SAFETY CREW MENTAL HEALTH

Crew well-being gains
traction in cruise shipping

T

hey say that every cloud has a
silver lining. It is just possible
that this terrible pandemic has
shone a much needed and
sought after spotlight on the
tremendous contribution made by crew and
on their welfare, in both the cruise and cargo
shipping industries, which carry some 90 per
cent of global trade.
CruiseTimes spoke about this issue with
a number of relevant authorities. What came
through loud and clear was a frustration felt
by the seafarers and many others in the
shipping industry that the seafarers were not
always treated, or even respected, as key
workers for the important services that they
provide.
Fifteen years since the Maritime Labour
Convention was adopted in 2006, there is a
clear ground-swell of opinion that a lot more
needs to be done about the crew’s place in
global society. Cross-border international
responsibility for their health and well-being
is called for.
The cruise industry is one of the biggest
employers of seafarers. As we at home
struggled to come to terms with the
coronavirus pandemic, crew on board cruise
ships were in a far more difficult place. Far
away from home and with an unfolding crisis
being handled by governments worldwide in
very different ways, getting home was no
simple matter. Inevitably this took a toll on
the mental health of those who were
stranded on board ships.
Cruise lines have been confronted with
this issue head on and have worked hard to
address it. It has been a priority and a major
worry for many in the sector. “I am very
grateful that we didn’t have anyone who selfharmed, but we did have people who
needed intervention to help them get
through this. This was for people waiting to
get home rather than those working during
lay-up,” said Bud Darr, executive vice
president of maritime policy and government
affairs, MSC Group.
In March 2020, the cruise industry came
to a standstill almost overnight. Hundreds of
thousands of crewmembers were stranded
on board ships worldwide, most of them
needing to get home. Recognising the
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THE MENTAL WELL-BEING OF CREW HAS BEEN TESTED DURING
THE PANDEMIC LIKE NEVER BEFORE. FROM COUNSELLING TO WI-FI
PROVISION TO RETRAINING, THE INDUSTRY HAS UPPED ITS FOCUS
ON THIS VITAL TOPIC, WHICH IS A KEY INGREDIENT TO ITS SUCCESS.
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MSC Cruises, LinkedIn on board.
magnitude of the crisis, the industry made
unparalleled efforts to repatriate its loyal
crew, hampered by travel restrictions and
airline cancellations, among other things.
“[We] spent several months and $300 million
(€247.5 million) working around the clock to
successfully repatriate 90,000 crewmembers
to over 130 countries, using 59 Carnival
ships totalling 800,000 nautical miles and
chartering hundreds of planes,” said Roger
Frizzell, chief communications officer,
Carnival Corp. & plc.
Carnival was not alone. Others, like MSC
Cruises, faced the same hurdles. “Borders
were closed, administrations had their own
restrictions, there was confusion amongst
authorities, there was a lack of availability of
flights,” said Darr, who, among others, felt
that seafarers were treated unfairly by certain
governments and should be awarded the
same degree of travel freedom as fellow
professionals when it came to repatriation
and crew changes.
At the outset, the situation that was
imposed on the ships also created
unnecessary hardship on board. “The
policies of certain governments exacerbated

the circumstances on board, for example
high levels of isolation, even though there
was no Covid. The way the initial incidents
were managed by public health authorities, if
it ever happens again, would be a grave
error,” said Darr.
Everyone involved, including the cruise
lines, classification societies, crewing
agencies, and charities, were only too aware
of the pressure put on crew and the need to
support them during this time. To mitigate
the suffering, they went the extra mile.
Practical measures were taken.
Passenger cabins (some with balconies) and
venues, for example, were made available to
the crew. Internet connections were
improved and provided for free. In many
cases, professional support was made
available in person or online. Job sharing,
exposure to other departments, and cross
training were also implemented by some.

Repatriation efforts
Like all other shipping sectors, cruise
lines were immediately faced with the
unprecedented challenge of repatriation and
crew changes involving a huge number of
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Far away from home and
with an unfolding crisis being
handled by governments
worldwide in very different
ways, getting home was
no simple matter.

facilities would give seafarers the heightened
respect and esteem they deserve and would
have an incalculable impact on their
wellbeing.”
Because the Filipino seafarers play such
an important role in both merchant and
cruise ships, the Philippine government
quickly created a “green lane” to give
access through the country’s ports and
airports. Since then, the initiative has
attracted merchant and cruise ships to the
Philippines to implement crew change.
Through its sister travel brand, GMT, led
by experienced ex-seafarers, V.Ships has
been able to arrange timely crew changes
when others may have struggled. “Having
crew management and travel under one
umbrella, whilst complex, has allowed us to
offer solutions more seamlessly perhaps
than if using different operators,” said Per
Bjornsen, chief executive officer, V.Ships
Leisure.

Support initiatives

the pandemic,” said John Attenborough,
port chaplain, The Mission to Seafarers
(MtoS), ABP Southampton.
It is clear from the number of initiatives
launched during the last year that there is
now an acceptance and understanding of
the pressures placed on crew and the need
to support them throughout the on-going
situation.
As the lockdown progressed, ship visits
became more difficult for MtoS staff.
Attenborough added: “Despite this, we still
endeavoured to maintain crucial contact via
our Chat to a Chaplain service” – a 24/7
online messenger which was launched on
20 April 2020.
In addition, an app called Happy@Sea
will soon be launched. Its features will
include providing 24/7 one-on-one time with
a chaplain, as well as an interactive mental
health and well-being tracker. DNV is part of
the sponsorship group behind this app.
As a classification society, DNV has
been outspoken about crew welfare,
particularly in recent months. In what is
regarded as a rare move, it has, due to the
pandemic, sharpened its focus on the issue
of seafarer mental health in its audits. “One
of our key roles is to assess the
effectiveness of management system’s
measures in dealing with identified risks and
establishing appropriate safeguards,” said
Smefjell. “In 2021 audits, we want to focus
on how the pandemic and its consequences
are being handled. We have developed two
audit protocols in support of this, and one of
these focuses on seafarers’ mental health
during the pandemic.”
V.Ships conducts regular surveys on
crews’ emotional and mental state and
provides support through its Health Safety
Security Environmental Quality team. In
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The current crisis brought to the fore
concern for seafarers’ mental well-being, a
major issue that had not been properly
addressed before the pandemic. “It goes
without saying that regardless of the sector
of shipping they are in, many seafarers’
mental health has deteriorated as a result of
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seafarers; unlike the other sectors, cruise
lines also employ an army of hospitality
personnel. All of them require repatriation or
crew change. “We need a solution where
seafarers are able to get to their places of
work and home safely, just like we expect to
be able to. For these UN-designated key
workers, there needs to be international
solutions,” said Georg Smefjell, group leader
of maritime management systems at DNV.
The situation becomes more
complicated as the event unfolds. “There is
a lot of uncertainty and anxiety” created due
to uncertain travel plans, said Lucy
Hodgson, global recruitment manager,
V.Ships Leisure. In some cases, at the start
of the pandemic, crew chose to remain on
board rather than risk taking Covid-19 home
to their families.
Cruise lines are also commended for
committing assets and resources to these
operations. Within months of the pandemic,
there were over 25 cruise ships arriving in
Manila Bay, bringing tens of thousands of
national and international crew home
through the ports and airports of Manila.
This sent a positive signal to the wider
world about cruise industry and helped to
promote better understanding of shipping in
general. “A better understanding by the
public of what shipping does for society, and
an appreciation of the essential role that a
seafarer plays, would also help bring about
pride in the profession,” said Doris
Magsaysay Ho, chief executive officer,
Magsaysay Group.
“The IMO and the International Chamber
of Shipping is advocating special ‘green
lanes’ throughout the world’s airports, as
well as standard digital documents on the
blockchain for seafarers’ health records,
including vaccines,” continued Ho. “These

Andreas Ullrich, global market leader,
passenger ships & ferries, Bureau Veritas.

Ariadna Mayoral, founder, Sea Wellbeing.

Bud Darr, executive vice president, maritime
policy and government affairs, MSC Group.
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MSC Cruises medical centre.

Doris Magsaysay Ho, chief executive officer,
Magsaysay Group.
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Ho also mentioned that, to address
mental health issues, P&I clubs such as
Steamship Mutual were offering crisis lines
to club members.
Implementing easy access to
professional help was highlighted by many.
In terms of developing and implementing
new protocols, Carnival has been working
with some of the world’s top medical and
science experts. “We created a special
hotline for crew members to talk with
qualified mental health professionals,” said
Frizzell, by way of an example.
Royal Caribbean Group (RCG) told
CruiseTimes that crew safety, health, and
well-being remained its top priority. “We
encourage our crew to practise sound
mental health habits, with access to tool-kits,
literature, and Employee Assistance
Program resources. Onboard leaders and
staff regularly address the importance of
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crew on board and the families left behind.
“This holistic approach, aside from physical
and emotional issues, should address a
myriad of aspects that on one hand
motivates and excites a seafarer, and on the
other hand creates fear, anxiety, and
isolation,” Ho said. “Aside from the fear of
the then-unknown Covid, cruise seafarers
were subjected to prolonged quarantine
periods imposed by ports, were treated as
social pariahs even in their hometowns, and
faced the anxiety of the loss of job and
income for an unknown period of time.”
To help them overcome these major
challenges, Magsaysay’s Employees and
Crew Cooperative extended emergency
financial assistance, and moratoriums for
those with existing loans. Magsaysay put up
a buddy system and regular training
webinars to help keep crew and family
engaged and safe.
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2020, it launched a 24/7 Employee
Assistance Programme for both shore-side
and shipboard staff and their families, which
had been in the making before the
pandemic.
A 2018 study undertaken by the Sailors’
Society and Yale University found that more
than 25 per cent of crew experienced some
sort of depression, and 45 per cent of those
had not asked for help. To address this,
V.Ships engaged a completely global
freephone and chat feature with fully trained
counsellors.
The company’s mental well-being
committee has also been working with the
International Seafarers’ Welfare and
Assistance Network to create support
structures, including the creation of a global
network of 50 mental well-being champions
for shore-side staff.
“Our champions play a role in
normalising mental health illnesses by
talking about them and sharing experiences,
dispelling myths, and making it easier for
colleagues to seek support,” said Bjornsen.
MSC set up a specific training
programme for its employees who were
working on crew welfare in order to better
equip them to provide a hotline and thirdparty psychological support, where
appropriate, to the stranded crew. It also set
up a “keep in touch” programme for when
the crew were back home, which it planned
to expand going forward. The company
undertook a survey of 15,000 crewmembers
and returned a 60 per cent positive
response, 85 per cent positive towards
MSC’s handling of the situation, and 97 per
cent ready to return to work for the company.
Ho of Magsaysay Group is currently
heavily involved in deepening a holistic
approach to the health and well-being of the
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Georg Smefjell, group leader, maritime
management systems, DNV.

John Attenborough, port chaplain, The
Mission to Seafarers, ABP Southampton.

mental health, and crew are empowered to
take action in support of their mental health
and that of their colleagues.”
As part of the Crew Journey support
programme for returning crew members
facing quarantines and so forth, scheduled
material drops are delivered to RCG crew on
certain key days, which have been identified
when additional support for mental and
physical well-being is most needed.
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Connectivity provision
It is widely accepted that staying
connected to family and friends is key to all
of our mental well-being, particularly during
these times. For crew there is the added
complexity of being on board, which
requires the provision of affordable,
sufficient, and stable internet services. While
many lines have provided unlimited and free
Wi-Fi during the shutdown, on resumption of
service there ap-pears to be differing
approaches.
Smefjell is in no doubt as to the
importance of making internet connection
universally available. “Social interactions and
networks are important for mental health,
and the more distance we have to our social
networks, the more solutions are needed,”
he told us. “It is something that needs to

MSC Cruises, safeguarding on board.
continue to be worked on in the maritime
industry. What we need is an international
answer to an international challenge.”
Bjornsen would not be drawn on what
operators may be providing going forward,
but he recognised the need for connectivity:
“We are looking at solutions to provide more,
and better, free Wi-Fi for crew.”
Ho believed ports could play a bigger

role in this. “Another factor to address is the
social separation that seafarers experience
away from home,” she said. “There is
definitely more access to the internet being
given to ships’ crew. However, we have been
advocating that ports should provide
broadband service to ships at port at a small
fee, so that seafarers can video call their
families and be virtually present.”
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Greater awareness

Per Bjornsen, chief executive officer, V.Ships
Leisure.
56

the new normal way of operation, such as
asking passengers to maintain social
distancing. To train someone who is so
orientated to service, this requires a
paradigm shift,” said Darr.
In February 2021, Bureau Veritas (BV)
published its Biorisk notation, which had
been developed to provide protection to
crew, passengers, and other stakeholders
on board ships and in all their transactions
to promote health and well-being. MSC
Virtuosa was the first ship to receive the
notation.
“The pandemic has showed us all too
clearly that, in our vital industry, we have not
been able as a society to protect our
seafarers, who are an invisible workforce to
many and who are playing an essential role
in this industry,” said Andreas Ullrich, global
market leader, passenger ships & ferries,
BV. The notation was BV’s way of doing
more to help with crew health and wellbeing.

Hopeful future
The universal hope now is that the call
for crew to be recognised as essential or
key workers will have gained greater
traction during this time. “We need to make
sure that society treats crew better next
time around. It was not lack of effort on the
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Upon resumption, things will not be the
same as before. Crew welfare will be higher
on the agenda. “I do think the majority of
cruise lines will change their return-to-work
orientation so that mental well-being is
highlighted as an important part of that
return to service,” said Hodgson. According
to her, when it came to recruitment, a lot
more time was spent explaining life on
board. This now includes having to explain
Covid-19-related restrictions, potentially
fewer opportunities to go ashore,
quarantine procedures, vaccinations, et
cetera.
It has long been noted by the cruise
lines that a happy crew is the key to the
success of their business. This has never
been truer.
Crew retention has long been a major
challenge for the industry. This challenge
has also been amplified by the pandemic.
Putting the right person in the right position
on board, and not just a pair of hands, is an
advantage in terms of not only their mental
health but also the likelihood of them
returning.
After a year at home, crew will have to
get used to routines again, such as sharing
a cabin, different food, jet-lag, and sea
sickness, not to mention a different service
orientation on board given the Covid-19
protocols in place. Cruise lines will need to
take all these into consideration.
“As they come back, there is a
heightened awareness of their needs.
Crewmembers need additional training for

“It is the fault of the industry
not to engage in more
public relations so that
people could understand
more what was going on.”
Bud Darr, MSC Group.
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Roger Frizzell, chief communications officer,
Carnival Corp & plc.

part of the owners,” said Darr.
Darr’s sentiment was echoed by
Smefjell: “We hope that there will be a
renewed focus on seafarer health and
working and living conditions as a result of
this pandemic.”
Ho, too, has some advice that could
help for the future. “Esteem is the bit
missing,” she said. “It is the fault of the
industry not to engage in more public
relations so that people could understand
more what was going on.”
The fact that the secretary general of
the United Nations joined that of the IMO in
calling for improved conditions in
repatriating crew across multiple borders
demonstrated a significant step forward.
In addition, at a special meeting of the
IMO in April, there was a call for vaccination
priority for seafarers and also international
cooperation to ensure that working and
living conditions requirements under the
MLC were complied with during this
pandemic.
Ariadna Mayoral, who founded Sea
Wellbeing in 2019 and was due to be
working on board with Pullmantur before its
demise, attended the First Global
Conference for Seafarer Mental Health and
Wellbeing held by the Institute of Marine
Engineering, Science and Technology in
May 2021.
She said: “This is just the beginning of
a major topic and essential if we want the
maritime industry to be sustainable in terms
of mental health.”
There are signs of action which will
improve the situation for seafarers and, in
turn, mitigate some of the circumstances
that can lead to poor mental well-being.
The hope is that these come sooner rather
than later. A lot needs to be done.
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Many ports provide free Wi-Fi ashore.
This would guarantee free access in normal
times and address the present problem of
crew often not being allowed to disembark.

Lucy Hodgson, global recruitment manager,
V.Ships Leisure.

