Seafarer communications - why the need arose to make the investment and introduce new services

By David Cockroft, General Secretary, International transport Workers’ Federation to Ship to Shore launch 8 October 2001

It should be fairly obvious why the ITF got involved in researching the possibilities for providing cheap private and universally available communications facilities for seafarers.  Ships’ crews are probably more isolated from their families than any other workers. They spend more time at sea and less time in port than at any time in history, and even those who get decent wages don’t know when their next job is coming from and they are reluctant to put their hard earned money into the pockets of satellite communications companies whose products are installed so that ships in distress get help quickly.

And even those crew who are lucky enough to work on ships where the owner provides access to the ship’s satcom facilities and doesn’t try to rip them off on the call charges are creating extra work for the Master or chief officer, using systems which are there for safety reasons, and have to live with the risk that their conversations will be overhead by their boss and recorded for posterity.

In a world where much is made of the so called ‘digital divide’ and where increasing numbers of people have instant access to mobile phones and Internet, most seafarers still find themselves unable to contact their families or do routine domestic business for days or weeks at a time.  So you can easily work out which side of the digital divide most seafarers find themselves on.

The ITF is increasingly trying to find out what seafarers need.  That is why we launched our survey in 1996, conducted by MORI and covering over 2,600 seafarers.  A majority of those who replied ranked telecommunications services high on their list of priorities.  In addition, our close links with seafarer welfare institutions and port chaplains around the world confirms this.  The ITF Seafarers’ Trust is providing more and more assistance for telephone and Internet access in seafarers’ centres so that crew can get in touch with home when they are there.

So it was no surprise when the International Committee on Seafarers’ Welfare - the ICSW - in which the ITF works alongside partners including the Shipowners (ISF) and the International Christian Maritime Association ( ICMA) in its review of priorities picked on “ship to shore” communications as one of the projects which needed urgent attention . And we were happy that this was a task which the ITF was allocated as its responsibility.  Things have also changed at a remarkable speed - in the world of telecommunications.  New satellites, new mobile phone systems, cheaper call charges have dominated world markets in recent years.  And although the bottom recently dropped out of “dot com” shares, no-one can seriously argue that the Internet has radically transformed international communications for most people.

So since 1999 on behalf of ICSW members as a whole we have been exploring the feasibility of cost effective ship to shore communication services.  During the same period some major satellite networks have come and gone and come again, Inmarsat has prepared itself for commercial launch, and the price of satcoms has dropped from around $5 a minute to less than $2. We hope it will drop still further in the future.  

We have also noticed with interest that once we had identified the need for low cost satellite communications services available to seafarers on board ship, and picked a partner to help us provide it, lots of other companies started taking an interest in what was obviously a growth market.    But it was not always so popular and certainly the ITF had to put its money where its mouth was in providing some financial guarantees to get the project off the ground.  That is why we contracted Marineworks, whose director Andrew Fuller has been advising the ITF on marine communications issues for some time, to get involved in the commercial and operational side, and after a series of carefully conducted interviews with service providers, we agreed to hire Stratos to provide the services. And why our Seafarers’ Trust agreed to put up $1.3 million as an initial investment.

We use the term investment but it’s not designed to make money.  The Trust exists to promote seafarers’ welfare and we hope this will help.  We’re putting the money forward not in the hope of getting a big payback, but in order to get the project running.  That doesn’t mean that we don’t want our money back of course.  The trust can always use money and we don’t throw it away. We’re hoping that this will be a successful commercial venture with a reasonable margin charged on the equipment and cards so that the seafarers benefit and so do the service providers.  If it is a success, the programme will generate money and the Trust will get its investment back.  It is doesn’t, then most of the risk is carried by the Trust.  In a year’s time we shall know for sure, but so far - despite the very serious world economic and security situation - I am optimistic that this project will succeed.

After considerable deliberation, we finally agreed on a brand name  - CrewLink.  The combination of dedicated satellite comms equipment available directly in crew accommodation - and we have some attractive offers from Inmarsat for the pilot phase- and low cost calls through telephone cards which will be sold through seafarers’ centres and welfare organisations worldwide and made available to crew members by shipowners and shipmanagers who want to look after their crew.  

The system will provide private communications to seafarers without anyone else listening in. It will also for the first time make it possible for crew members to receive private incoming calls from family and friends. And it will relieve ships’ senior officers from the burden of having to handle social calls, a task among the many social duties which used to fall to the ship’s radio officer in the days before the GMDSS system when ships were obliged to keep one.

And as I said at the beginning, once we went public at the beginning of this year with the idea for the project, we were bombarded with calls from telecomms companies which suddenly realised that over a million seafarers thousands of miles from home represent an interesting potential market.  It’s a pity they different realise this earlier or we could have used our energies for other projects.  From our side, we wish them good luck.  The ITF and the ICSW welcome competition in this business.  It is seafarers who will benefit and it is in their interests that we got involved from the beginning.  We believe we have used our bargaining power to negotiate good calling rates but we also hope they will continue to fall in the future.  And although we are working hard to persuade shipowners and managers to put CrewLink equipment on board, if other companies can do it cheaper, they are welcome to try. 

Of course as we all know, telecomms companies are trying to make money. The ITF, the trust and the ICSW members are there to help seafarers, so we have confidence in our product. And so do a number of shipping companies with which we are working on the pilot phase.

So we hope and believe that CrewLink will make conditions at sea a little bit more tolerable than they are at present.  This is not to the only project with these objectives that we are involved in.  Along with the ITF’s traditional job of trying to ensure that all seafarers have decent jobs and decent wages and working conditions, we are also directly engaged in helping to finance to other major welfare related projects. One is the International Seafarers’ Assistance Network (ISAN) which will provide a 24 hours a day 7 days a week telephone helpline for seafarers with problems. Run by a committee of key welfare organisations and administered through a UK commercial call centre firm ISAN will provide seafarers with answers to any questions they may have about social family legal financial or other problems - and they can always use a CrewLink phone to make the call.

And the ITF Seafarers’ Trust has been working for nearly five years to put together another card service for seafarers - this time a Banking Card.  We will be organising the launch of this product later in the year but I can tell you that through a US bank it will provide a debit card for seafarers of all nationality to enable them to keep their money safe and secure in a currency they can trust. And it will provide Internet access to account details and financial transfers. Through the email and Internet facilities, which will be introduced in the next phase of CrewLink, this too will bring the different projects together.

We are very pleased with the development of CrewLink so far.  Andrew Fuller and Marineworks have a long track record of involvement in maritime communications and Stratos was easily the contractor out of all those we interviewed who understood the problems of crew communications the best. They have an interest in the long term development of the scheme and we hope it makes them money - just not too much!  I would also of course like to pay tribute to the other players in the game - to ICSW and its members and particularly to ICMA and the Christian seafarers’ centres, which will provide a major focus for the distribution of CrewLink cards and may get a modest financial benefit from it if it works well.

So in conclusion, I hope this has explained why the need arose and why the ITF was prepared to advance some funds to turn it from an idea into a reality.    We are not a business organisation - although we are getting better at business with experience. We are an organisation dedicated to seafarers’ rights and human dignity.  CrewLink is more than a telecommunications package. It is a way of giving seafarers access to a more normal way of life. 

 We hope and believe also that it will be a project which is commercially and technically viable and which will provide benefits to individual seafarers, but also to welfare organisations and to decent shipowners and managers. If we are right it will be a fitting beginning to the new Millennium.

=====================

CREWLINK - BRIAN ORRELL - SPEAKING ON THE SEAFARERS’ PERSPECTIVE

There can be few industries that have undergone the sort of radical transformation that has swept through international shipping over the past 25 years. 

At every level, life and work at sea has been fundamentally changed. New technology has been embraced by the industry, resulting in considerably smaller crew sizes (on average today just half the level of 20 years ago) and the demise of posts such as the radio officer. 

At the same time, the dominance of the traditional maritime nations has been challenged by developing countries and flags of convenience. The spread of multinational crewing has touched every register and it is not uncommon today to find four of five nationalities among even the smallest of crews. 

On top of all that, the intensity of shipping operations has increased sharply. In 1970 only 1% of ships spent less than 12 hours in port. Thirty years later, around one-third of all ships completed their turn-rounds within this time.

Yet while many aspects of the seafarers’ work and shipboard life have been so drastically altered, there are - regretfully - too many cases of conditions that would have been familiar to seafarers in the 19th century, let alone the 20th.

On far too many ships, the main operational criteria is how low costs can be cut - and, sadly, too often the seafarer pays a high price for those cost-cutting practices. Long hours, poor accommodation, bad food, little or no time ashore, low morale - many of us are familiar now with the long list of complaints about conditions at sea.

We at NUMAST are currently compiling a report based on a detailed questionnaire on shipboard social conditions, completed by our members in all sectors of the industry. While it is still too early to produce detailed statistics, I can reveal that the early results indicate profound concerns about the impact of the sort of changes I have outlined.

All of which should be sounding alarm bells for owners, operators, regulators and everyone else connected with our industry. For it is no exaggeration to state that we are sliding into a potentially catastrophic crisis in recruitment. In the developed nations we continue to train fewer than one-third of the cadets needed just to stand still, while in the developing nations there are few seafarers that continue their careers beyond the age of 50. On current trends, we are firmly on course for the skill shortages predicted by the ISF and BIMCO research over the past few years.

At a time when public and political expectations are creating a demand for an ever more highly skilled maritime workforce, the commercial pressures that plague the industry are driving down the conditions required to recruit and retain people with the correct calibre and motivation. 

When seafarers feel undervalued, under-stimulated, under-rewarded and isolated, that can foster poor performance, low motivation and morale - all of which can adversely impact on the ship’s safe and efficient running. Anyone who needs to be convinced of the merits of schemes such as CrewLink must not forget the importance of human factors in shipping safety, and that oft-quoted statistic of 80% of accidents featuring the human element.

So, you will not be surprised to hear of NUMAST’s strong support for the Crew Link initiative. I am always complaining - with good reason - about the apparent invisibility of seafarers and the fact that, too often, our skilled and professional maritime workforce is out of sight and out of mind. Well, at least now there should be no excuse for them being out of contact! For far too long seafarers have not had the access - or at least affordable and easy access - to the communications enjoyed by people ashore. 

By introducing lower cost facilities for phone, fax, e-mail and internet contact between ship and shore and by providing ease of access to equipment, we can begin to break down the barriers that presently make many seafarers feel like second-class citizens and build a better future for all in the industry.
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