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Nolasco DaCunha, president of Sperry Marine, with Captain William Wright, senior VP for safety and environment, Royal Caribbean Cruise Lines, at the opening of Sperry’s training centre in New Malden, UK 
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Royal Caribbean cruise lines expects all 2nd officers to be able to manoeuvre its ships, expects all seafarers to speak out if anything is wrong and regularly stresses officers until they break


BODY TEXT  

The training requirements of Royal Caribbean Cruise Lines are immense. Vessels can have as many as 843 crewmembers onboard, each with their own assignment of what to do in an emergency. Ships typically have people with about 56 different nationalities onboard, with 60-70 per cent speaking English as a second language. 

The company operates training facilities onboard, with specialist training staff. It runs full crew training exercises once or twice a week, often employing theatrical smoke to make them as realistic as possible. 

Royal Caribbean has gone to great lengths to develop standardised procedures, often smashing typical merchant shipping culture along a way. “Often the standards on the ship change with the captain,” comments Captain William Wright, VP for safety with RCCL. “We want to standardise it.”

RCCL expects senior officers to act as mentors to the junior ones. “Not all the captains were happy, they didn’t see themselves as teachers,” he says.  

RCCL also expects 2nd officers to be the people actually manoeuvring the vessel, with captains keeping a watchful eye. This enables 2nd officers to get skilled in ship manoeuvring much earlier in their careers than they otherwise would. 

This means that each ship has more than one person able to manoeuvre it; this is very useful when 2nd officers come to be captains themselves, and means that there is someone else on hand to drive the ship if the captain is sick. 

“Five or six years ago, the only time you got to handle a ship was when you had a captain position,” says Captain Wright. “That just doesn’t work.

The company encourages all staff to speak up if anything is wrong, something which goes against normal merchant marine culture of keeping quiet. 

“We felt the need to train our officers,” he says. “We’re investing millions in equipment; if the operators don’t learn how to use it you’re taking a risk.”

Captain Wright firmly believes that technology can do a lot to help in maritime security. “The use of technology is the reason for the remarkable safety record that airlines have,” he comments. “We’re learnt a lot from the airline industry.”
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Simulators

Simulators form a major part of the training. RCCL has installed a ship simulator with an identical set-up to its standard onboard bridge systems at its training centre in Florida. The simulator has a model of every port the vessel might go into, so seafarers can have sailed into every single port on a simulator before they do it for real. 

“Visual simulators can take you anywhere in the world,” he comments. “Once we put experienced officers in they forget it’s a simulator; they get wet from sweat because of the stress levels we’re able to generate.”

The company does not intend to simply teach its officers how to avoid errors; it takes a far more complex route, assuming that things will go wrong and training officers to be able to handle the situation when they do. “We know accidents are never caused by a single catastrophic event, it’s always a series of random events,” he says. 

To test seafarers to the limit, RCCL has a team of people in the room next door to the simulator, plotting as many problems for the seafarers as they can, based around other vessels, bad weather conditions, problems with communications and problem with the ship’s engine. 

Making the seafarers feel stressed is extremely important. Many seafarers can handle difficult situations when they are relaxed, but as soon as the stress kicks in, their ability to deal with difficulties drops very quickly. 

The theory is that when people get under stress, they start focussing on small individual factors, rather than being able to take in the entire picture and everyone going on in it at the same time (this is known as “tunnel vision.”)

Their ability to deal with things going on around them sharply reduces under stress, until things are demanding their attention faster than their ability to deal with them. At this point, the seafarer is considered to have reached his “load point” and it is obvious where his weaknesses are. 

SUBHEAD

Working with Sperry

RCCL works very closely with Sperry Marine, as a “one stop shop” partner for everything from voyage data recorders, gyrocompasses, to training simulators and electronic bridge systems. 

It has retrofitted all of its vessels to have Sperry bridge systems; having a standard system on all of its vessels makes it easier to move officers across different ships, and gives the company a sense of ownership in how it approaches navigation, he says. 

The company operates dedicated training facilities at STAR Center in Florida, which it uses together with Sperry Marine’s own training centre in Charlottesville. 

