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Significance and limitation of Seamen’s disciplinary inquiry in the early
modern Japan from the viewpoint of shipping casualty investigation
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Tokyo Metro Co., Ltd. Faculty of Societal Safety Sciences,
Kansai University

Hideo OSUGA Seiji ABE

SUMMARY

The origin of the Japanese shipping casualty investigation system can be traced
back to 1876, when the regulation stipulating the license for masters and engineers was
introduced after the European maritime systems. This was developed into a maritime
disciplinary tribunal system for seamen in 1896. This system served also for casualty
investigation to a limited extent. Since it had a specific focus on the seamen’s behavior,
the coverage of the investigation on the significant marine casualties was unsatisfacto-
rily low and lacked in the notion of prevention of recurrence. Although it had a certain
role in preventing significant fault or violation of regulations, judging from today’s stan-
dard, the maritime disciplinary tribunal system did not fulfil most of the requirements
of the shipping casualty investigation. The Titanic casualty and its subsequent investi-
gation report in England had a significant impact on the Japanese shipping community
as well, encouraging criticisms on the 1896 disciplinary system. The formal investigation
in England served as a good example, which brought about a lot of new safety knowl-
edge and system improvements. The critics, including Niichiro Matsunami and Kiyoshi
Mori argued that a new casualty investigation system with the specific purpose of
marine casualty prevention, should be set up and replace the old one. The drafts of
new legislation were made twice, but a new law had never come into being before
1947. The Maritime Casualty Tribunal established in 1947 was intended to remedy the
shortcomings of its predecessors. The 1947 system's role and limitations will be dealt
with in a separate article by the same author.

Key words
Shipping casualty investigation, Maritime disciplinary tribunal system, Prevention of
recurrence, Titanic casualty report, Niichiro Matsunami
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