
THE BRITISH TUGOWNERS
ASSOCIATION

THE FIRST 75 YEARS



THE BTA

• The BTA was founded in 1934 by a number of prominen t  tug owners
from through out the UK under the leadership of Wil liam Crosthwaite.  
This was 130 years after the first towing vessel  h ad appeared on the 
Forth & Clyde canal

• By 1934 most ports had more than one tug operator w ith the larger ports 
having up to six or seven companies sharing the ava ilable work. The 
London Tug Owners Association had eight members alo ne

• The companies were predominantly family owned with others owned by 
the Port Authorities or railway companies

• Most companies operated steam tugs with engines dev eloping between 
500 and 1000 horse power which equated to a static pull of between 5 
and 10 tons although some owners had started experi menting with the 
diesel engine and even diesel electric propulsion

• Many steam tugs saw over 50 years service but the b asic design of the 
hulls remained the same even after the arrival of d iesel propulsion 



THE TYPICAL HARBOUR TUG IN 1934

• 90 to 110 feet long

• Single screw

• Twin boilers

• Triple expansion or compound 
steam engine

• Capstan and windlass

• Conventional lifeboat’s

• Crew 7 – 9

• Capability to undertake coastal 
towage using fixed gear



ACKLAM CROSS

• Entered service in 1934

• 2 x 300hp 6 cylinder 
diesel Brotherhood 
Ricardo engines 
running at 900 rpm 
driving a 500hp General 
Electric motor

• Full Bridge Control

• Hydraulic Steering

• Cost £30,000

• First major reduction in 
manning from 8 to 4 or 
5 man crew



THE EARLY YEARS

• The effect of Second World 
War on the industry both in 
losses and new tonnage

• Kort Nozzles

• Diesel & Diesel electric 
machinery

• WT & VHF radio

• The threat of nationalisation

• There was little or no 
attempt to reduce manning



WAR LOSSES & NEW TONNAGE
• Most companies suffered war losses 

some with a major loss of life

• Replacement Steam Tugs came in the 
form of the Empire and the TID class 
and others came from the USA & 
Canada such as the diesel TANAC 
class

• The Government place orders for 
hundreds of tugs which were to 
become available at the end of the war 

• Many tugs were returned to their 
owners in a very poor condition at the 
end of the war

• The tug played a major part in the 
evacuation of Dunkirk and the towage 
of the Mulberry Harbours to France 
following the D Day landings

• In addition many tugs were relocated to 
other ports around the UK or taken up 
by the Royal Navy as Rescue tugs



THE FIRST SIGNS OF CHANGE 

• Although the last Steam Tug in 
the UK was not built until 1958 
most companies had started to 
move to diesel power shortly 
after the WW2

• The larger tug companies had 
started to absorb the smaller 
operators or amalgamate with 
companies similar in size to 
their own

• Ownership in some cases 
passed to larger Shipping 
companies

• Some towage concerns pooled 
the available work 



THE 1950s & 60s



THE WIND OF CHANGE

• The Voith Tractor Tug

• Hydroconic hull design

• The Azimuthing Stern Drive 
tug

• The Combi Tug & others

• Z Tech & Rota tug

• The push for more power

• The high speed diesel engine

• The production line shipyard

• The reduction in manning to 
two or three crew



INNOVATIONS

• Bow thrusters & retractable 
azimuthing thrusters

•Single & Twin Voith 
Schneider propellers

•ASD - Duck Peller, Z Peller, 
Schottel, Aquamaster & 
many others

•Hybrid Tractor propulsion

•Hi performance towing 
winches

•Dyneema high modular 
polyethylene (HMPE) ropes



TOWAGE 75 YEARS ON

• Harbour tugs of over 100 tbp

• Standard designs 

• Micro tugs under 24m loa but 
up to 70 tbp

• Dedicated Escort & Specialist 
Terminal Tugs costing between 
8 & 10 million US dollars 

• Fewer but much larger tug 
companies 

• Global harbour towage 
companies

• Continuing development in 
Carousel tugs, Azimuthing 
winches and advanced 
propulsion systems    



The BTA TODAY & TOMORROW 

• The British Tug owners 
Association continues to 
promote the interests of 
over eighteen port towage 
operators in the UK, 
representing their views 
on legislative and 
economic issues.

• The BTA provides training 
and career development 
portfolios and helps to 
advance safety and 
technical development 
within the industry.

• Training for the future

• A Safer workplace

• Advice & Support
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THE END

Tug Simulation trials 2009

Tug Simulation trials 1934


