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Abstract:

This article discusses some of the reasons for the deterioration of living and working conditions on board merchant ships. It describes some of the aspects of this development and it debates if any change is to be expected from considerations of economic rationality.
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Introduction

Struggles to improve the sort of seafarers in the merchant marine are old. They were led by trade union strategies of protest and resistance as well as by public campaigns, and they resulted in a body of national as well as of international regulation. Since the radical internationalisation of the shipping industry, which started in the mid-seventies of the 20th century, many gains of these strategies have been lost. The process is well know. By cutting the genuine link between ship and flag state the domain of traditional Flag State Control as well as the domain of national trade union struggles was greatly reduced. Free choice of Flag State as well as the introduction of international registers in traditional seafaring states made it possible to react to the hardening of competition by doing away with many improvements which, since the end of the fifties of the 20th century, had been introduced aboard merchant ships of highly industrialised countries. The globalisation of the shipping industry produced a situation in which demands for improvement had to either hope for the success of appeals to managers or for the success of  ITF policies. 

It was not the working and living conditions of seafarers but safety considerations which provoked the reform of already existing or the introduction of new international control regimes.(J. Dirks, 2001, passim) While this strategy of international control has, of course, to be pursued we should not expect too much too soon because the present form of these regimes still leaves room for national policies which more or less contradict the intention of the system. And indeed, while Tony Alderton and Nick Winchester (2002) in their analysis of Flag States, confirm the salutary effects of Port State Control on some of the established Flags of Convenience, they also show that the system still makes it possible for governments to advertise their registers by more or less openly stating that they will refrain from any control. The second aspect of this national execution of an international control regime is the fact that in many ports the results to be obtained by a Port State Control are still more or less a matter of the amount of cash which captains (and their companies) are asked to pay .( see also R.Rees, 1998) In any case, Port State Control, while it covers certain aspects of living conditions on board, can only be seen as a very rudimentary  measure to improve working conditions. It is still a matter of debate if the practice of the ISM Code will notably change this situation. 

On the other hand, it now looks as if the general situation on the maritime labour market is changing in a way which might support demands for improvement. Since most experts agree that the authors of BIMCO/ISF (2000) were correct in predicting a severe lack of qualified ship officers in the near future, we might assume that improvement is just around the corner. I will discuss different aspects of this assumption as well as some of the difficulties which stand in the way of effective reform.

The transformation of basic conditions for personnel management in the shipping industry

There used to be “ships of shame” and there still are “ships of shame”. Many a seafarer has to experience what the authors of one publication have called “Voyages of Abuse” (A.D.Couper &  C.J. Walsh &B.A. Stanberry& G.L.B oerne,1999) while others talked of modern Galley slaves ( N. Mamère & D. Cattelain, 2000; ICONS 2001)) or of “Trouble on Board” (P.K. Chapmann, 1992). There are companies who send crews over the ocean in ships which are not safe and are devoid of even a minimum standard of equipment for the crew. Those companies usually pay their crews very badly and sometimes not at all. During the last years owners of “ships of shame” had to adjust their policies to changed circumstances, but they have not yet been driven out of the market. By risking the life of their crews they still manage to squeeze gains out of worn-out ships for some years. Unfortunately the publication of the OECD about the possibility to obtain competitive advantages by non-observance of international rules(1996) has not yet become outdated. Just like any other illegal firm, ship owners which violate international rules can implement economic rationality. Since their policy only allows for very short term strategies, expectations of a scarcity of ship officers that are still a few years away will not induce them to any change of policy. In this sector of the shipping industry help is only to be expected from the improvement of control regimes. I therefore exclude it from  the argumentation in this contribution.

But the deterioration of working and living conditions for seafarers is not restricted to sub-standard-ships. The wide range of variations between company policies  notwithstanding, seafarers in general have had to get used to many new burdens during the last decades. It might be useful to sort out their causes, because, if there are some aspects of the seafaring life of our days which should be accepted as having become part and parcel of the fundamental structures of the industry, there are others which might be improved or even done away with if the tendency to conceive of seafarers as mere appendages to the technical system “ship” was brought to a halt.

Under the heading of structural elements we have to range the globalisation of the maritime labour market through the practice of flagging out ships as well as through the introduction of international registers. There still exist ships with crews that are composed of only one nationality. Many of these are operated under the flag of China, others are employed in cabotage services, but  by now at leat two thirds of all seafarers in the world fleet are employed on ships with multinational crews. (E.Kahveci & H:Sampson, 2001, 43). Though flagging out has a long tradition in seafaring, a new era has been triggered off by events in the seventies of the 20th century: By the break down of the Bretton Woods System with the consequence of an exploding international financial market, a reduction in the rate of growth of global output and hence of international trade, and by the dramatic rise in the price of raw oil with the consequence of transforming a scarcity in the supply of carrying capacity in the course of a few weeks into a dramatic situation of  surplus. This change was most marked in the tanker sector, but it soon affected the whole industry.(Stig Tenold, 2001, passim) One of the aspects of this crisis was the break down of the prices for second hand ships. This enabled competitors from developing countries to better establish themselves in the market. By benefiting from the fact that they did not need big loans to get hold of a ship as well as from their possibility of hiring cheap crews they managed to compete with long established enterprises - and this even as outsiders of shipping conferences. Since many states tried to overcome the crisis in the shipbuilding industry by offering subsidies, they obstructed the reduction of surplus tonnage. It was in these years that many more companies decided to flag out (Ibid; ILO Report 2001), and it was in these years that the practice became, so to say, socially accepted behaviour. In the meantime, even the ITF has given up its fight against the FOCs and has decided to, instead, try to influence working conditions in the political no-man’s land in which most seafarers of today are working. (for e.g. M.Blanke, 2002, p. 92) 

Seafarers are work migrants but in contrast to all those who legally work in a foreign country, seafarers are not migrating into another nation state but into the world market. In this very special world there are conventions and contracts and even debates about a new “Bill of Rights” for Seafarers (ILO 01/02) but one has only to read how many conventions of the ILO have not been ratified by the signatar states in order to realise that as yet global governance has not become a substitute for national social policy and national labour law.

If flagging out broke the genuine link between ship, crew and flag state, developments in the methods of financing broke the link between ship owner and crew. With the development of the financial market it has become more and more typical that the owners of a ship are no longer identical with its managers. Hence there is no longer any genuine connection between the owner of a ship and the men (and sometimes women) who work and live on it. Owners who barely know what is fore and aft in a ship quite understandably tend to see crews quite simply as cost elements.

One might think that the method of financing investments in the shipping industry does not make any great difference to seafarers. For the crew below the rank of officers it is the general condition of the ship, the master and the chief, and – to a minor degree – the other officers that account most for the situation aboard, for the captain it might be more important that many companies have stopped to engage a nautical inspector than that the ship belongs to a bank. But it is not quite as easy as that. Because the change of investment patterns has implanted the typical elements of the shareholder culture into the industry. This is not favourable to long-term strategies and it is not favourable to considerations of social policy. Dominant patterns of financing investments have furthered the tendency to see seafarers as appendages to the technical system “ship”.

Three developments tend to further widen the gap between seafarers and owners: First there is a marked process of concentration on the side of the management firms. While there are managing owners who have only one or very few ships to deal with, the overall picture is a huge process of concentration. Some 80% of the total market are accounted for by firms that manage between 15 and 200 ships, 50% of  these firms even manage 200 ships and more. (ILO Report 2001, p. 15) Notwithstanding the fact that the somewhat romantic conception of “small is beautiful” has seldom held true in the shipping industry, the personnel management of big companies necessarily stays rather aloof from the individuals on board.

Secondly the charterers.  I will not go into the many different forms of charter, nor into the different policies of charterers, but only point to the fact that if there are converging interests between company and charterer, their respective position also prescribes a difference of interest. On board ships these sometimes find their expression in conflicting orders and the master then finds himself being placed between Skylla and Charybdis.

What is he to do if the company orders a test of the gyro-compass and the charterer, after having been informed of this order, insists on immediate departure? Does he dare to tell the charterer’s office that the change of route which has been decided upon ashore is not possible because there is no way that he could get the map to enter the new port of destination, if the management has only just got this charter two weeks ago? Can he be sure that the management will support him if he decides to change course because of very bad weather in spite of  the charterer’s insistence on a continuation of the course? And, of course, today most masters know that some of his colleagues had to find out before court that they should have considered the charterers’ command as binding.

The use of manning agencies as suppliers of so and so many individuals of that and that formal qualification is only an expression of the already mentioned tendency to see seafarers as appendages to the technical system “ship”. Some companies have established preferred agency relationships, others have set up their own manning agency in a foreign country and have tried to develop a consistent policy of hiring qualified personnel. But there still is ample room for manning agencies which offer “hands” to “rock bottom” prices after having extracted considerable sums from the men who seek an occupation. And there is also room for the practice of blacklists and for severe disciplinary measures if seafarers dare to contact the ITF.( ICONS, 2000, pp 43-45) Much of the recruitment in the shipping industry of our days is just this: a trade in human labour power. This gives personnel managers of companies only a very limited chance to adhere to the management principle of producing a corporate identity, a principle, which of late has been so highly praised in manuals and workshops which were designed for the personnel management of shore-based industries. The time when deck hands and oilers used to be proud of their company and when the women of seafarers refused to get used to the merger of two formerly separate companies seems to be more than two or three decades away. Nevertheless, while practices of manning agencies should be better controlled and often improved, the institution of the manning agency as a relay station in the global maritime labour market has to be seen as having become a permanent feature of the shipping industry. Together with new investment patterns, global processes  of concentration, and the organisation of multi-modal transport logistics through charterers, their existence will not be put into question by any shortage of personnel.

The prediction of a shortage of supply on the maritime labour market 

It is in these basic structures that seafarers will have to go on working and that the shipping industry will have to develop strategies to not only attract young men but to induce them to stay longer in the occupation. So far no reliable data about the average time of service on board ships of  the merchant marine is available. The Seafarers’ International Research Centre is organising a project to follow cohorts of seafarers (Tony Lane, Proceedings, pp.18-19 but for the time being experts have simply hardened their statements by once and again citing each other. While a few years ago one could still sometimes hear that for ship-officers the average time-span of their active seafaring career was seven years, the assumption is now down to three or four years. I have not heard anybody venture into a statement about the average duration of seafaring for deck hands or members of the engine-crew who stay in that position. Even if general assumptions about the shortness of stay might be somewhat exaggerated, it seems to be evident that the percentage of  those whom J.M.M.Hill (1972) suggested to call “Short-Term Stayers” has grown while that of the “Medium–Term–Stayers” and of the “Long-Term-Stayers” keeps getting smaller. Nevertheless, we should not forget, that even at the end of the sixties and the beginning of the seventies, i.e. in a period which seafarers today often term the end of “real seafaring”, Moreby (1975, Hill, as well as Ingenhoven, Kleemann and Runger (1967) came to the conclusion that seafaring was not a lifelong occupation but an interlude in the occupational life of the majority of European seafarers. This interlude was usually shorter for deck hands than for the engine crew and for ship officers, but already then a large percentage, especially of the ship officers, left the service after only three years. These data might lead to the conclusion that the industry should forget about trying to keep qualified personnel for a longer time and, instead, simply endeavour to attract and train a much larger number of beginners than hitherto from the almost unlimited potential of young men in poor countries. 

This strategy will, indeed, have to be pursued, but there are limitations to its possible effectiveness. Because the safe operation of a ship not only requires trained personnel it also requires experienced personnel. While this view is more or less accepted when it comes to leading ship officers, the personnel management of many companies seems to take it much more lightly when it comes to deck hands or oilers. Often it seems to be assumed that in these departments technology has more or less done away with the need of an experienced crew. This attitude became established when containerisation started its triumphant advance. Many held the conviction that technical progress had now done away with the necessity of hiring and keeping qualified deck crews. Crews which were specialised in dealing with complicated problems of stowing seemed to have been made superfluous. 

Even today the world fleet is not dominated by container ships, but the conception of deck labour which has been triggered off by containerisation  has long been extended to the whole industry. In many offices the perception still seems to prevail  that the most important qualification of deck hands is their low price. 

However, anybody who has worked on a container ship or who has had the chance to observe the work process on these ships will be able to recount numerous situations when only the initiative and the competent work of deck hands prevented a calamity. 

Sometimes companies who run general cargo ships hire one or two men more than they would be obliged to do according to regulations. But captains who have had the command of one of these ships tell us that whenever they had to stow large machinery or other bulk cargo they and their first officers had to start a training program on board. They were quite willing to do so, but not to start again from point zero every time they came back after  a leave. 

Concerning the engine crew the trust in technology has not been quite as predominant. Nevertheless, even amongst shore based personnel of the shipping industry there are some who take it that the expression “watch free” means that on board modern ships there is not much more to do than to watch a computer screen and turn a few knobs. 

And it is only engineers who will tell you that today you are never really “off duty” at night because each and every alarm is transmitted into your cabin and you have to run down several stairs in order to find out if the alarm  is to be neglected or demands a re-adjustment. Of course, the rise of the degree of mechanisation has made some of the maintenance work, like, for example, the exchange of  a piston, much less strenuous than it used to be. But there are still separators to be cleaned, valve heads to be changed, pumps to be controlled and many other things which – even if no real problem should ever occur – keep an engine crew busy. 

By now companies which operate container ships have more or less accepted that they have to spent money on qualified oilers and sometimes even on a well-trained mechanic. Since for these ships port stays usually are very short, engine crews have to be able to perform major maintenance work in a very short and given period of time. For bulk carriers with their often longer port stays diversions from this personnel policy seem to exist. Chief engineers tell us that if they complain about the inadequate qualification of their crews they are told that crews do not have to be so very qualified because it is cheaper to postpone major maintenance work  until the next time a ship will be in a dockyard. While this practice might, indeed, be feasible in many instances and while it might be economically rational, engineers tell us, that there is a wide gap between theory and reality. Stays in dockyards tend to become shorter all the time.  When operation is resumed before major deficiencies have been removed, they are told that the “rest“ will have to be carried out by the crew. Some companies which try to keep crew costs as low as possible engage outside firms for special maintenance tasks or repairs Once again: this strategy may be economically rational in many instances, but if an emergency arises, and be it in some port, the outside specialists are far away and engineers will have to manage with the personnel at hand.  
Perhaps it is on the bridge that technical progress has had its greatest impact as a labour saving device. Even if people like myself still think it necessary to teach and practice traditional methods of navigation and claim that neither weather routing nor advice from the shore can sufficiently substitute for the decisions of  well trained and experienced masters and ship officers there is no denying that Radar, GPS and electronic maps have rendered navigation easier and probably also safer than it was thirty years ago. However, the overall effect of technical progress on bridge management has not been to reduce the amount of work but to restructure its composition. 

All of this leads to the conclusion that enlightened personnel policy has to strife to keep qualified personnel as long as possible, and be it only an  average of two or three years more than individuals had envisaged when they first entered this career. However, looking once more at the research which has been conducted before the radical transformation of seafaring, one might be thoroughly disillusioned about the possible effects of this strategy. Because already at the turn from the sixties to the seventies most seafarers who abandoned their active career, gave as the most important reason for this decision that they wanted to have a family life. Today we do not have any systematic statistical data, but most of us who interview seafarers would probably agree that this is still the reason which is usually given when somebody tells you that he plans on quitting in three or four years time. At first sight this renders any strategy which aims at the prolongation of duration rather futile, but when Hans-Joachim Jensen looked through the older data in 1980, he ventured the hypothesis that in some cases family-life was just given as the main reason for quitting because it seemed to be the one reason which was socially most easily accepted. Some of those who left were much too young to already have a family, and those who most complained about being away from their families for long stretches of time were the Long-Term Stayers amongst the nautical officers. ( H.-J.Jensen, 1980, pp 93-100) The family then had evidently not made them decide to quit. It might therefore be assumed that the separation from the family and the difficulty to start a family, important as it is for seafarers, might be less decisive if there was not a general dissatisfaction about the conditions of work and life which almost daily lend support to it. It is in this rather small margin of uncertain limitations that strategies of personnel management have to be developed. In suggesting a few measures for improvement  I will start out with those which will cost money and conclude with some suggestions  which could be put into practice with hardly any or no monetary costs or no costs at all.

How to keep seafarers a few years longer in  the occupation – some suggestions 

Some weeks ago we interviewed a young captain who had just quit his career as a seafarer a very short time ago. When asked for his reasons he told about his family, when asked what he thinks should be changed onboard ships the first thing he said was:“It would already make a difference if they would put carpet floors in the cabins”. Having had  more time to think about the question he might have come up with something much more important, and one might even debate about the practicability of carpet floors in the cabins of a bulk carrier. 

I only cite this statement because I want to make it clear that even if some more money will have to be spent on seafarers in the near future in order to labour against the pending shortage of supply, success will not simply depend on the amount of money which companies will invest in an experienced crew. If there are enough young men in the world for whom the pay in the shipping industry is something like a dream come true, even they usually start planning to leave the occupation  after a few years. Seafarers are not as easily bought as the workforce ashore because they not only work but also live on ships.

When ships are constructed, the fact that seafarers have to live on them for months, and sometimes even for more than a year at a time, is not taken into consideration. Naval architects have to try to maximise cargo space and to minimise costs. If this means putting the living quarters of seafarers in the rear or sometimes even in the stern of a ship, that’s just too bad for the seafarers. While Michael Grey from Lloyd’s List still thinks  (Grey, 2002, pp.76-82) that this situation should be changed and living quarters be installed where the movement of a ship is relatively small, I would only ask that when a ship is designed it is taken into consideration that it may behave quite differently if it is not fully loaded. 

During the last two years, when there were often only a very few boxes on board, many a seafarer had to find out that a certain ship was suddenly rocking crazily in bad weather. One captain told us that during one of these voyages he offered to switch cabins with whomsoever from the crew as long as he would get a cabin which was located further down. Of course, nobody accepted and he went on not being able to sleep. 

Today, many ships are built in Asian docks. While great care is usually taken to make sure that the technical equipment is adequate, the design and the furnishing of living quarters often document the lack of consideration for the crew. Seafarers have got used to not expecting luxuries. 

But they would appreciate it if there was enough room between their bed and the writing desk to squeeze in a chair. It is not very comfortable to write a letter if the chair can only be put alongside the writing desk. 

Today, crews are so reduced in numbers that one is tempted to think it possible to grant them the extra square meters which would be necessary in order to attend to these needs. 

But even if living quarters were improved and possibilities for recreation more abundant (see also Helen Sampson, 2000),  this would not help to overcome the strain of the very long contract. There are some German companies which offer four months contracts to the German officers on ships that are employed in feeder services and in special North Atlantic lines, one German company even has made these short contracts the rule. According to the results of the research on seafarers’ families this might help to lessen some of the stress on them, to help the officers to be more than a visitor at home and the whole family to develop a sense of belonging which is embedded in every day practices. There are companies who also offer very short contracts to foreign seafarers, but these are very often contracts under lamentable conditions of work and of living. Until now I have not heard of any big company offering short contracts to their seafarers from other continents, and indeed, these seafarers cannot wish for short contracts as long as they can not be reasonably sure that they will be employed again after their leave. The change of these practices is costly. If nothing else, there are always the extra travel costs to calculate, but it could help to keep experienced seafarers.

Then we come to the most traditional of topics: food. Exceptions apart, there usually are enough victuals on board, and it is usually rather the managing owner with only one or two ships who tells you “they gorge on that ship” when the account told him that the cook had spent more than an average of six Dollars per day.(Interv.14.8.01) If there are many jokes about ship chandlers who try hard to find some extra cheap victuals, their quality is most often not the main problem. But on some ships there really are very bad cooks. Some captains in desperation have gone to the kitchen and taught the cook how to prepare some meals, often with the result that they than have to eat these meals at least once a week. It would cost money to make sure that every cook is well trained, but food on a ship has been and still is more than just food, it often is almost the only kind of recreation.  

Shore leave and agents: most young seafarers have not known better and therefore take accept as one of the conditions of their job that turn around times are short and shore leave is rare. But sometimes a bulk carrier lies for days in a port where discharging and loading stop at six in the evening and shore leave could easily be arranged. But then the crew has no local money and the agent, who in former times not only brought newspapers and often fresh bread aboard is only working for the charterer. The agent can be asked to look for a spare part but he is not to be asked to bring a small amount of local money. Seafarers usually are quite ingenious when it comes to organising a shore trip, but if they had once ended up in a Japanese police station because they had tried to pay the fare in a local bus with US Dollar, they prefer not to try that again. If it is understandable that a company does not spent the money to have its own agent in every small port, it should be possible to envisage making it a point in the contract that the charterer’s agent should also be ready to assist the crew. 

Managements not only endeavour to save on pay, they also try to make savings on the upkeep 

of crews. 

A satellite antenna which would enable the crew to use the television set not only while in port is usually considered to be too expensive and if seafarers get tired of the seventeen videos in German and 21 videos in English which each one of the crew has long learned to narrate from start to end and from end to start, they somehow manage to watch one of these the umpteenth time, hoping that in one of the next ports the captain will be able to exchange videos with another ship.

But communication with home is quite a different matter.  

Today, most ships have satellite telephones. Aside from the fact that crew members can not afford to regularly use them, these telephones are not easily accessible. There are captains who only allow to make use of them in exceptional circumstances, because any private call will have to be deduced from the general bill and then from the pay of the respective crew member; some captains do not like to have crew members come to the bridge while an officer of their own nationality is on duty because they might distract him, and crew members hesitate to make a call on the bridge or in the private rooms of the captain when he is present, even if he will not be able to understand what they are saying. 

In the abstract of a new research program A.J.Davies and M.C.Parfett (2002) from SIRC mention that there is a growing number of seafarers who have internet facilities at home. But given the fact that many companies either prohibit the use of any communication facilities by the crew onboard their ships or still make use of low speed communication links which make even simple e-mail communication an expensive affair, the blessings of the internet have, as yet, only reached a small number of seafarers. There have been deliberations and even agreements with the ITF, and on some British owned ships an experiment of offering the possibility of cheap calls is under way (Interview with W.W.,15.6.02), but for most seafarers the most important means of communication remains the telephone in port. Alas, this often either does not exist or is out of order. In the handbook on ports which is to be found amongst the manuals of bridge management one finds numerous statements saying: no health service and no telephone available. While this is most common for ports which are operated by private companies, there are also many other ports in which seafarers either find very poor conditions – i.e., for example, four telephones on a single pole which is put up in the middle of the container terminal of Miami. 

All during port stay one observes four seafarers at the same time trying to talk to a small child or some other relative in the middle of the infernal noise of discharging or loading a container ship. There is a long waiting queue because the pole has to suffice for all the ships in port. 

In some ports seafarers will find a telephone but no possibility to buy a telephone card because there is neither a seafarers’ mission nor anybody else who will bring them on board. In 2001 I was twice in the port of Manzanillo, being located at one end of the Panama Canal. Both times the teller for telephone cards was working but the telephone was out of order. At the other end of the canal, in the port of Balboa, there was a new telephone booth, but it was empty.  

When I went along on sea voyages ship officers have often formulated critique of a certain company policy or have deplored the present state of seafaring and the low status of seafarers. Crew members usually were much more guarded. It was only when, once again, their hope of making a call had been disappointed that they openly complaint. In a situation like this I once heard a crew member exclaim: “Jesus Christ, we are human.” And it was from this exclamation that I got the idea for the somewhat non-academic title of my contribution. 

This brings me to possible improvements, which, though they would cost little or no money at all, could make quite a difference. Most of them can be summed up under the heading of “consideration”. Young seafarers of today have grown up in the impersonal structures which have become typical of their profession. But “Medium- Term- Stayers” amongst the officers and especially the captains can remember a time when things were different. They sometimes can hardly believe it when they find themselves waiting in a corridor of the office and then being treated more or less offhand by a clerk of the management. 

If this is hurting their pride the want of consideration can and often does also affect the performance of service aboard ships. A captain, today, usually spends an average of five hours per day on administrative work, including the functions which, in former times, had been the obligation of a radio operator. This time is prolonged on tankers with extra safety regulations and on voyages with many stops in port and short stretches of sea voyage in between.  There is, of course, nothing to be said against the requirement of sending regular reports on all sorts of matters.  Even ship officers who rant about the bureaucracy connected with the ISM-Code often  do so by pointing out that for their specific company the requirements are nothing really new. Reviewing the many complaints we have been told as well as the curses we have overheard, I would point out three aspects which – even under present day conditions – could be changed. 

There were companies which, though they managed to get their ISM certificate, have been very deficient in their preparation of this process. 

On some ships there are now very big folders which contain the so-called company specific safety policy. In truth, the program had been bought from a consulting firm and had not been adjusted to the specific structure of the company. Skipping through such folders one gets the impression that the company really only wanted to gain the possibility of producing the certificate if it should happen to have to deal with an insurance company. 

This notwithstanding, the officers onboard are obliged to translate this so-called safety policy into action. 

Ship officers tell us that very often it becomes quite clear that their reports have not been read. They curse, try to calm themselves and send a message in which they refer to the report they had already sent. This, of course, also happens with charterers. Captains and officers then get the impression that they are asked to send in reports just for principles sake.

And it is by no means an exception that orders are received on board which demonstrate that there is no effective flow of information in the management ashore or that employees do not bother to think twice before they take a decision. 

If a ship is ordered to bunker in a port of one of the Arabian states, the captain has to make sure that no pornographic picture, no picture of a Christian Saint or the Holy mother is in a cabin  and that all the bottles of beer and other alcoholic beverages are collected, stowed away and afterwards distributed again. While this is always bothering, it seems blatant nuisance when the amount to be bunkered is very small because the ship, after having bunkered in a Mediterranean port will only be able to take in a very small amount. Since the process of going into port, bunkering and resuming the course of the voyage will, all in all, prolong the voyage for at least ten hours, the cost of this decision will by far surmount any possible advantage of a low price for bunker oil which is offered in this specific port at this specific time. In situations like this a captain and his officers tend to get quite outspoken even if researchers are around.  

Lately, a captain who was in command of a ship that makes an average of thirteen knots, told us, that he has been asked by the charterer if he could not make sure that the ship would reach the next port already the following day. But this port was 500 miles away. He could only answer that in order to so he would need another engine. One could take this as a joke, but amusement is not coming easy if this is one of many questions demonstrating the disinterest in the conditions aboard.

Disinterest and even disregard are also present in the manner means of communication are made use of. Employees in a shore based management usually have the week-end off and go back to work on Monday mornings at eight or nine o’clock. Half an hour later they notice that they would like to know something from the captain of a certain ship. Out goes the e-mail or the fax demanding an immediate answer. It would help if employees ashore would be reminded of the fact that ships very often happen to be in different time zones and that urgent answers should only be demanded if time is really pressing. While the recurrent disturbance of rest may be tolerated when a ship is on a long sea voyage it endangers the safety of the ship when it occurs on a ship which is engaged in feeder services, the characteristics of this branch of transport being very short stretches of sea voyage, frequent port calls and a habitually overtired crew. If a ship like this is operated in a different time zone than the location of the shore based management, the regard of working conditions aboard becomes of paramount importance.

Conclusion

Having until now been quite cautious in formulating suggestions for improvement, I would like to conclude with the suggestion which many in the industry will take as prove of my being somewhat ignorant of the world. This notwithstanding, I am quite convinced that what the shipping industry of our days is most in need of are “real crews”. I dare to predict that in order to enhance the safety of shipping the stability of crews  is more important than any number of safety drills, and I also dare to predict that only by working and living in “real crews” will young officers once more feel “at home” in their profession and stop to look for a better alternative as soon as possible. 

There are three aspects to this suggestion: 
Firstly: To develop stable crews ((see also: E.Kahveci & H. Sampson, 2001, p. 59)   it would be necessary to adjust the lengths of contracts. In other words, contracts for seafarers below the rank of  officers would have to be shortened. This, of course, could only to be done if good colleagues could be certain that their contract would be renewed. 

Secondly: If crews are supposed to, once more, meet more or less unchanged aboard a ship after their leave, a rather sophisticated administrative program would have to be developed.

Thirdly: The attitude of many ship officers would have to be changed. While the colleagues from SIRC seem to have come to the conclusion that by now the problems of international crews have more or less been overcome and that these will function especially well if there are as many nationalities onboard as possible,  I hesitate to wholeheartedly support this view. From discussions with ship officers as well as from observations aboard several ships I draw the conclusion that the attitudes of many German officers towards foreign crew members still correspond rather well with the attitude that has come to dominate management policies: crew members are more or less seen as appendages to the technical system “ship”. This does not preclude that officers manage to work together with the members of the crew, but it does preclude the development of a “real crew”, i.e. a social structure which is not only composed of so and so many hands with that and that certificate but of individuals the specific skills, shortcomings and capabilities of which are known to the other people in the crew. 

There are always exceptions, but at least amongst German officers it is still very common to hear them talk about the Philippinos, or the Kiribas and not about individuals and one still can find officers who do not bother to learn the names of their subordinates. When  it comes to recreation I more often than not found attempts of cultural segregation. 

This somewhat cautious interpretation of the stadium of integration of the international maritime work force is somewhat supported by the findings of Captain Vivek Jain from  the Maritime Academy in Singapure. Jain asked young Asian ship officers why they had quit their seafaring career after only a few years. They told him that they had not be prepared to work and live in international crews (2001). Vivek Jain therefore demands that the preparation of ship officers for this task should be included into STCW 95. I support this demand. 
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