
 
 

 
MOVING HAZARDS: THE WATER 

 
A tremendous amount of hazardous cargo is shipped on U.S. waterways1 and there are indeed 
accidents.  
 

• History shows that crashes, leaks, spills as well as fires on vessels transporting hazmat 
can cause large-scale environmental damage while also putting the health of ship 
workers, clean-up workers, and nearby communities at terrible risk.2  
 

• Among the most well-known recent incidents involved the cargo ship Dali, which lost 
power and crashed into Baltimore, Maryland’s Francis Scott Key Bridge. The collision 
not only caused the bridge to collapse, killing six construction workers. It also may have 
damaged 14 containers filled with alkyl sulfonic acids, corrosive liquids, flammable and 
other environmentally-hazardous substances, two of which fell into the Patapsco River at 
the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay.3   

 
The regulatory scheme relies primarily on self-policing by ships and after-the-fact federal 
enforcement, which does nothing to erase the sometimes irreparable environmental harm caused 
by serious incidents. 
 

• Ship owners or operators are supposed to both diagnose and fix problems as well as 
monitor releases,4 which they often fail to do properly.5 

 
• The U.S. Coast Guard (USCG) is the federal agency responsible for vessel safety6 and 

marine environmental protection,7 but they are only two of the agency’s 11 statutorily-
mandated missions,8 and recent reports show a persistent lack of institutional will to 
make them priorities.9 

 
- Among the many areas where USCG’s lack of resources or agency will is impacting 

safety: vessel inspections, which don’t always take place because of a shortage of 
marine inspectors.10 

 
- USCG inspects a relatively small percentage of foreign ships given the volume of 

traffic, potentially allowing many non-compliant ships that pose environmental and 
other safety risks to operate in U.S. waters.11  
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Victims may turn to the civil courts after a crash or release; however, maritime law can present 
significant obstacles in a victim’s quest to reach the courthouse. 
 

• Unlike land-based claims, those harmed by vessels must sue under federal maritime 
law,12 which, as one expert put it, are not “modern, consumer-oriented” laws, but rather 
“nineteenth-century legal principles, the purpose being to insulate these companies from 
legitimate…claims.”13 

 
• The federal Limitation of Liability Act14 (LOLA), an anachronistic maritime law on the 

books since 1851, provides an avenue for vessel owners to try to drastically limit their 
liability to the post-accident value of the vessel and pending freight, “regardless of the 
severity of the catastrophe.”15  

 
• LOLA was recently invoked by the manager and the owner of the Dali, Synergy and 

Grace Ocean, respectively, who within six days of the Key Bridge disaster filed a joint 
petition to cap their legal liability at roughly $43.6 million.16  

 
• In recent years, the shipping industry has benefited from heavy lobbying by the cruise 

industry, which has been credited with blocking congressional repeal of LOLA.17  
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