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SHIP HIT BRIDGE 
 

 
Professor Arthur 
V. Hill (Carlson 
School of 
Management, 
University of 
Minnesota) 
prepared this case 
for class 
discussion on the 
subjects of causal 
mapping and 
error proofing. 
 
 
 

On August 11, 2001, the 730-foot freighter Windoc hit Lift Bridge 11 on the 
Welland Canal in the St. Lawrence Seaway.  Watch the amazing accident 
video at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YuBv8KAWEmo (or Google 
“ship hit bridge”) and see the photos on the next page. 
 
As the Windoc approached the lift bridge, the captain watched as the bridge 
span was raised to allow his vessel to pass underneath the bridge.  However, 
as the pilothouse neared the bridge, the span began coming down for no 
apparent reason.  On the captain’s orders, the captain and first mate quickly 
abandoned the pilothouse, but the wheelsman, concerned the boat would drift 
out of control, dropped to the floor as the ship hit the lift bridge. 
 
As the Windoc slid under the lift bridge, the span ripped apart the thin-skinned 
pilothouse, missing the wheelsman by only two feet.  The boat continued on as 
the bridge tore off the exhaust stack and shoved it onto the Windoc’s fantail. 
Immediately afterwards the Windoc caught fire and burned for two days.  
Fortunately, the twenty-two crew members got off without serious injury. 
 
The results were disastrous in many ways.  The Windoc was a total loss, 
valued at approximately $10 million.  The owner of the Windoc claimed that 
the accident forced his company out of business, partly due to being 
underinsured.  The busy St. Lawrence Seaway between Lake Ontario and 
Lake Erie was closed for two days and the lift bridge itself was out of service 
for three months.   
 
A review of the accident suggested that the lift bridge operator was impaired.  
He had been asked to work on a scheduled day off after two 12-hour shifts 
during the previous two days.  Before being asked to work overtime that night, 
he had taken some pills for back pain and drank two to four glasses of wine.   
 
Create a complete causal map and make several recommendations for this 
process based on the concepts in Professor Hill’s “Causal Mapping” paper 
available from Clamshell Beach Press (www.ClamshellBeachPress.com). 
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