work anyway?
Glenn: Challenging.
PLA: Do you have a favourite employee?
Glenn: My boss.
PLA: What is your favourite place?
Glenn: The office
PLA: What is your favourite colour?
Glenn: Blue. (chuckles)
PLA: What is most important in your job?
Glenn: The health and safety of PLA staff.
PLA: How are things at home?
Glenn: Splendid.
PLA: What’s your biggest fear?
Glenn: Hair. (chuckles)
PLA: Biggest aspiration?
Glenn: To fly in space.
PLA: Say something to the readers of BC.
Glenn: 13th salary confirmed this year!

The Blue CornerAnd the WINNER is...
I was having a beer with the lads 
after work and we decided it’d be 
funny to get in the Halloween raffle.
I never thought I’d win. 
Guess the next round’s on me!

- Ensign John O’Brien

B   C

Glennn Witham, HR Director

PLA JOBS MACHINE OPERATORS

The PLA is looking to employ 3 cargo-
unloading machine operators. 

Requirements:
- Specialised education

- 2 years work experience in Machine Ops
- Experience or training in operating the 

DMB 150 model cargo cranes
- Good team player

Please contact the HR Office via email or 
telephone.

Email: HROffice@pla.co.uk
Tel: 01474 562215

SENIOR PORT NAVIGATOR

The PLA is looking to employ a senior 
Port Navigator

Requirements:
- Higher Naval Education 

- 5 years work experience in Nav Ops
- Specialised training in navigation equip-

ment and/or experience with NavCom
- Command of at least 2 foreign languages

Please contact the HR Office via email or 
telephone.


