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Think of the family

DECK HEAD

The seafaring life is very tough on the family, but maybe better ship-shore communications can make things easier. Divay Goel, Digital Ship’s seafaring correspondent, reports from Bombay
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"God's will be done" is the prayer Jenny utters each time she meets up with her husband, a seafarer from a developing nation who has been in the trade for the last 22 years. 

When he comes home for a two-to-three-month holiday after being away at sea for months, she is not sure whether it is safe to be intimate with him. 

At the back of her mind, she says, is the possibility that her husband may have contracted a sexually transmitted disease (STD) or worse, HIV, from sexual relations in some overseas port. 

Jenny can neither shoot a parachute flare nor send an SOS message to acquaint the shipping fraternity of her “distress”. 

"Faced with the daily risks of negotiating turbulent seas, sailing for days or weeks on end, and being in a typically male- dominated occupation, seafarers are known to indulge in social activities the moment they dock, including drinking binges and casual or paid sex," activist Riza Faith Ybanez says in a case study on the HIV vulnerability of wives of seafarers. 

While, it is commendable that the shipping fraternity understands that “Safer ships and Cleaner oceans” is a mission to be achieved, it is indeed a sad fact that the plight of seafarers and their families in pursuing this difficult profession has hitherto been neglected.

Though this is neither the place nor the occasion for blasphemies or complaints, but to be frank, it really pains one to learn of the insecurity and the social isolation, which is associated with the seafaring profession.
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Good employers

Modern day businesses often study human resource requirements and patterns of organisational behaviour. 

Most large companies are rated against each other with the top ten “best employers” league being most sough aftert. It is still a long way to go before initiatives are even taken by some independent agency to construe some parameters to rate a shipping company in terms of human resource development for their sailing staff.

Zeroing down on advances in technology on board ships, it is good to learn that with the latest GMDSS equipments on board we can save lives of seamen in distress, but is it enough. 

What about the seafarer profession itself, which is in distress? .. what about the individual seafarer himself, who feels neglected and isolated from the world and who’s woes of distress is never ending. 

As stated before in one of my previous articles, it is a misnomer that seafarers are looking for charity. Seafarers will reimburse in cash or in kind through increased operational efficiencies, any initiative that will make them or their family happy.   

A seafarer’s prime need while on board is to associate with the social world. The ‘just one beer’ in the smoke room and a girl at every port are primary indications to fulfil this need.  The situation becomes even belligerent for ratings who unlike officers are not allowed to carry their families on board and have typically longer durations of contracts of service.

What can be done to satisfy this need of the seaman and how can technology help. Let us follow a simple methodology. Let us compare the day-to-day life of a person on board with that of a person ashore, analyse what is lacking in a seafarer’s life and then list some solutions which information technology can provide. 

We would also estimate the marginal cost, which the shipowner would have to incur to provide a particular facility:
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Ship shore communications

A married person on land can come home in the evenings and spend time with his wife, kids and friends.

Onboard ship, information technology helps through communication tools that enable cheap and user-friendly ship-shore interaction. Additionally for seafarers, web cameras on both sides can increase intimacy. Also computers could be available in smoke rooms, which are dedicated to seafarers (both ratings and officers) personal use. 

Generally, shortage of such hardware discourages seafarers to use information technology for communication.

Marginal costs in this case would be that for a web camera and for 6 computers. The seafarers would be able to use pre-paid cards and hence marginal cost for the shipowner to delegate an officer to account for IT usage time would not occur.  

Even the cost of the web camera and the computers can be amortized by the shipowner by way of a small surcharge, which is built in, in consultation with the service provider into the pre paid card tariff.
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Keeping track of investments

A person ashore can keep track of his investments, use various financial management tools and deploy his savings into fruitful ventures. 

Seafarers are generally quite cautious in deploying their savings anywhere other than banks. The main reasons being insecurity as well as lack of awareness of better opportunities as expert financial advice while sailing is not available. Most seafarers would like to save as much as possible in their 20s and 30s so that they can settle down ashore in their early 40s. 

It may be good idea for reputed banks and financial houses to deploy professional fund managers to syndicate and manage funds on behalf of seafarers. The funds could be managed in a similar way as pension funds, with the seafarer being assured of monthly payments after the age of 40 years when he or she would like to settle ashore. 

This would also encourage young seafarers from developing nations to manage their career and professional lives more effectively, without feeling insecure of the future. 

Information technology can play an important role in the execution of this idea. A seafarer would be able to liase with the financial institution on line, appraise himself of the risks and benefits of various investment schemes, take professional advice, transfer funds and manage his portfolio.

The advantage to banks and financial institutions in this regard is that they are able to tap a large pool of dedicated customers, who are willing to invest a large portion of their salaries for a long duration.

The shipowner’s marginal costs in this would also be similar to that above.
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Training

A professional ashore can acquaint himself easily regarding any new advancement in his field of occupation.
Seafarers are often forced to attend various upgradation courses while they are on leave ashore. This has two primary drawbacks. Firstly, the seafarer’s leave is effectively curtailed and secondly the courses become boring due to the lack of any practical involvement. 

There have been attempts by a number of information technology providers in coming out with innovative solutions for onboard courses. However, there are some points, which though trivial are a major discouraging factor for seafarers in using educational software on board:

Lack of availability of computers for personal use on board: Though some officers carry laptops, most cadets and ratings need to work on personal computers installed on board.

Strict hierarchy on board: A chief officer would like his juniors to learn the practical aspects of shipping while they are on board, rather than learn through simulations.

The high cost of ship-shore communications and lack of ship-shore broadband service still make distance training very difficult. In the recently held Digital Ship conference on knowledge management, Kognita’s John Douglas stated  “People have access to the internet everywhere on land, as soon as they get on the ship, they’re deprived.” 

The marginal cost for a shipowner to promote usage of information technology for onboard learning by seafarers is similar to that above.
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Shipboard IT

Though information technology may not be the end all solution for the lack of motivation and isolation experienced by seafarers on board, it is definitely a suggestive first step for any ship owner or manager who would like to initiate a sincere attempt towards understanding the basic needs of their seagoing employees and their families. 

Also the shipowner or operator need not have to spend large sums of money in one go. The process of improvement of information technology for seafarer use should be iterative. The shipping company can run trials on one or two vessels before deploying a particular technology or hardware in the entire fleet.  

The shipping industry cannot ignore the distress calls of Jenny or hundreds of others like her and an initiative for better care for seafarers and their families is long overdue.







