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Did you know that ships have been around for more than 4,000 years? 
Over time, technology has improved significantly, causing the number of 
shipwrecks to decline. More than a century after the Titanic went down, 
the South Korean ferry Sewol sank in April 2014, claiming 304 lives. 
This disaster could have been prevented if the ship had not hit something 
underwater, as the Titanic had. In this book, you’ll examine why ships 
sink and what experts are doing to prevent future shipwrecks. 
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ONE

The South Korean coast guard attempts to rescue 
passengers of the sunken Sewol ferry.

On April 16, 2014, a ferry carrying 476 
people sank off the coast of South Korea 
on its way to Jeju, a popular island 
destination. More than two-thirds of the 
passengers were students from Danwon 
High School on a field trip. The disaster 
ultimately claimed the lives of 304 
passengers.

The Sewol ferry departed from Incheon, 
South Korea, at 9:00 p.m. on April 15. 
The overnight trip to Jeju was 300 miles 
(400 km) long and would take more than 
13 hours. It was a well-traveled route 
that the Sewol completed three times 
each week.

The Sewol Ferry 
Disaster
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MISTAKES
At exactly 8:48 a.m., the Sewol 

made a sharp turn. This may have 

resulted from the ship striking a 

rock or other underwater obstacle. 

The turn likely caused the ferry’s 

cargo to shift, putting the ship off 

balance. The Sewol was carrying 

3,608 tons (3,273 metric tons) 

of cargo when it sank, which is 

three times as much as it could 

safely carry. 

A junior officer, not the more 

experienced captain, was steering 

the ship when it began to tip to 

one side. The younger officer had never sailed those 

waters before, and the captain was not there to supervise 

her. The area where the Sewol sank has many islands 

close together. Fast currents make the waters difficult to 

navigate. At 8:55 a.m., the Sewol crew sent out a distress 

signal. As the ship tipped further to the left, water began 

to pour into the main cabin. 

CHARTING A COURSE 
Maps and computers help 
sailors reach faraway 
destinations and avoid 
dangerous obstacles, 
including rocks and 
reefs. Early explorers 
did not know what lay 
past the boundaries of 
their maps. They used 
the sun and stars to 
navigate. They watched 
for signs of land, such as 
floating vegetation and 
shorebirds.
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EVACUATION
The captain and crew made mistakes that contributed 

to the tragedy. The captain did not give an order for the 

passengers to evacuate the ferry because rescue ships 

had not yet arrived. He worried that the strong currents 

and cold waters would place the passengers in danger.

The captain told passengers to stay in their rooms 

when the Sewol began tipping. They were not moved to 

evacuation points to await the arrival of rescue ships. An 

Helicopters fly over the sinking Korean ship as rescuers try to 
reach the trapped passengers.
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8:55 a.m.
First distress signal 

sent out from the crew

9:30 a.m.
Coast guard ships 

and helicopters start 
arriving; ferry tilted 

60 degrees

9:45 a.m.
First helicopter 

rescue

10:00 a.m.
Ongoing helicopter rescue from 

upturned side; rescues take place 
from overturned side

11:20 a.m.
The ferry is 
submerged
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evacuation order was finally issued 30 minutes after the 

ship began tipping. According to the crew, the Sewol 

had tilted 60 degrees to the left, making it impossible for 

the passengers to move throughout the ferry. When the 

waters began pouring in, passengers were trapped in 

their rooms. The Sewol did not have enough life jackets 

for all of the passengers, and only two of its forty lifeboats 

were used to move passengers to safety. 

Between 9:30 a.m. and 11:00 a.m., helicopters and 

nearby boats rescued the passengers and crew who 

were able to escape, including the captain and the junior 

officer. At 11:20 a.m., the Sewol was submerged.

AFTERMATH OF THE SHIPWRECK
Crew members were arrested days after the sinking. 

They were charged with not performing their duties and 

failing to help passengers in need. Four crew members, 

SINKING OF THE SEWOL
The Sewol began to tilt after a sudden turn. Study the 

diagram of the Sewol’s tipping. How might this angle have 
made it more difficult to rescue passengers? Why might 

passengers trapped in the lower decks have had a harder 
time escaping once the Sewol began to tilt?
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including the captain and the junior 

officer, were charged with murder.

Anger at the government’s 

response to the disaster forced 

South Korean Prime Minister 

Chung Hong-won to resign, but 

President Park Geun-hye remained 

in office. President Park disbanded 

South Korea’s coast guard for its 

poor response to the disaster and 

recovery. The former coast guard 

duties were to be given to a newly 

created Department for National 

Safety. The worst South Korean 

maritime disaster in 20 years 

had far-reaching effects on the 

country and its people. Maritime 

experts around the world took 

steps to prevent similar disasters in 

the future. 

Visitors tie ribbons at a memorial for the Sewol ferry victims.

DANGERS DURING 
RECOVERY
Strong currents and 
poor water conditions 
hampered the rescue 
and recovery operation 
following the sinking of 
the Sewol. Divers first 
looked for survivors by 
tapping on the hull, or 
outside surface, of the 
ship and listening for a 
response, but they soon 
began looking for bodies 
rather than survivors. 
Many bodies were 
difficult to access because 
of locked doors and 
debris. Two divers died 
in recovery operations 
after losing consciousness 
underwater. Rescuers 
must weigh the chances 
of finding survivors 
against the risks to divers 
when planning a rescue 
operation.
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