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The mar i t ime sec tor  i s  increas ingly  turn ing i t s  a t ten t ion to  env i ronmenta l ,  soc ia l  and corporate

governance (“ESG”)  i ssues .  Whi le  decarbonisa t ion of  sh ipping i s  a t  the top of  the ESG agenda,

there i s  a l so increas ing awareness  about  crew wel fare,  as  re f lec ted by marke t  analys i s  carr ied out

by WFW in re la t ion to  sh ipowners ,  char terers  and f inancia l  ins t i tu t ions ( see our  repor t ,  “The

Sus ta inabi l i ty  Imperat ive – Par t  1”) .  Th is  ar t ic le  cons iders  some of  the key chal lenges fac ing

employers  in  the contex t  o f  seafarer  wel fare and proposes examples  of  measures  which employers

can take to  he lp promote seafarer  wel lbe ing.

REPATR IAT ION AND CREW CHANGE ISSUES

The Covid-19 pandemic has caused many logis�cal problems when it comes to the

repatria�on of crew and, despite shipowners’ best efforts, it has inevitably led to

seafarers having to remain on board vessels past the end dates of their Seafarer

Employment Agreements. In December 2020, the Interna�onal Mari�me

Organiza�on (the “IMO”) es�mated that some 400,000 seafarers remained on board

commercial vessels unable to be repatriated. Some seafarers have also had to spend

�me self-isola�ng, either because they have contracted Covid-19, or been exposed

to it.

The valued role of seafarers has been highlighted and recognised in many quarters. The IMO issued a framework of protocols in

May 2020 (since updated) which encourages governments and stakeholders to implement measures to ensure safe crew

changes. Further, on 1 December 2020 the UN General Assembly adopted a resolu�on on Interna�onal coopera�on to address

challenges faced by seafarers as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic to support global supply chains. In addi�on, hundreds of

industry players, including shipowners, have made it clear that they understand the issues facing seafarers, by signing the

Neptune Declara�on on Seafarer Wellbeing and Crew Change. In line with the IMO framework of protocols, both the UN

resolu�on and the Neptune Declara�on notably call for governments to implement special measures in rela�on to seafarers to

aide their travel, such as designa�ng them as key workers. Indeed, government ac�on is vital to facilitate seafarer movement.

MEASURES TO PROMOTE SEAFARER WELLBE ING
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Research and experience from other industries shows that engagement is key – consul�ng seafarers to iden�fy any further steps

which can be taken to foster posi�ve mental health and wellbeing is a good ini�al step. As a star�ng point, HR and crew

management teams may want to consider the following:

Reviewing whether seafarers have access to appropriate technology to allow them
to maintain contact with their support network ashore;

Promo�ng social ac�vi�es and exercise, ensuring compliance with protocols to
reduce the spread of Covid-19 and taking into account cultural differences;

Reviewing how sensi�ve communica�ons are made to seafarers to minimise stress
(for example, the �me of day they are made);

Providing access to counselling;

Educa�ng at least one person on board in psychological first aid;

Encouraging seafarers to discuss their experiences of mental health issues at team mee�ngs to reduce s�gma; and

Implemen�ng and monitoring an�-bullying and an�-harassment policies.

In addi�on, HR and crew management teams may wish to refer to the Prac�cal guidance for shipping companies on improving

mental wellbeing, produced by the Na�onal Mari�me Occupa�onal Health and Safety Commi�ee, in collabora�on with the UK

Chamber of Shipping, Nau�lus Interna�onal and the Na�onal Union of Rail, Mari�me and Transport Workers (RMT). The

guidance, published on 23 March 2021, provides various examples of measures to promote seafarer wellbeing, together with

some model resources, such as a template risk assessment.

Many shipowners are also acutely aware that numerous seafarers are currently ashore and do not know when they will be able

to resume work. Maintaining communica�on will be important; for example, circula�ng crew newsle�ers or se�ng up group

video calls with the seafarers, as well as providing regular updates by e-mail or post.

BULLY ING AND HARASSMENT

To further protect seafarers’ mental health, it is advisable for HR and crew management teams to review their bullying and

harassment procedures in accordance with guidance published by the Interna�onal Chamber of Shipping and the Interna�onal

Transport Workers’ Federa�on. HR and crew management teams may want to consider the following:

Reviewing company policies on disciplinary and grievance procedures;

Designa�ng an addi�onal contact to deal with grievances to mi�gate any staffing shortages; and

Pu�ng in place awareness programmes on bullying and harassment – such programmes could include giving Covid-secure
briefings or pu�ng up posters and a copy of their policy statement on bullying and harassment on staff no�ce boards.

The IMO has highlighted that mental health issues can result in decreased performance and even serious mari�me accidents.

This underscores the importance of implemen�ng appropriate measures to promote seafarer wellbeing.

THE  FUTURE
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The Covid-19 pandemic has brought crew welfare to the a�en�on of investors as

Paul Taylor, Global Head of Shipping and Offshore at Société Générale CIB, notes,

“Banks and lessors are increasingly looking at the social side, par�cularly crew

welfare, which has been very prevalent during the Covid-19 crisis in terms of the

inability to change crews – it’s been a real humanitarian issue”, in “The

Sustainability Impera�ve – Part 1”. It is likely that protec�ng seafarer wellbeing will

become more of a commercial and legal impera�ve over the coming years and is

something that should be kept under regular review as further industry guidance on

this issue emerges.

This ar�cle was authored by London Employment Co-Heads Devan Khagram and Anna Robinson and Trainee Emma Bradding.
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Disclaimer

Watson Farley & Williams is a sector specialist interna�onal law firm with a focus on the energy, infrastructure and transport sectors. With offices in Athens,
Bangkok, Dubai, Dusseldorf, Frankfurt, Hamburg, Hanoi, Hong Kong, London, Madrid, Milan, Munich, New York, Paris, Rome, Seoul, Singapore, Sydney and Tokyo
our 700+ lawyers work as integrated teams to provide prac�cal, commercially focussed advice to our clients around the world.

All references to ‘Watson Farley & Williams’, ‘WFW’ and ‘the firm’ in this document mean Watson Farley & Williams LLP and/or its affiliated en��es. Any reference
to a ‘partner’ means a member of Watson Farley & Williams LLP, or a member, partner, employee or consultant with equivalent standing and qualifica�on in WFW
Affiliated En��es. A list of members of Watson Farley & Williams LLP and their professional qualifica�ons is open to inspec�on on request.

Watson Farley & Williams LLP is a limited liability partnership registered in England and Wales with registered number OC312252. It is authorised and regulated by
the Solicitors Regula�on Authority and its members are solicitors or registered foreign lawyers.

The informa�on provided in this publica�on (the “Informa�on”) is for general and illustra�ve purposes only and it is not intended to provide advice whether that
advice is financial, legal, accoun�ng, tax or any other type of advice, and should not be relied upon in that regard. While every reasonable effort is made to ensure
that the Informa�on provided is accurate at the �me of publica�on, no representa�on or warranty, express or implied, is made as to the accuracy, �meliness,
completeness, validity or currency of the Informa�on and WFW assume no responsibility to you or any third party for the consequences of any errors or omissions.
To the maximum extent permi�ed by law, WFW shall not be liable for indirect or consequen�al loss or damage, including without limita�on any loss or damage
whatsoever arising from any use of this publica�on or the Informa�on.

This publica�on cons�tutes a�orney adver�sing.
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