MAIN HEAD

Seafarers and crew calling

DECK HEAD

What do seafarers think about being provided with their own crew calling equipment? Should it be required by the regulations? Divay Goel asked some of his friends in Bombay

BODY 

Shipping companies in recent times have had to deal with a depressed freight market, which has not augured well for the shipping industry as a whole. Stakeholders in the process including both sailing and shore employees, financial investors, service and spare parts providers have had to all share the burden in such a down trend.

In this scenario, it is but natural for ship managers to first cater for mandatory requirements by regulatory authorities concerning the use of technology on board, while issues such as technology and hardware required for seafarer calling takes a back seat. 

However, the slow down may be a good time to take stock of the developments in crew calling up to now, and what are the different views of seafarers in this regard.

We asked six seafarers in this regards to give us an update on how satisfied were they feeling with the facilities provided on board for ship-shore communication for personal use. All the six seafarers interviewed were officers, both deck and engine side. 

SUBHEAD

Owned better than managed

An aspect which was quite noticeable during the exercise was a marked difference between seafarers who were sailing on ‘owned’ vessels as compared to vessels which the owner had passed on to a technical manager for ‘ship management’.

Seafarers, which were employed by both these different categories of employers, had distinctly different stories to tell about how they felt that the vessel operator was taking care of their personal communication needs. 

The seafarers working on ‘owned’ vessels indicated that primarily they were being given better facilities and the operator was more sensitive to their personal needs as compared to seafarers sailing on ‘managed vessels’, who indicated that it was still a long way to go before they could state that they were satisfied with the facilities provided.

Generally the geographical regions from which the two categories ‘owners’ and ‘ship managers’ emanate are also different. 

Seafarers sailing on direct ‘owner’ managed vessels indicated that Europe and Norway in particular was the operational head office of most of their employers. Seafarers working with ship management companies primarily indicated that Hong Kong was the place where their operational head office was situated.

In a way the above reflects that the issue of whether seafarers are now more satisfied with calling facilities provided to them is a tricky issue. 

The high fragmentation in the shipping industry definitely complicates the assessment. In addition there are so many sub-structures in the shipping industry such as owners more inclined to treat shipping as an ‘asset play’-buying vessels when Sale and Purchase prices are low and selling them as soon as an upturn is observed i.e. having an ‘always open for sale’ policy versus owners who are more inclined to treat shipping as a ‘services’ business with a long term view on asset acquisition. 

SUBHEAD

Liner or tramp

There are other structural differences such as liner and tramp shipping, which affect the ship owner’s viewpoint towards spending for seafarer facilities. 

Liner fleets generally provide more stable earnings as compared to tramp shipping. 

Also there are differences in the kind of vessel seafarers are sailing in. For example the relatively better earning tankers generally have better facilities for seafarers as compared to dry bulk carriers. 

It is not an uncommon fact that ship owners even have differing victualling scales for different kinds of vessels. For example, ship operators may provide USD 8 per day per person for a seafarer sailing on tankers, whereas a seafarer sailing on a dry bulk carrier in the same company may have USD 5 per day per person apportioned towards his victualling needs. 

In addition there are marked differences in how ship owners from different geographical locations have different opinions about seafarer welfare. 

In summary, there would definitely be wide spread differences on how different entities are sensitive towards providing technology for seafarer’s personal use. 

SUBHEAD

Regulatory communication facilities?

So should the issue be left to individualities or should there be some minimum benchmarks to be satisfied by all? 

Maybe the solution lies in regulation. 

Just as the International Labour Organisation enlists minimum quantities of essential items such as food and water to be maintained on vessels for seafarer use, there may be legislation for minimum hardware requirements dedicated to seafarer’s personal use.

In fact, the International Labour Organisation Seafarers' Welfare Recommendation, 1987, had, considering with the times, made recommendations that where possible seafarers should be provided facilities for, television viewing and the reception of radio broadcasts; projection of films or video films, the stock of which should be adequate for the duration of the voyage and, where necessary, changed at reasonable intervals. 

Sports equipment should be provided including exercise equipment, table games, deck games; where possible, facilities for swimming and a library containing vocational and other books, the stock of which should be adequate for the duration of the voyage and changed at reasonable intervals. 

With the changing times, when information technology is a major and important introduction to the shipping industry, it may now be time for regulators to deliberate on directing shipping companies towards mandatory provisions that enable personal use of information technology by seafarers.

SUBHEAD

Complex pricing structures

Another problem, which seafarers have reported as hindering the growth of volumes in crew calling from ships, is the complicated pricing schemes for phone calls routed through different stations. 

To, this effect, Iridium purports to have brought out global, flat rate pricing for its crew calling services.

Iridium states that its crew calling solution simultaneously supports pre-paid calling for individual crewmembers and subscription services for a vessel's official communications. 

Iridium's new crew calling program allows vessel owners and operators to provide both official and personal communications from a single phone. The company also claims that service simplifies the burdensome task of managing fleet communications costs. 

Charlene King, executive vice president for marketing and channel management at Iridium Satellite stated at the launch of the service, earlier this year, "by reducing the administrative burden of monitoring each crew member's calls, this new platform of services will help shipping businesses cut back on operating expenditures while providing an affordable convenience that benefits crew morale and productivity. 

While prohibitive costs and complicated pricing schemes have limited the use of other satellite systems for crew calling purposes, Iridium's affordable, flat-rate pricing makes it ideal for crew morale programs." 

The company says that the crew-calling plan offers the same global, flat rate pricing that is the basis for all of Iridium Satellite's services. The initial service providers of the service include GloCall, Stratos, European Datacomm, Roadpost, Global Plus, Global Satellite, Infosat, Marconi, World Communications Center, GeoLink, Fibertel, Marlink and AST.

