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ABSTRACT 

This report examines social aspects within the maritime transport sector taking as a 

starting point the proposals made by the ad hoc Task Force on Maritime Employment 

and Competitiveness in 2011.  
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The analysis focuses on issues of EU relevance and covers the 2011 – 2018 period. 

The methodology deployed followed a mixed method approach. The study collected 

and analysed as much existing information and data as possible and complemented 

this with primary data collection. Country case studies were conducted looking at 

issues of education, attractiveness of the sector, gender equality in particular Member 

States. Thematic case studies were used to focus on issues like access to justice in 

maritime transport in the European Union. The study has also benefited from a large-

scale consultation programme to gather views, and experiences directly from key 

stakeholders in the EU institutions and within the sector or with sectoral expertise. 

These methods were used to research the following areas in line with the terms of 

reference: (1) socioeconomic and technological developments in the maritime 

transport sector; (2) potential effects of digitalisation and automation; (3) social 

dumping and unfair competition; (4) control and compliance issues under the EU 

Directives that enforce the Maritime Labour Convention, 2006; (5) follow-up of the 

recommendations of the 2011 Task Force; and (6) the functioning of the EU sectoral 

social dialogue on maritime transport.  

The findings reveal a series of challenges facing the sector as follows:  

 shifting economic, technological and cultural dynamics that affect the 

attractiveness of the seafaring profession;  

 a socio-legal framework that leads to the non-application of the ‘equal pay for 

equal work’ principle on board;  

 difficulties in providing a comprehensive social security protection to seafarers 

and avoiding double taxation;  

 different levels of control and enforcement of the provisions of the MLC in 

different countries, 2006;  

 a need to enhance seafarers’ access to justice and awareness of their rights, 

obligations and complaint handling procedures;  

 a commitment of social partners to the social dialogue process, but divergent 

views of what can be achieved, as well as divergences in terms of influences 

and resources.  

To help foster change, the study made recommendations relating to education, 

employment, gender and diversity matters, seafarers’ access to justice, collective 

bargaining, social security, compliance and enforcement of existing legislation, and 

policy mechanisms, among others. As such, while examining policy achievements, 

gaps and shortcomings, it has identified initiatives which may enhance decent working 

and living conditions on board ships and increase the attractiveness of the seafarer 

profession. 
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RÉSUMÉ 

 
Ce rapport examine les aspects sociaux du secteur du transport maritime, prenant 

comme point de départ les propositions faites par le groupe de travail ad hoc sur 

l'emploi et la compétitivité dans le secteur en 2011.  

L'analyse se concentre sur des questions de pertinence de l’action de l'UE en la 

matière et couvre la période de 2011 à 2018. La méthodologie utilisée est basée sur 

une approche de méthode mixte. L'étude a recueilli et analysé autant d'informations et 

de données existantes que possible et complété par une collecte de données 

primaires. Des études de cas par pays ont aussi été menées sur les questions 

d'éducation, d'attractivité du secteur, d'égalité des sexes dans certains États 

membres. L’analyse comprend aussi des études thématiques sur les questions de 

l'accès à la justice dans le transport maritime au sein de l'Union européenne. Un 

programme de consultation à grande échelle a permis de recueillir les points de vue et 

les expériences des principales parties prenantes dans les institutions de l'UE et au 

sein du secteur ou ayant une expertise sectorielle. Conformément aux termes de 

référence, l’étude porte sur un ensemble de sujets, à savoir: (1) les développements 

socioéconomiques et technologiques dans le secteur du transport maritime ; (2) les 

effets potentiels de la numérisation et de l'automatisation ; (3) le dumping social et la 

concurrence déloyale ; (4) les contrôles de conformité avec les directives de l'UE 

concernant la convention du travail maritime (Maritime Labour Convention / MLC, 

2006) ; (5) le suivi des recommandations du groupe de travail de 2011 ; et pour finir 

(6) le fonctionnement du dialogue social sectoriel de l'UE sur les transports maritimes.  

Les résultats révèlent des défis liés à : 

 l'évolution des dynamiques économiques, technologiques et culturelles qui 

affectent l'attractivité de la profession de marin ;  

 un cadre sociojuridique qui conduit à la non-application du principe du « salaire 

égal pour un travail égal » à bord ;  

 des difficultés à assurer une protection sociale complète aux marins et à éviter 

la double imposition ;  

 différents niveaux de contrôle et d'application des dispositions de la MLC 2006 

dans différents pays ; 

 la nécessité d'améliorer l'accès à la justice et de sensibiliser la profession à ses 

droits, obligations et les procédures de traitement des plaintes ;  

 un engagement des partenaires sociaux dans le processus de dialogue social, 

mais des vues divergentes sur ce qui peut être réalisé, ainsi que des 

divergences en termes de niveau d'influence et de ressources.  

Afin d’encourager des changements, cette étude a formulé des recommandations, 

concernant notamment : l’éducation, l'emploi, les questions de genre et de diversité, 

l'accès à la justice, les négociations collectives, la sécurité sociale, le respect et 

l'application de la législation existante et les mécanismes politiques.  

L’étude des réussites et lacunes politiques a donc permit d’identifier des initiatives 

susceptibles d'améliorer les conditions de vie et de travail à bord des navires et ainsi 

accroître l'attrait de la profession de marin. 
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ABSTRACT (KURZBESCHREIBUNG) 
 

In diesem Bericht werden soziale Aspekte im Seeverkehrssektor untersucht, wobei die 

Vorschläge der Ad-hoc-Task-Force für Beschäftigung und Wettbewerbsfähigkeit im 

Seeverkehr im Jahr 2011 als Ausgangspunkt dienen.  

Die Analyse konzentriert sich auf EU-relevante Themen und deckt den Zeitraum 2011-

2018 ab. Die angewandte Methodik folgt einem gemischten Methodenansatz. Die 

Studie sammelte und analysierte so viele vorhandene Informationen und Daten wie 

möglich und ergänzte diese mit Primärdatenerhebung. Es wurden Länderfallstudien 

durchgeführt, die sich mit Fragen der Bildung, der Attraktivität des Sektors, und der 

Gleichstellung der Geschlechter in bestimmten Mitgliedsstaaten befassten. 

Thematische Fallstudien konzentrierten sich auf Themen wie den Zugang zur Justiz im 

Seeverkehr in der Europäischen Union. Die Studie profitierte auch von einem 

umfassenden Konsultationsprogramm, um Meinungen und Erfahrungen direkt von 

Interessengruppen in den EU-Institutionen, innerhalb des Sektors oder mit sektoraler 

Expertise zu sammeln. Diese Methoden wurden verwendet, um die folgenden Bereiche 

im Einklang mit dem Mandat zu untersuchen: (1) sozioökonomische und 

technologische Entwicklungen im Seeverkehrssektor; (2) potenzielle Auswirkungen der 

Digitalisierung und Automatisierung; (3) Sozialdumping und unlauterer Wettbewerb; 

(4) Kontroll- und Compliance-Fragen im Rahmen der EU-Richtlinien zur Durchsetzung 

des Seearbeitsübereinkommens (MLC) von 2006; (5) Folgemaßnahmen zu den 

Empfehlungen der Task Force von 2011; und (6) das Funktionieren des sektoralen 

sozialen Dialogs der EU über den Seeverkehr.  

Die Ergebnisse zeigen eine Reihe von Herausforderungen für den Sektor: 

 die Veränderung der wirtschaftlichen, technologischen und kulturellen 

Dynamiken, die die Attraktivität des Seefahrerberufs beeinflussen;  

 einen sozialrechtlichen Rahmen, der dazu führt, dass der Grundsatz des 

gleichen Entgelts für gleichwertige Arbeit an Bord nicht angewendet wird; 

 Schwierigkeiten bei der Gewährleistung von umfassenden Schutz der sozialen 

Sicherheit für Seeleute und der Vermeidung von Doppelbesteuerung;  

 Unterschiede in der Kontrolle und Durchsetzung der Bestimmungen des 

Seearbeitsübereinkommens (MLC) 2006 in verschiedenen Ländern;  

 die Notwendigkeit, den Zugang der Seeleute zur Justiz zu verbessern und ihr 

Bewusstsein über ihre Rechte und Pflichten sowie die Beschwerdeverfahren zu 

stärken; 

 das Engagement der Sozialpartner für den Prozess des sozialen Dialogs, aber 

unterschiedliche Auffassungen darüber, was erreicht werden kann, sowie 

Unterschiede in Bezug auf Einfluss und Ressourcen.  

Um einen Wandel zu fördern, wurden in der Studie unter anderem Empfehlungen zu 

den Bereichen Bildung, Beschäftigung, Geschlechter- und Diversitätsfragen, Zugang 

von Seeleuten zur Justiz, Tarifverhandlungen, soziale Sicherheit, Einhaltung und 

Durchsetzung bestehender Rechtsvorschriften sowie zu politischen Mechanismen 

abgegeben. Bei der Untersuchung politischer Errungenschaften, der Lücken und 

Mängel wurden Initiativen identifiziert, die menschenwürdige Arbeits- und 

Lebensbedingungen an Bord von Schiffen verbessern und die Attraktivität des Berufes 

der Seeleute erhöhen können.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Introduction 

This report presents the findings of the study on social aspects within the maritime 

transport sector. The study was conducted for the European Commission’s 

Directorate-General for Mobility and Transport (DG MOVE) by Coffey International 

Development (Coffey), Consultores em Transportes Inovação e Sistemas (TIS.pt), 

Oxford Research, and World Maritime University (WMU). It examined policy 

achievements, gaps and shortcomings on social aspects since the ad hoc Task Force 

on Maritime Employment and Competitiveness (2011) and identified possible 

initiatives which can contribute to ensure adequate working and living conditions of 

seafarers and to guarantee the attractiveness of the seafarer profession. 

The study covered a comprehensive set of topics identified as important for future 

action (at EU or national level), including: 

 Socioeconomic and technological developments in the maritime transport 

sector; 

 Identification of impact and potential effects of digitalisation and automation in 

the maritime transport sector; 

 Assessment of the extent to which EU seafarers and shipowners face social 

dumping and unfair competition from third countries; 

 A review of control and compliance issues under the Directives 2009/16/EC on 

port State control and 2013/54/EU on flag State responsibilities for compliance 

with and enforcement of MLC, 2006; 

 Follow-up of the recommendations of the 2011 Task Force, their relevance and 

impact; and 

 A review of the functioning of the EU sectoral social dialogue on maritime 

transport. 

The analysis focused on issues of EU relevance and covered the 2011 – 2018 period. 

EU seafarers and maritime transport activities by vessels under the beneficial 

ownership of European shipowners were the prime target of the study. It covered all 

EU Member States and EEA countries, unless otherwise stated in the report. 

Approach and methodology 

The study took a pragmatic approach by focusing primarily on producing evidence that 

could feed into policy discussions. In practice, the study team adopted a mixed 

methods approach to collect evidence, including desk research, thematic and country 

case studies, in-depth interviews, focus groups, online surveys and workshop with 

maritime stakeholders. The evidence from the various sources was then triangulated 

and carefully interpreted to arrive at robust and useful results. 

Conclusions 

The conclusions of the study were structured around four overarching themes, as 

follows: 

Education, employment prospects, gender issues and diversity 

 The international and fluid nature of maritime transport means that accurate 

and comparable data on seafaring have traditionally been scarce. As 

such, policy makers (and researchers) are deprived of key information that 

would normally be used to identify problems and success factors, and to base 

decisions. While there is widespread acknowledgement of this problem and 

notable efforts to improve the provision of data (notably the ECSA- and ETF-led 

MapMar project to map maritime professionals), a long-term solution that 
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would allow for official, comprehensive and comparable data on seafarers is yet 

to materialise.  

 Skills shortages are widely reported, but it is hard to fill posts and retain 

seafarers against the backdrop of low and declining attractiveness of 

work in the sector. The declining attractiveness is linked to, but not exclusively 

explained by, a reduced uniqueness of seafaring as a way to see the world 

(since travel has become cheaper and easier), perceived incompatibility with 

normal social and family life, generally poor working conditions and poor 

prospects for career progression (e.g. that would facilitate mobility and 

flexibility between onboard and onshore jobs). These problems are more acute 

in higher-income countries, where working conditions compare especially 

unfavourably to other forms of employment. In lower-income countries the 

situation is more benign, with seafaring characterised by relatively high wages 

and improving conditions. Indeed, seafarers are highly concentrated, with over 

60% of EU/EEA seafarers employed in just five countries (Italy, Norway, 

Bulgaria, Poland and Croatia), and seafaring making up more than 1% of the 

labour market in just three (Croatia, Norway and Bulgaria).  

 Where seafaring has remained attractive, the study found several factors 

that were often present. These included cultures of seafaring, where the 

profession was considered respectable and prestigious, economic conditions 

where seafaring compares well to other parts of the job market, and 

government initiatives such as scholarship schemes, social benefit programmes 

and targeted information campaigns to raise awareness of the opportunities in 

the sector.  

 It must be said that gender and diversity issues continue to be extremely 

problematic. The number of women in the global and EU maritime transport 

sectors remains very low, with few signs of improvement over time. Moreover, 

despite some bright spots (e.g. in the Nordic countries and Netherlands), 

women persistently occupy lower-status and lower-paid jobs, and, just like 

other marginalised groups, suffer from harassment, stereotyping and 

discrimination. While there is widespread acknowledgement of these problems, 

there is little agreement about how to solve them, with much of the action 

taken so far being preliminary and out of proportion to the scale of the 

problems faced.  

 In this context, the sector is also facing profound changes from 

digitalisation and automation that are increasing and unlikely to slow down. 

Even though technological changes will not revolutionise maritime transport 

overnight and will take some time, digitalisation and automation are becoming 

pervasive in the maritime shipping sector. Key trends include increased 

autonomy, development of smart ships and internet of things (particularly with 

regard to safety, efficiency and compliance) and supply chain integration and 

optimisation. That said, shipowners are generally reluctant to fully embrace the 

concept of autonomous shipping and do not consider it to emerge in the short 

term; instead, new technology is progressively being retrofitting to existing 

ships and business models. 

 The sector’s ability to handle these changes in an employment-friendly 

way will shape the future of work in the sector. Technological changes are 

expected to drive an underlying employment dynamic where traditional 

seagoing jobs are replaced by higher value-added, onshore-based jobs. 

Furthermore, the automation of ships is expected to further reduce the size of 

crews, leading to a decreased demand of seafarers and at the same time 

increasing the workload and responsibilities of existing seafarers. For highly 

qualified seafarers, digitalisation and automation are likely to improve working 

conditions, with a need for more specialists both onboard and onshore, and an 
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edge for workers with IT and electrotechnical competences. Technology can 

also reduce the administrative burdens often cited as a source of seafarer 

fatigue and allow engine rooms to be unmanned in ways that could improve 

working schedules. In this respect, technological change creates an opportunity 

to address many of the problems identified and thereby increase the 

attractiveness of seafaring.  

 But there is also a risk that changing skills’ needs could harm 

employment, by leaving some seafarers behind and / or by failing to train the 

seafarers of tomorrow. This puts a lot of pressure on maritime education and 

training institutions (METI) to raise the bar. In many cases, the evidence 

suggests that, while METI are doing a good job of meeting the training needs of 

today, they are not necessarily providing the skills needed for the future.  

 The study found that high-quality METI are needed to give a competitive 

edge to the European maritime transport sector and to European 

seafarers. Successful METI tend to cooperate closely with industry players, in 

order to keep education up to date and provide students with enough 

workplace training. Life-long training is also considered important, so that skills 

are kept current and to make smoother the transition between sea- and land-

based jobs. This also supports positive spill-overs for the maritime cluster and 

society as a whole. There were several examples of countries where curricula 

were being re-thought and kept in line with evolving needs. However, lacking 

capacity, infrastructure and training facilities was holding METI in other 

countries back. Alarmingly, some experts also criticised European METI for 

sticking too close to STWC minimum standards. 

Social dumping and unfair competition 

The research focused on legal factors that contribute to social dumping and unfair 

competition and differences in labour costs. Labour costs are basically made up of two 

elements, wages and social security contributions. 

 Wages are subject to the law applicable to the employment contract. In order 

to determine this law, domestic conflict rules resort to different connecting 

factors such as the choice of law made by the parties to the contract, the 

habitual workplace, the business that engaged the seafarer, or a law closer to 

the employment relationship than otherwise applicable. The country to which 

these factors point to depends on the circumstances of the SEA, thereby each 

seafarer on board might be subject to a different employment law. That also 

affects collective labour relations on board to the extent that they do not 

always share the same interests, particularly when it comes to wages. 

 In terms of social security matters, divergence among countries is enormous 

as they depend on their socio-economic circumstances. A significant number of 

seafarers are only covered by private insurance on medical care and 

shipowner’s liability in the event of death or long-term disability. A deterrent to 

fight for better coverage is the fact that short-term employment is common in 

the maritime professions while social protection has been traditionally allocated 

to a flag State that might change with a new contract. In order to revert this 

unfair situation, the MLC, 2006 allocates the primary responsibility in these 

matters to the seafarer’s country of residence. However, there is still much 

room for improvement to the extent that countries, including many in the EU, 

are far from providing a comprehensive social security protection to seafarers, 

equivalent at least to the one offered to shore-based workers. Further 

problems arise from a lack of effective coordination of social security systems 

despite EU legislation and treaties. 
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 In terms of personal income tax, seafarers (as any other transnational 

worker) depend on their countries concluding treaties to avoid double taxation. 

The problem is that these treaties (if concluded) might resort to connecting 

factors that do not always avoid double taxation, in particular in triangular 

cases where the shipping company’s effective management is seated in one 

country, the seafarer’s country of residence is another one, and that of work a 

different one. If double taxation happens, the attractiveness of the seafaring 

profession is compromised. 

 The Community Guidelines on State Aid for Maritime Transport have 

successfully managed to encourage the flagging to the registers of the EU 

Member States. By doing so, they have also contributed to the protection and 

promotion of employment of EU seafarers. However, the decline in the number 

of EU seafarers, their aging, claims of lack of competition on account of labour 

costs, and lack of training opportunities raise the issue whether they have 

achieved their potential in these respects. State aids directly linked to 

employment have been unevenly implemented across the EU Member States 

and not all States that have adopted a preferential regime for shipowners. 

 Shipping companies include labour costs within their operational costs along 

with fuel costs for example. They are reluctant, however, to disclose how much 

they actually are, which does not help in establishing an understanding of 

whether there is unfair competition between EU carriers and non-EU carriers. 

 The enforcement mechanisms set up by the MLC, 2006, in particular port 

State control, are being proven essential to secure the payment of wages. 

However, it cannot be said that they are a panacea as they are not always 

available and/or the seafarer does not know his/her rights. In this vein, the 

MLC, 2006 requires that the seafarers are informed of their rights before 

signing the SEA, but the law applicable to it might provide him/her different 

wages than those indicated in the terms of the contract, or change during the 

contract’s life, or be displaced by a minimum wage rule that offers a better pay 

than the one agreed on. Moreover, port State control does not include control 

on the payment of social security contributions, whose compliance and 

enforcement lies in the authority of labour-supplying countries, these being the 

main responsible for providing social protection coverage to their resident 

seafarers. However, it is unclear how they exercise this obligation arising out of 

Regulation 5.3 of MLC, 2006. The question is, thus, whether existent 

mechanisms can be fine-tuned, or whether there are other mechanisms 

available, to empower seafarers. 

 Access to justice is a human right, but difficult to exercise in cross-border 

settings. For seafarers it is more difficult as both themselves and their 

workplace are mobile. Finding a jurisdiction to claim their rights is not only 

difficult, but also expensive. In general terms, seafarers residing in the EU and 

working for shipping companies seated in the EU are better placed than those 

seafarers that are not, even if they work on board ships flagged in an EU 

Member State. Be that as it may, a better access to justice for all them, and in 

particular the latter, is of help to assuage abuses in the sector and reductions 

in wages. 

 Social partners are essential in raising the standards in seafaring. However, 

collective bargaining is compromised by its domestic setting and the 

divergent applicable employment laws on board. Further deterrents come from 

the fundamental objections raised by the Court of Justice to the ITF 

coordination strategy, to collectively bargain and exercise the right to 

undertake collective action against the international backdrop of the shipping 

industry. However, seafarers have collective labour rights as any other workers 
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and they should be encouraged, in particular considering the problems they 

encounter to make them effective. 

 Enforcement of working conditions in cross-border settings is particularly 

challenging because authorities need to communicate, cooperate and 

coordinate. In shipping, the MLC, 2006 establishes such a structure for flag and 

port States to coordinate. However, there are other authorities that need to be 

considered, in particular those of labour-supplying countries. This path has yet 

to be paved when it comes to enforcing seafarers’ rights. 

Control and compliance issues  

 The ambiguity or lack of precision and detail of the MLC, 2006’s provisions 

related to social issues has resulted in different levels of control and 

enforcement of those provisions by flag and port State authorities 

across the EU (and internationally). At the same time, the MLC, 2006, as an 

international convention, needs to maintain a degree of flexibility in its 

provisions to be applicable in different contexts and countries. It should be 

clarified that when a State ratifies the MLC, 2006, it is not the MLC, 2006 itself 

that needs to apply but the ratifying State’s national legislation that 

incorporates the MLC’s provisions into national law. It is worth reiterating that 

the MLC, 2006 is now part of the EU legislation too1 and as such its application 

across EU Member States does not depend solely on whether the EU MS has 

ratified the MLC, 2006 but on whether it has incorporated the EU legislation 

into its national law, as expected. If the MLC, 2006 became too prescriptive or 

detailed, it would most likely result in States not ratifying or enforcing it. Our 

research has revealed that there is however a need to better strike the right 

balance between being flexible and being prescriptive to ensure the effective 

protection of seafarers when it is applied by each flag or port State through the 

national legislation.  

 An enhanced cooperation and exchange of data and good practices 

between port State authorities could help to develop a common approach 

for enforcing the MLC, 2006 across EU ports. The work currently undertaken by 

the Paris MoU is considered key to achieving EU port States cooperation in 

enforcing the MLC, 2006. Our research has demonstrated the need to reinforce 

these practices.  

 The historical focus on maritime safety and environmental protection is 

gradually evolving and social aspects are being increasingly considered 

during port State control inspections. The entry into force of the MLC, 2006 

has helped raise the importance of social aspects among authorities and 

stakeholders worldwide, and this is a significant achievement. Inspectors are 

gradually gaining more experience in detecting infringements linked to 

seafarers’ living and working conditions and progress is being made in raising 

awareness around social aspects. These changes are significant, given the MLC, 

2006 only entered into force in 2013. 

 The ten most frequently recorded deficiencies among EU flags (based on 

an analysis of recent port inspection data on EU/EEA-flagged vessels2 in six 

MoU port regions) include: compliance of SEA’s, records of seafarers’ daily 

hours of work/rest and health protection/medical care (including social security 

protection).  

                                                 

1 Through the following EU Directives: Council Directive 2009/13/EC; Directive 2013/54/EC of the European Parliament and of the 
Council; Directive 2013/38/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council; and Council Directive (EU) 2018/131 
2 A list of the 26 flags included in the analysis is provided in Annex 8.1. The data were provided by EMSA. 
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 There are currently no available means for EU flag State authorities to 

exchange related information and good practices or to coordinate their 

approaches. According to Article 22 of the ILO Constitution, Members 

(ratifying States) must submit an annual report to the ILO, listing the measures 

taken to give effect to the provisions of some of the Conventions to which it is 

a party (including the MLC, 2006). Other than this reporting obligation, the 

MLC, 2006 ratifying States do not share this information with other States or 

organisations. Our research has shown that it would be beneficial to share 

information and good practices among EU flag States, especially on how to 

tackle common problems, including handling complaints raised by seafarers 

under the MLC, 2006.  

 Focusing on the labour-supplying responsibilities of the MLC, 2006 (title 

5, Reg 5.3), we found potential to improve MLC compliance worldwide. 

Evidence suggests that this is an area of the MLC, 2006 that ratifying States 

have not placed enough attention on compared to the flag and port State 

responsibilities of the MLC, 2006 (Regs 5.1 and 5.2 respectively). Looking at 

labour-supplying responsibilities has the potential to improve MLC compliance 

because they relate to seafarers’ recruitment and placement, as well as to the 

social protection of seafarers. When labour-supplying responsibilities are duly 

followed by manning agencies and RPS, in line with the MLC, 2006, this 

increases the chances of seafarers onboard having compliant contracts (SEA’s), 

salaries being paid on time and social security protection being provided, as 

appropriate.  

 Building on the above, there is a need to ensure that control and 

compliance of the MLC,2006 works well internationally, inside and 

outside the EU. This means more capacity building actions in those regions 

that would benefit from developing or enhancing their MLC, 2006 expertise. 

Achieving this target would also require an enhanced cooperation and 

exchange of data between authorities at international level such as ILO and 

IMO, in addition to the abovementioned synergies between EU port State 

authorities. Evidence suggests that ILO could particularly benefit from IMO’s 

expertise in tasks related with data preparation and data analysis.  

 There is a need to raise seafarers’ awareness of their rights, obligations, 

complaint handling procedures under the MLC, 2006 and forms of redress. It 

seems that seafarers are not always informed about their social security 

arrangements, as well as the most effective means for redress available to 

them, and typically contact the ITF inspector instead of raising the complaint 

with the port State control authority performing the inspection of the vessel 

(who would be able to resolve the issue faster by detaining the ship3).  

Policy mechanisms  

The study looked in detail at two policy mechanisms: a dedicated Task Force on 

Maritime Employment and Competitiveness and Policy (2011) and the on-going 

Sectoral Social Dialogue Committee in Maritime Transport (SSDC-MT). 

 Both policy mechanisms have sought to generate solutions to social 

aspects of maritime transport through consensus and in many instances 

have succeeded in identifying areas where this is possible. Moreover, in several 

cases, these have led to concrete outputs that gave way to further 

                                                 

3 When salaries are not paid, then a port State control officer would have clear grounds to detain the ship in question. However, the port 

State control inspection tool cannot help seafarers claim unpaid salaries for more than four months; this stems from the MLC, 2006 
(Standard A2.5.2 – Financial Security, paragraph 9(a)). This means that seafarers need to raise complaints for salary non-payments to the 

port State control inspector quite quickly (up to 4 months since the first time the employer failed to provide the payment).   

https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=480&langId=en&intPageId=1844
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collaboration and solutions to social issues. However, this does not mean that 

there are not certain stakeholders who remain frustrated by a perceived lack of 

progress and / or the failure to address difficult and sometimes controversial 

topics which continue to plague the sector and affect the living and working 

conditions of workers particularly. 

 

 With regards to the Task Force, the need for consensus was found to dampen 

its ambition. The failure to ensure that recommendations from the Task Force 

were binding and specific enough meant that it was not always clear who had 

to take initiative or action for each recommendation. It also did not provide a 

timeline for implementing the actions that were recommended, and it was not 

in the Task Force’s mandate to take stock or check whether these had been 

implemented after certain period. Moreover, regarding the concluded EU-

projects that we examined which were undertaken after the Task Force Report 

was published4, we found that these were not followed-up with (policy) actions 

once their results were published and the project funding ended. For this 

reason, even though the projects' outputs5 had the potential to contribute to 

enhancing the living and working conditions of seafarers and promoting the 

attractiveness of the maritime profession among European youngsters, it is 

unclear whether this was realised6.  

 

 Turning to the SSDC-MT, there is a fairly clear-cut dichotomy between those 

who report being unequivocally satisfied (shipowners) with the process and its 

outcomes, and those who are not as satisfied (trade unions and some 

Commission officials). This suggests that there are structural issues at play as 

well as differing (levels of) ambition for the different stakeholders. This study 

has found weaknesses that, taken individually may not appear unique to the 

sector, but taken together they provide some explanation for the frustrations 

hinted at above: 

 Imbalances in influence and resources. The shipping industry and 

its representatives in the social dialogue are well-resourced. Likewise, 

they prepare well for meetings and have the negotiation and technical 

skills to set an agenda that corresponds to their needs. This is not the 

case for workers’ organisations, which exhibited a more limited capacity 

in achieving an agenda that addresses issues they consider important 

and providing concrete workable solutions to problems. In recognition of 

this and fitting with this picture, stakeholders representing workers 

called for more technical support and visibility from the Commission 

presumably to redress this imbalance. 

 A fragmented EU voice or vision. Due in part to the differing 

competitive advantages and socioeconomic backgrounds of Member 

States’ maritime industries, as well as the differing relative importance 

of their shipping industries and the proportion of employees in the 

sector (compared to other sectors in the country), stakeholders’ 

interests were often found to be polarised at a European and sectoral 

level. The social dialogue at EU level finds itself characterised partly by 

such polarisation. As seen at the stakeholder workshop, the issues in 

this sector can create heated debate and stanchly opposing views on 

some issues; this can act as a barrier to progress when common ground 

is not found. This suggests that further opportunities for the EU and EU 

governments to develop a common or more united approach to social 

                                                 

4 Specifically, the the Vasco da Gama and KNOW-ME projects. 
5 For example, the online Go-Maritime portal created as part of KNOW-ME. 
6 Further information on the evaluation of the projects that were undertaken after the Task Force is provided in section 8.4 and Annex 

9.2. 
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aspects of maritime transport in parallel to the social dialogue might be 

needed. At the same time, instance where the social partners find they 

have common ground, for example the development of the maritime 

cluster approach (which could support transitions between work on and 

off shore), should be nurtured and developed as potentially providing 

new angles for old problems. 

 Important legislation for the sector is defined internationally, in 

line with the global nature of the sector (and within the IMO and ILO 

frameworks, most importantly the MLC, 2006). Notwithstanding the 

importance of the EU and EU Member States in shaping this discourse, 

the global nature of the industry also acts as a barrier or additional 

complication to what can be achieved at the EU level. Any solutions 

offered at EU level need to consider the implications for and interaction 

with third country rules and regulations for employment and working 

conditions. Many of the most basic challenges to working conditions 

(see the research on social dumping and unfair competition) concerning 

wages, social security protection, and double taxation are neither 

national, nor EU, at their heart. Rather they stem from the 

fundamentally mobile nature of seafarers’ work and the possibility for 

workers to fall between the cracks. As such, in line with the above, the 

EU needs to have the capacity to develop a stronger voice and message 

in international fora to be heard. This is occurring in the IMO but not to 

the same degree at ILO meetings.  

 Despite the above limitations and challenges, we recognise that many of the 

individuals involved are deeply committed to the social dialogue 

process. They rely on this mechanism, the funding available and on the 

opportunity to work together. Most of the problems identified in this study stem 

from the complex nature of the maritime transport sector and the issues 

concerned, which make it challenging to navigate and reach consensus. Our 

recommendations therefore focus on how complementary mechanisms can be 

used to address identified weaknesses of the SSDC-MT, as well as options that 

social partners may wish to consider to strengthen it. 

Recommendations 

The recommendations were also structured around four overarching themes, as 

follows:  

Education, employment prospects, gender and diversity issues 

 Prioritise data on seafaring. The lack of official statistics on seafarers is a 

longstanding issue. This deprives policy makers and other stakeholders from 

the evidence needed to identify problems and trends, come up with ideas to 

address these, and to assess the success of policy interventions. The MapMar 

project being carried out in collaboration between ECSA and ETF could be a 

good starting point but needs to be complemented with long-term action by the 

Commission and Member States, so that regular, official statistics can be 

produced.  

 Treat declining attractiveness as a sign of trouble, not the root 

problem. The best way to improve the sector’s attractiveness in all countries 

and among all groups is to improve working conditions and career prospects for 

putative seafarers. This is of a piece with other recommendations suggesting 

specific measures, aimed at a variety of actors, relating to such aspects as 

promoting career flexibility and progression through better knowledge sharing 

between Member States, modernising maritime education and training systems 

and putting in place social benefits and tax reductions for seafarers. If the 
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realities of seafaring can be improved, it will be far easier to convince young 

people to embark on seafaring careers.  

 Communicate better about the seafaring profession. Lacking knowledge 

among potential seafarers is also a persistent problem. It perpetuates myths 

about the sector and reduces its attractiveness. For example, misinformation 

about autonomous ships is giving the false impression that seafaring has no 

future. In fact, the profession is likely to continue to exist for many decades to 

come, with the possibility for better working conditions, a more sophisticated 

environment and easier career transition from sea to shore. Communication 

campaigns, which need not be extremely costly, could feasibly be employed in 

the near-term at all levels to promote seafaring as an advanced and 

sophisticated career, especially in countries with high unemployment. These 

could focus on such aspects as promoting a modern image of seafaring and 

busting myths about the nature of the work and lifestyle. 

 Mainstream initiatives that have proven successful to recruit seafarers. 

Several factors explain the differing attractiveness among Member States of a 

maritime career, such as prevailing views of the living and working conditions, 

wage levels, seafarer schemes and other government initiatives, and the 

existence (or not) of a strong culture of seafaring in a given country. While the 

study identified a number of successful initiatives to make the sector attractive 

(including (1) seafarer schemes (e.g. special regulations on social protection 

for seafarers, tax and pension benefits); (2) national and local government 

supported scholarships for students in MET, and; (3) information campaigns by 

the social partners (sometimes in collaboration with METIs and the 

government)), these were not sufficiently widespread to solve the problem. 

Already in the near-term, the Commission could play a role in raising 

awareness of these initiatives, both through the abovementioned 

communication campaigns as well as stakeholder fora, while the Member 

States could, as relevant, act to adapt them to national circumstances in their 

countries.  

 Modernise maritime education and training systems in line with 

technological change. The MarTID survey shows that few METIs are moving 

beyond conventional ships or keeping up with fast-coming changes. This 

reduces the attractiveness of the profession and makes it more difficult to fill 

skills shortages, as well as reducing opportunities for seafarers needing to 

transfer their skills to other occupations. The case studies highlighted some 

good practices, including initiatives for upskilling, lifelong learning and the close 

cooperation in some countries between METIs, the industry and social partners. 

The European Social Fund (ESF) was also raised as an important tool to 

support upskilling. If such EU funding streams could part-cover the costs of 

training, it could be more palatable for shipowners to include upskilling clauses 

in seafarers Collective Bargaining Agreements. However, much of the work 

would require a major effort at several levels, over the longer term, to 

modernise and update curricula. For example, curricula could include more 

logistics, management and soft skills that are not only important onboard but 

also transferable later to other jobs in the maritime cluster and beyond. EU 

METIs could also consider whether it would be strategic to focus on producing 

specialists in particular fields where Europe has a competitive advantage. A 

small but meaningful and realistic first step by the Commission could be to 

gather best practices and identify gaps and take stock of METIs situation.  

 Make fighting gender inequality and promoting diversity priorities. 

Despite the persistence of major problems, widespread agreement on the 

importance of gender and diversity issues, and some notable exceptions, 

initiatives to reduce gender inequality and boost diverse participation in the 

sector have been limited and preliminary (i.e. consisting mainly of study and 
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events rather than policies or concrete initiatives). Fighting gender inequality 

and promoting diversity more broadly should thus be made a much bigger 

priority, taking inspiration, using recent work as a foundation to be built on. 

The action points resulting from the WMU international women’s conference in 

April 2019 could form part of this. These include launching of a new study that 

will provide up to date data on the number of women in the sector, and the 

establishment of a network platform to address gender empowerment, learning 

and sharing best practices. The study also found several EU and international 

initiatives to increase the number of women, such as the Joint ETF-ECSA 

Declaration of intention to address the enhanced participation of women in 

European shipping and IMO’s campaign Empowering Women in the Maritime 

Community. But in the longer term, it will be crucial for these initiatives to 

reach stakeholders at the national level and lead to more concrete, longer term 

and practical action. 

Social dumping and unfair competition 

 Enhance legal expertise in maritime matters within the EU. The 

internationalization of SEAs makes it difficult to determine the law applicable to 

them and thus to wages. The main source of information is the SEA itself, but 

conflict and overriding mandatory rules might make a law applicable that 

provides better pay. Such legal issues are particularly challenging for seafarers, 

but also legal professionals. In general, it would be advisable to increase across 

the EU the level of expertise in maritime law as well as enhancing the existing 

legal networks (education, training and research programmes, but in particular 

professional networks including judges and practitioners). 

 Enhance seafarers’ access to justice. Access to justice is a human right 

that guarantees every person access to an independent and impartial 

proceeding and the opportunity to receive a fair and just trial. However, access 

to justice is particularly challenging for seafarers to the extent that 

international jurisdiction rules do not always provide for a forum close to them 

- ideally their country of residence - and thus affordable. Non-EU seafarers who 

work on board ships flagged in an EU Member State experience more 

difficulties than EU seafarers in accessing an EU jurisdiction usually resorting to 

the Ship Arrest Conventions. The provisions of Brussels I Recast Regulation on 

employment contract matters have been designed with shore-based workers in 

mind whose country of residence usually coincides with their habitual 

workplace. That is rare in the case of seafarers, and never that of non-EU 

seafarers. As a reform of Brussels I Recast Regulation seems to be out of reach 

in these cases, a strategy could be put in place to empower seafarers for 

example by informing them in a simple manner and an accessible language of 

their legal options, including legal advice options within the EU, and 

establishing a standing rule according to which seafarers could assign their 

claims to trade unions.  

 Consider ratification of the 1999 Ship Arrest Convention to ensure 

access to EU courts. Both 1952 and 1999 conventions provide for the arrest 

of the ship as a provisional measure, but also construe a jurisdiction criterion to 

adjudicate the merits of the case in the country of ship arrest. This forum 

arresti is restricted to specific cases in the 1952 Ship Arrest Convention, but 

not in the 1999 convention, thereby the latter is better placed than the former 

one in providing seafarers with access to EU courts. Although it only applies to 

the payment of wages and other emoluments, the 1999 Ship Arrest Convention 

allows for a discussion on the merits of the case (including a discussion on the 

applicable law and the amount to be paid) before the courts of the country 

where the ship has been arrested. In view of the difficulties that amending the 

Brussels I Recast Regulation might entail, it is recommended to ratify the 1999 

Ship Arrest Convention. The EU has legal competency shared with the EU 
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Member States because the convention deals with international jurisdiction 

issues covered by the Brussels I Recast Regulation and some procedural 

matters that are still competence of the EU Member States. 

 Consider amending the EU legislation on social security matters. 

Changes of employers, of flags and short-term contracts make it difficult for 

seafarers to join just one social security scheme. The MLC, 2006 does not 

interfere with social security coverage that countries are offering to insured 

seafarers, but it tries to tackle the problem of contributions getting lost by 

placing the primary responsibility for social security on the seafarer’s country of 

residence, and the ancillary one on the flag State. The EU regulation on social 

security coordination still does it the other way around. Adjusting to the 

principles enshrined in the MLC, 2006 would simplify the coordination of social 

security schemes within the EU and help to put seafarers on an equal footing 

with shore-based workers. This would require amending EU legislation on social 

security matters and would thus be only feasible in the long term given the 

lengthy policy development and consultation process. 

 Promote the 2017 OECD Model Tax Convention on Income and Capital. 

The residence principle has been also made the essential criterion to levy taxes 

on seafarers’ personal income in the 2017 OECD Model Tax Convention on 

Income and Capital. The basis for this change is to avoid double taxation cases. 

To this end, and although the status quo cannot be changed, the 

recommendation is made to encourage States to follow this model in their 

future tax treaties. A communication policy paper could be prepared by the 

Commission informing of the consequences for seafarers of the current 

situation. 

 Consider a review of the 2004 Community Guidelines on State Aid to 

Maritime Transport. The Guidelines are indisputable as to their value in 

retaining the EU fleet. However, some issues have been raised as to how 

tonnage tax regimes are applied, and whether they have been successful in 

retaining maritime employment. To this end, further independent studies 

focused on these guidelines are recommended. In particular, attention should 

be paid in their use to increase the attractiveness of the maritime professions 

in order to improve recruitment and retention of seafarers. 

 Consider a review of EU legislation to make compatible the right to 

strike with the companies' freedom of establishment. Freedom of 

association and the right to undertake collective action are fundamental 

principles and right at work that require special attention when it comes to 

work on board. Working and living conditions depend on collective bargaining 

to a certain extent but, in contrast to the domestic regulation of the latter, the 

former are international with several laws being applied on board. That creates 

a challenge for seafarers' associations that has been addressed by trade union 

cooperation and coordination under the umbrella of the ITF. This strategy and 

in particular the right to strike has been seriously questioned by the Court of 

Justice undermining the significance of collective bargaining. In this vein, the 

Commission is recommended to put forward legislation in line with the Monti 

Regulation that is supportive to the role that trade unions are meant to play in 

enhancing working conditions of not only domestic workers, but also all 

seafarers working on board. In this vein, it is important to note that some 

actions have already been taken in this respect. The proposal for a Monti II 

Regulation did not succeed, but Directive (EU) 2018/957 of the European 

Parliament and of the Council of 28 June 2018 amending Directive 96/71/EC 

concerning the posting of workers in the framework of the provision of 

services, from which seafarers are excluded, lays down that it does not 

interfere with the right to collective bargaining and to understake collective 

action, as implemented at a national level. Taking into account the similarities 
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between seafarers and temporarily posted workers, similar steps could be 

taken as regards to the former. 

 Involve authorities other than flag State inspectors and port State 

control officers in the oversight of working and living conditions on 

board. The fact that seafarers fall under foreign legal systems creates acute 

problems. One of them is lack of information in a comprehensible language and 

manner of their rights, but another one is of legal compliance and enforcement. 

State administrations need to cooperate and coordinate, but this is not an easy 

task and usually ends up in lack of oversight. The MLC, 2006 is a step forward 

in enhancing State cooperation and coordination by setting up clear flag and 

port States' obligations. However, they are not enough, e.g. in ensuring social 

security protection for seafarers. While EMSA promotes coordination among 

flag and port States, its authority does not fit well with labour-supplying 

countries’ responsibilities. In this vein, the Commission is recommended to 

pursue a similar approach to the one that has led to the establishing of the 

European Labour Authority (ELA) and encourage it (or EMSA) to actively open 

communication, cooperation and coordination channels among flag States, port 

States and labour-supplying States in the EU. 

 Examine how to enhance transparency in book-keeping and separate 

labour costs from other operational costs. Although exact figures were 

asked when conducting the three case studies dealing with EU and non-EU 

carriers, answers were not provided making thus impossible to learn the 

significance of labour costs in the operation of companies. 

Control and compliance issues 

 Achieve a common approach in the implementation and enforcement of 

the MLC, 2006 by increasing levels of cooperation and exchange of 

information between EU port State authorities. This recommendation 

could be taken forward by implementing the following specific actions: 

- Publication of a guidance document by EMSA offering advice on 

how to address the vague or ambiguous provisions of the MLC, 2006. It 

could also provide a list of the most frequent problems detected during 

port State inspections of ships under each flag, as well as explanations 

and clarifications on each flag State’s specific documentation and 

certificates. 

- Reinforcement of training provided by EMSA to EU port State 

control officers, ensuring that it covers aspects related to the MLC, 

2006 with enough level of detail. It is important to focus on those MLC, 

2006 deficiencies that are more serious, such as non-payment of 

salaries, social security issues and other detainable deficiencies. 

Moreover, training sessions could include activities that encourage 

discussions between EU port State authorities to improve 

communication and exchange of information and good practices.  

- Facilitate EU port State control officers’ job mobility as an 

additional way of enhancing the exchange of knowledge, experience and 

information and ensuring a common enforcement approach between EU 

port State authorities. 

- Similar actions aimed at exchanging knowledge, experience and 

information could also be pursued at national level, between port 

State control inspectors and labour inspectors. These inspectors 

typically report to different departments or ministries and they could 

benefit from the expertise of one another. 
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- EMSA to publish data and / or provide feedback to authorities on 

the outcomes of their visits to Member States. Member States 

could benefit from learning what difficulties / challenges other Member 

States face and how these compare to their own situations.  

 Contribute to achieving a common approach in the implementation and 

enforcement of the MLC, 2006 also at international level. Given the 

global nature of the sector, it is desirable that there is a common approach at a 

global level too. The EU could contribute to this by, for example, seeking to 

reinforce coordination of the different MoUs at global level. The annual 

meetings of the MoUs are sometimes attended by representatives of other 

MoUs. This type of practices could be encouraged and become more common. 

EMSA could also continue on-going capacity-building actions especially in 

regions that need to develop or enhance their MLC, 2006 expertise. Moreover, 

synergies between DG DEVCO7 and EMSA’s Capacity Building unit could be 

expored. For example, the two organisations could share (human, capital or 

technical) resources to provide training or other activities of mutual interest. 

Finally, achieving this international common approach in the implementation 

and enforcement of the MLC, 2006 would also require an enhanced cooperation 

and exchange of data between the ILO and the IMO. A step towards this 

worldwide approach might result from the planned workshop in Lisbon in 

February 2020 on the MLC, 2006, which will bring together the European 

Commission, ILO, IMO and both EU and non-EU States. The European 

Commission should look for opportunities to capitalise on the outcomes of this 

workshop and contribute to reaching a common enforcement approach 

globally. 

 Achieve a common approach in the implementation and enforcement of 

the MLC, 2006 by increasing levels of cooperation and exchange of 

information also between EU flag State authorities (and Recognised 

Organisations supporting them). This would cover aspects of their work 

that are relevant to the MLC, 2006 and could be achieved by implementing the 

following actions: 

- As for port State authorities, training provided by EMSA to flag 

State authorities should be continued, reinforced and extended to 

cover MLC, 2006 related aspects in more detail. Cooperation and 

exchange of information and practices between flag State authorities should 

be encouraged too during the training sessions. The ILO’s Maritime Labour 

Academy could offer support too. 

- EMSA could also facilitate coordination and exchange of information 

and good practices between flag State authorities, for example, by 

helping to set a up a common system for seafarers’ complaints handling 

procedure that could allow flag State authorities to see how other national 

authorities deal with these. This idea of a common system between flag 

State authorities was suggested by stakeholders representing EU flag State 

authorities. To this end, the Commission could extend EMSA’s mandate to 

include activities related to the exchange of flag State control information / 

data between Member States8, in a similar way that this is done for port 

State control data (via an online Information System/ database, similar to 

Thetis). Recognised Organisations’ expertise and depth of knowledge in 

elements and activities related to the enforcement of the MLC, 2006 could 

be included to in the data sharing process. 

                                                 

7 There is, for example, one unit looking at employment matters as part of DEVCO’s capacity development procedures in partner 
countries. 
8 At present, EMSA is not involved in reporting activities related to the responsibilities of the flag State. 
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 Encourage manning agencies or recruitment placement services (RPS) 

to comply with the labour supplying responsibilities provisions of the 

MLC, 2006. As explained in the study’s conclusions, there is untapped 

potential in focusing on the labour supplying responsibilities of the ratifying 

States to improve compliance with the MLC, 2006. Specific issues to be looked 

at under labour supplying responsibilities would be how manning agencies or 

RPS implement the MLC, 2006 and social security aspects. European 

authorities, such as EMSA and the European Labour Authority (ELA), need to be 

made aware of this and cooperation mechanisms should be established to 

ensure that the labour supplying responsibilities provisions of the MLC, 2006 

receive attention for seafarers across the EU. However, it is noted that even 

though the mandate of the ELA specifically covers coordinating national social 

security authorities, given that it has been established only recently, it is 

unclear at this point how this will exactly work in the case of seafarers. For this 

reason, further research would be needed in this respect. 

 Raise seafarers’ awareness of their rights and obligations, but 

especially on complaint handling procedures under the MLC, 2006 and 

forms of redress. To achieve this, the European Commission could consider 

launching an awareness campaign on these issues targeting seafarers and 

shipowners. Inspiration could be drawn from the EU’s existing passenger rights 

campaign, however considering that this was to inform passengers of their 

rights and not employees or employers. In addition to information provided 

online, such campaign could include posting leaflets on all EU-flagged vessels, 

manning agencies, ports and maritime administrations. Port State control 

officers could potentially hand out these leaflets to crew onboard as part of an 

inspection too. Furthermore, the social partners could play a critical role in 

disseminating the messages of this campaign, but also in general, in raising 

awareness regarding seafarers’ and shipowners’ rights and obligations. 

Policy mechanisms  

These recommendations would be actioned by the Commission, but with the support 

and input of others. 

 Initiate ad hoc dedicated working group(s) to address social issues, 

including one involving Member States’ authorities. This recommendation 

could be actioned in the relatively short-term as there is willingness within the 

Commission and Member States to proceed in this direction. Social issues that 

could be addressed in ad hoc dedicated working group(s) include issues 

uncovered in this study as requiring further work or where insufficient action 

has been taken. For example, see specific recommendations for EU legislative 

action under section 11.2 which address the most serious concerns and areas 

where action is needed such as improving seafarers’ access to justice. The 

composition of the working group(s) should be established primarily on the 

basis of the expertise and technical skills required. Based on the high-technical 

level of some of the issues that were uncovered in this study, we recommend 

that the working group(s) involve technical/legal experts who would assist the 

working group to come up with policy proposals backed up on concrete 

evidence, as well as to assess the (legal) implications of the proposed actions. 

Taking the lessons learnt from the Task Force, any such working group must 

have a clear remit, delivery timeline, and actions should have a corresponding 

responsible actor to ensure accountability. 

 Provide a structure for Member States’ authorities to better prepare, 

discuss and agree on Union priorities ahead of ILO STC meetings, akin 

to the rigorous process followed in advance of IMO meetings. While there is 

some preparation, this is not as comprehensive as it could be. Providing a 

space for more structured collaboration could strengthen the EU voice at these 
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discussions. This recommendation of harmonizing EU preparation before ILO 

meetings with IMO coordination could be taken forward in the short-term by 

setting a schedule of meetings in Brussels in particular in Council in advance to 

the next STC meeting (scheduled for April 2021).  

 Undertake a review of the mechanisms for sectoral social partner 

consultation at EU level to create a mapping of the different channels 

that exist and clarify their specific function.  While the value of the SSDC-

MT as a framework for consulting social partners on policy developments is not 

debated and, indeed, has a firm legal basis in the TFEU (Art 152) for the 

recognition and promotion of the role of social partners, their consultation on 

policy initiatives that are likely to have a social impact social (Art 154) and 

their possibility to reach agreements (Art 155), reviewing the number of 

channels and tools which enable consultation of social partners in the maritime 

transport sector may be a valuable exercise in itself. This recommendation is 

for the longer term and of a more strategic nature but could be a means to 

reconsider the specific and important role of the SSDC-MT vis-à-vis other 

mechanisms. Indeed, the Better Regulation Guidelines and accompanying 

Toolbox which which were established five years ago also have specific 

requirements for consulting social partners (albeit for different purposes). 

Given the different ways in which the Commission now engages with and 

consults social partners, there maybe value in reviewing how these ways 

interact with one another to ensure the efficiency and effectiveness and distinct 

value of the various existing mechanisms.  

  

The recommendations below would be initiated by social partners, sometimes with the 

support of the Commission:  

 

 Use existing support more strategically, for example, to address 

evidence gaps and/or strengthen policy proposals with the input of 

technical experts. This recommendation could be taken forward in the 

short-term given that social partners already have the possibility to request 

funding or technical support for specific projects (e.g. through dedicated 

calls for proposals), either jointly or – in the case of workers’ organisations 

– individually. Where a need for a policy proposal is agreed by social 

partners but specific technical expertise is lacking social partners can 

request the Commission to set up a dedicated working group that brings on 

board technical experts or academics. These experts can for example 

support them in identifying and discussing the legal implications of changes 

proposed or in developing an autonomous agreement that could be 

developed into a draft legal text.  

 Organise an internal workshop to evaluate the performance of the 

SSDC-MT to date and agree on areas for improvement. This 

recommendation could be actioned in the relatively short-term as there is 

apetite for this among social partners. We would recommend that this takes 

place before agreeing on the work programme for next year. Social 

partners could use one of the annual meetings for this, if there are no 

additional resources to cover for an additional meeting or event. The 

workshop should involve mainly the social partners (at EU and Member 

State level) but could also include the participation of the Commission. We 

would suggest that the workshop addresses matters of content and process 

i.e. extent to which the main social issues have been addressed in through 

the SSDC-MT and extent to which the structure and processes of the SSDC-

MT are adequate to reach the expected outcomes. Given the diverging 

views on the extent to which the annual work programmes reflect the 

interests of the two social partners, it would be important to consider ways 

to improve the joint nature of the work programmes. These should reflect 
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the agenda of both sides and allow for the delivery of corresponding joint 

initiatives in areas where consensus may be difficult but especially 

important to develop. 

 Organise additional informal meetings. Given the appetite for informal 

meetings in addition to formal SSDC-MT meetings expressed by both sides 

at the stakeholder workshop, one item on the agenda for the above 

workshop could be the feasibility of organising additional “check in” or 

preparatory meetings as remote meetings. If stakeholders can dial-in, this 

would keep costs low and allow for wider participation and flexibility.  

The recommendation below is provided for completeness (it would be actioned by 

social partners and/or Member States, with Commission support) but in some ways 

contradicts the need to simplify the consultation landscape and we see some risks in 

terms of the potential to actually increase divergence if regional approaches differ 

greatly:  

 

 Explore opportunities for regional collaboration. As mentioned, there are 

very different approaches to social aspects of maritime transport at national 

level (including strength of collective bargaining, competitive advantages, 

socio-economic backgrounds). These fall more in step when the scope is 

regional (with the example of the Nordic countries traditionally sharing more 

with each other than their Southern European counterparts). An idea 

mentioned at the workshop was the scope to explore further regional 

collaboration and alignment as a stepping stone to more European 

collaboration. While this already exists in some cases, building on this could 

mean developing working groups to work on certain issues that are more 

relevant or where there is more agreement on the need for reform / action in 

certain of the EU regions. The issue of gender would be a case in point (i.e. 

where the Northern European countries tend to have a greater appreciation of 

this problem and the need for action). It could also be applied for the 

preparatory meetings for ILO STC meetings suggested above. This could be 

pursued by social partners (as suggested at the workshop) in which case they 

have the possibility of requesting EU funding for this; or by the Member State 

national authorities (again with the convening power of, and facilitated by, the 

Commission). 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

This report presents a study on social aspects within the maritime transport sector. 

This was a fact-finding study whose objective was to review progress on social aspects 

in the sector since the ad hoc Task Force on Maritime Employment and 

Competitiveness (2011). It aimed to examine policy achievements, gaps and 

shortcomings and identify possible areas for further work. The study required 

approaching national authorities, social partners, maritime stakeholders and academia 

and other stakeholders for feedback and other input. 

1.1. Report structure 
In terms of how the report is structured: 

 the next chapter, Chapter 2, presents the study’s scope and methodology; 

 Chapter 3 provides a general overview of recent socioeconomic developments 

in the maritime transport sector and a detailed analysis of social aspects; 

 Chapters 4 to 9 are dedicated to presenting the study findings, structured 

around the key topics that were investigated; 

 the last chapters, Chapters 10 and 11, present the study’s overall conclusions 

and recommendations. 

The report is supported by 11 technical annexes submitted as separate documents. 

1.2. Authors, acknowledgements and disclaimers 
The study was conducted for the European Commission’s Directorate-General for 

Mobility and Transport (DG MOVE) by: 

Coffey International Development (Coffey) 

 Jamie Fotheringham, Principal Consultant 

 Macarena Davies, Senior Consultant 

 Emma Godfrey, Senior Consultant 

 Jan Szyszko, Junior Consultant 

Consultores em Transportes Inovação e Sistemas (TIS.pt) 

 Daniela Carvalho, Senior Consultant 

 Michalis Karantanos, Consultant 

Oxford Research 

 Bradford Rohmer, Senior Analyst 

 Roe Langaas, Analyst 

World Maritime University (WMU) 

 Laura Carballo Piñeiro, Nippon Foundation Chair Maritime Labour Law and 

Policy 

 Tiago Fonseca, Technical Officer (Research) 

 Khanssa Lagdami, Technical Officer (Research) 

 Jens-Uwe Schröder-Hinrichs, Professor, Vice-President (Academic) 

 

The study team would like to thank all the stakeholders who agreed to be interviewed 

in person, by phone/Skype, by completing a web survey and through e-mail 

correspondence. The time, patience, and knowledge offered by all stakeholders are 

greatly appreciated; hopefully, their viewpoints are adequately reflected in this report. 

We are particularly grateful to all those who travelled to Brussels in October 2019 to 

participate in a workshop with maritime stakeholders. Lastly, we would like to extend 
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our sincere thanks to Staffan Ekwall and the team at DG-MOVE for their invaluable 

support throughout the execution of the study. 

The information and views set out in this study and annexes are those of the authors 

and do not necessarily reflect the official opinion of the Commission. The Commission 

does not guarantee the accuracy of the data included in this study. Neither the 

Commission nor any person acting on the Commission’s behalf may be held 

responsible for the use which may be made of the information contained therein. 

Any queries related to this report should be directed to the Team Leader and/or 

Deputy Team Leader: 

Team Leader 

Jamie Fotheringham  

Principal Consultant, Evaluation & 

Research 

Coffey International Development 

Limited 

Jamie.Fotheringham@coffey.com 

Deputy Team Leader 

Macarena Davies 

Senior Consultant, Evaluation & 

Research 

Coffey International Development 

Limited 

Macarena.Davies@coffey.com 
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2. STUDY SCOPE AND METHODOLOGY 

2.1. Purpose and scope of the study 

The objective of study was to assess how the social dimension of maritime transport 

has developed and progressed since the ad hoc Task Force on Maritime Employment and 

Competitiveness (hereinafter referred to as “the Task Force”) presented its final report in 

2011, which included recommendations of both legislative and non-legislative nature9.  

The study aimed to identify topics and potential initiatives (including both legislative and 

non-legislative) which can contribute to ensure adequate working and living conditions of 

seafarers and to guarantee the attractiveness of the seafarer profession.  

The main concern and indeed purpose of the study was to provide evidence to support 

the European Commission in policy-making. To this end, the study covered a 

comprehensive set of topics identified as important for future action (at EU or national 

level), including: 

 Socioeconomic and technological developments in the maritime transport sector; 

 Identification of impact and potential effects of digitalisation and automation in 

the maritime transport sector; 

 Assessment of the extent to which EU seafarers and shipowners face social 

dumping and unfair competition from third countries; 

 A review of control and compliance issues under the Directives 2009/16/EC on 

port State control and 2013/54/EU on flag State responsibilities for compliance 

with and enforcement of MLC, 2006; 

 A review of the implementation of the 2011 Task Force recommendations and 

their impact; and 

 A review of the functioning of the EU sectoral social dialogue on maritime 

transport.  

The analysis primarily focused on issues of EU relevance and covered the 2011 – 2018 

period. EU seafarers and maritime transport activities by vessels under the beneficial 

ownership of European shipowners were the prime target of the study. 

In terms of the geographical scope, the study covered all EU Member States and EEA 

countries, unless otherwise stated under the specific topics that were investigated (see 

Chapters 3 to 9). 

The study started in January 2019 and took 12 months to finalise, making the results 

available for consideration before the next Commission and supporting further action 

when it takes office. 

2.2. Approach and methodology 

To maximise its value for future European Commission action, the study took a pragmatic 

approach, by focusing primarily on producing evidence that could feed into policy 

discussions. In practice, this meant implementing a mixed methods approach to collect 

evidence that could enable sound, evidence-based judgments and recommendations. The 

multitude of topics that had to be investigated required the review and analysis of 

diverse data-sets and key informants – as no single source was able to provide the 

evidence needed. The evidence was then triangulated and carefully interpreted from 

various sources to arrive at robust and useful results. 

The methods used in this study included: 

                                                 

9 Report of the Task Force on Maritime Employment and Competitiveness and Policy - Recommendations to the European Commission, 

prepared on 09/06/2011. Press Release for the publishing of this report in July 2011 can be found on the EC’s website at 
https://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-11-916_en.htm <Accessed on 29/10/2019>. 

https://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-11-916_en.htm
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 Desk research: For purposes of both efficiency and completeness, the study 

collected and analysed as much existing information and data as possible. This 

included international, EU and national regulations; case law; maritime statistics; 

reports and studies developed by the European Commission (or contractors); 

academic articles and papers; deliverables of EU-funded projects; documents 

linked to the sectoral social dialogue in maritime transport sector; and position 

and opinion documents issued by social partners. The evidence stemming from 

desk research activities also allowed us to shape the more labour-intensive 

participatory methods so that these added as much value as possible. Unless 

otherwise stated, the sources used are referenced in the different chapters of the 

report. In addition, Annex 1 provides a list of sources on socioeconomic 

developments in the maritime transport sector and Annex 2 an inventory of EU 

legislation where seafarers are subject to special treatment (as requested in the 

study’s Terms of Reference). 

 Case studies: the study included eight case studies. Four of them were country-

based and were aimed at collecting examples on working and social conditions 

and examining education and attractiveness of the sector, as well as gender 

equality. The other four case studies were thematic-based. Of these, three were 

to learn about recruitment methods and practices and, to the extent possible, 

incurred labour costs. The remaining one was a court case study and focused on 

examining access to justice in labour and employment matters. The methods used 

for developing the case studies are presented in Table 1. The case study reports 

are presented in Annexes 4 and 5. 

 Participatory methods: we carried out a large-scale consultation programme to 

gather views, experiences and facts directly from key stakeholders (maritime 

authorities at national and EU level, social partners, maritime academia, maritime 

students, international organisations and others with interest in maritime 

transport issues). In total, we engaged with over 160 individuals through in-

depth interviews, focus groups, and an online survey with flag State authorities10. 

During the final phase of the study, we also implemented an online survey and 

workshop targeted at all stakeholders reached throughout the study at different 

points in time for specific strands of research. This gave them an additional 

opportunity to provide their views on the topics that had been investigated and to 

comment on the study team’s emerging findings. Further details on the 

participatory methods are provided in the Stakeholder Consultation Report in 

Annex 3. 

By way of summary, Table 1 presents the methodology used for addressing each of the 

study topics. 

  

                                                 

10 The number of 160 individuals does not consider the 49 stakeholders that responded the survey that we conducted during the final phase of 
the study because we assumed (the survey was anonymous) that these were people who had participated alreday in intreviews and therefore 

are counted in the grand total. However, as we asked social partners to distribute the survey among their national members, it is likely that 

we manage to collect the views of additional stakeholders to the survey. 
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Table 1: Study approach and methodology 

Study topic Approach 

Socioeconomic and 
technological developments in 

the sector 

The methodology included desk research and a total of 40 
in-depth interviews with: 

 5 Commission officials 
 16 national maritime authorities  
 12 representatives of social partners at EU and 

Member State levels  
 7 representatives of academia 

It also included 4 case studies of coastal Member States 
(Croatia, Denmark, Greece and the Netherlands), which 

included: 
 Desk research 
 6-9 interviews per case study with national 

maritime authorities, social partners, academics and 
employers 

 4 focus groups (one per Member State) that 

engaged a total of 35 maritime students. 

Identification of impact and 
potential effects of 
digitalisation and automation in 
the sector 

The methodology included desk research and 19 in-depth 
interviews with: 

 5 shipowners /operators (four large-sized companies 
and one medium-sized company) 

 4 academics / developers (two leading commercial 

developers, one cluster association and one applied 
research institute) 

 3 regulators (two transport authorities and one 
regulator) 

 7 stakeholder associations (e.g. trade unions and 
shipowners’ associations). 

To complement this, a follow-up questionnaire on the 
timeline of digitalisation and autonomous shipping was sent 
to representatives of the groups mentioned before. Out of 11 
responses collected, 7 were considered to be valid and useful 
for the study. 

Assessment of the extent to 

which EU seafarers and 
shipowners face social dumping 
and unfair competition from 
third countries 

The methodology included desk research, 4 thematic 

case studies and 15 in-depth interviews with: 
 3 representatives of International Labour 

Organisation (ILO)  
 3 representatives of International Transport Workers' 

Federation (ITF)  
 6 senior staff from EU and third-country carriers 

(case study interviews) 

 3 representatives of national trade unions (case 
study interviews) 

In terms of the thematic case studies, three were on 
recruitment methods and practices and covered EU and 

third-country carriers11. The fourth one was a court case 

study which examined the extent to which EU Member 
States' jurisdictions are accessible to seafarers residing or 
not within the EU area of justice. This was based on desk 
research of Court of Justice case law and EU Member States 
selected jurisdictions. 

                                                 

11 The case studies covered three different types of companies: freight transport, passenger service and crew management companies. Each 
case study included at least one EU and one third-country company to allow for a comparison. 
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Study topic Approach 

Review of control and 
compliance issues under the 
Directives 2009/16/EC and 

2013/54/EU 

The methodology included desk research and 8 in-depth 
interviews with: 

 3 EMSA officials  

 1 representative of a Classification Society / 
Recognised Organisation (RO)  

 4 port State control (PSC) authorities in France, 
Netherlands, Denmark and the United Kingdom 

We also conducted an online survey of flag State 
authorities. Out of the 26 EU flag State authorities that have 
ratified the MLC, 2006, 14 answered the survey. 

Follow-up of the 
recommendations of the 2011 
Task Force 

The methodology included desk research and 18 in-depth 
interviews with:  

 2 representatives of social partners (EU level)  
 7 Task Force members  
 2 Commission officials  

 3 representatives of academia  
 4 representatives of EU-funded projects 

Review of the functioning of the 
EU sectoral social dialogue on 
maritime transport 

The methodology included the development of the sectoral 
social dialogue’s intervention logic, desk research and 
32 in-depth interviews with: 

 6 Commission officials  

 8 representatives of social partners (EU level)  
 13 representatives of national social partners  
 2 representatives of academia 
 3 national maritime authorities 

The team engaged in this study brought vast experience with social aspects within the 

maritime transport sector and wider DG MOVE policies, as well as a history of 

successfully leading assignments for the European Commission of similar size and scope. 

This experience, along with frequent consultation with the study’s Steering Group, 

ensured that the study met the European Commission’s needs and provided sound 

evidence for decision-making.  

2.3. Assessment of the evidence base 

It is important to highlight that studies of this type are often constrained by resources 

and time, and compromises had to be made regarding the number of topics investigated, 

scope and depth of the research. This is particularly the case given the nature of the 

subject under review, which has many sub-issues and areas where the scope is not easily 

delineated. Taking a mixed-methods approach which combined extensive desk research 

with large-scale consultation of maritime stakeholders, made it possible to collect enough 

data and information to shed light on social aspects of maritime transport which are of 

relevance for seafarers’ working and living conditions and for competitiveness of EU 

carriers. Thus, the evidence compiled and presented is considered robust, while data 

gaps within the study findings are minor. Altogether this means that the insights 

provided by this study add value to the existing knowledge base in relation to social 

aspects in the EU maritime transport sector. Nevertheless, the following limitations and 

persistent challenges are worth highlighting to avoid a misleading sense of certainty:  

 Limited availability of statistics on social issues in the sector: the study 

confirmed the difficulty in obtaining data and statistics on social and employment 

issues in the sector. Data was found to be patchy and difficult to compare 

between Member States. This is a study finding, but it is a limitation at the same 

time. To deal with this, we attempted to assemble as complete a picture as 

possible using the sources we could identify, as well as supplementing 

documentary evidence with in-depth interviews, surveys, and case studies. While 

this did not lead to robust estimates in all areas of interest, it still allowed the 

study to provide new and useful insights on the topics that were investigated as 

well as to point to areas where further action would be required.  
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 Difficulty making generalisable findings: a challenge was making 

generalisable findings based on case study research in a small sample of Member 

States and covering few (EU and third-country) carriers. To a certain extent, we 

mitigated this by using desk research and in-depth interviews to triangulate 

between sources and gauge the applicability of given findings and lessons learned. 

EU-level stakeholders, whose experiences encompass the whole EU, were 

especially important in this regard. Moreover, the online survey and workshop of 

stakeholders carried out in the final phase gave us an opportunity to test whether 

the findings that emerged from the study hold up in different contexts. Further, in 

presenting our findings, we aimed to make clear where they refer to specific 

contexts, to avoid a false sense of generalisability.  

 Reluctance or difficulties for stakeholders to share information or 

opinions: in some cases, stakeholders were reluctant to talk about a very 

uncertain future and / or share information that they considered to be confidential 

or sensitive (e.g. on their business strategies). This limited the possibility of 

drawing economic estimations and / or predictions of the future of the sector. To 

overcome this, we relied on the expert judgment of key stakeholders, selected 

data sources and publications. We also ensured the sample of stakeholders 

consulted was balanced.  

 Limited recollection of stakeholders of the 2011 Task Force Report: Except 

for Task Force members and EU-level social partners, we found that most 

stakeholders consulted (e.g. academics, national authorities) had limited 

awareness or recollection of the Task Force’s recommendations. While this 

constituted a finding, it also had an impact on the amount and quality of evidence 

that we were able to collect regarding the relevance and impact of 

recommendations. To address this, we sought for additional feedback from former 

Task Force members and Commission officials that had engaged with the Task 

Force at the time and/or stakeholders that were identified by the Task Force as 

responsible for implementing some of its recommendations. In particular, the 

social partners at EU-level provided us with important feedback regarding the 

Task Force exercise.  

 Polarisation of stakeholder views and differences of opinions vis-à-vis 

study findings: stakeholders consulted in this study, and especially social 

partners, often held opposite views about the topics under investigation. The 

study reached conclusions and made recommendations that are evidence-based, 

but they do not necessarily satisfy the interests of these stakeholders in equal 

measure. Nevertheless, this report demonstrates that we have engaged with 

representatives of all relevant groups of stakeholders and that we have 

considered the different points of view. It also points to the areas where polarised 

opinions are found and what the implications may be for how issues can be taken 

forward. Our approach was characterised by extensive consultations in the data 

collection phase, as well as through the online survey and workshop of 

stakeholders conducted in the analytical and judgement phase at the end of the 

study allowing us to be confirm that different views and positions have been 

considered.  
 



 

34 
 

3. OVERVIEW OF THE EU MARITIME TRANSPORT SECTOR 

3.1. Introduction  

This chapter presents an overview of the EU maritime transport sector with a focus on 

the social aspects. It consists of a general overview of recent socioeconomic 

developments and an analysis of certain aspects such as living and working conditions 

and gender equality. In this way, it sets the scene for the following chapters, which go 

into more detail on specific issues that were investigated in this study. The overview is 

based on desk research, interviews with EU- and national-level stakeholders, the 

stakeholder survey and workshop. 

3.2. Employment in the EU maritime transport sector 

Maritime transport is of notable strategic importance for EU citizens’ mobility and EU 

trade. Three quarters of European external trade transits through EU ports and more 

than 400 million passengers embark and disembark at European ports annually.12 

EU/EEA countries control over a third of the world’s fleet and traditional European 

maritime nations such as Greece, Germany, Norway, the United Kingdom, the 

Netherlands, Denmark and France, remain among the biggest ship-owning countries in 

the world.13 

The sector is also a major source of employment, albeit in a sense that is not fully 

understood. As was noted in the 2011 Task Force Report, the fragmented nature of 

maritime transport makes it difficult to obtain complete and accurate data on EU/EEA 

employment in the maritime sector. Indeed, the stakeholders consulted for this study 

agreed strongly on the need for better data as a sound basis for policy and decision-

making. More specifically, this should be comparable and cover the entire EU/EEA.  

Some steps are being taken to address this problem, notably the ongoing MapMar 

project, which seeks to fill gaps in existing sources and come up with a methodology for 

future use.14 Nonetheless, it will only solve part of the problem though, as important 

resources and collaboration between the EU, Member States and other actors will be 

needed to take forward the methods developed over the long term.  

Given this lack of data, the following paragraphs present a snapshot of the situation and 

trends using the partial sources that are available. These include in particular the 

UNCTAD figures compiled from the 2016 Manpower Report by the Baltic and International 

Maritime Council (BIMCO),15 which cover the whole world and provide numbers of officers 

and ratings. While subject to some shortcomings (e.g. that the data is based on a self-

reported survey of shipowners), these give as comparable an overview as can be 

obtained.16  

A few points stand out from the figures. First, the EU/EEA countries count for a 

significant proportion of global seafarers, making up just under 17% of the world total of 

1.65m. Moreover, EU/EEA seafarers are skewed towards the higher-level jobs, making up 

over 20% of officers but only about 13% of ratings. Compared with other regions of the 

world, the EU/EEA has far fewer seafarers than Asia, but substantially more than any 

other one region. These aspects are illustrated in Figure 1 below. 

Figure 1: Regional seafarer comparison 

                                                 

12 https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/2018-maritime-year-brochure.pdf  
13 United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD). 
14 The ongoing MapMar project (Mapping of maritime professionals: Towards a full-scale European data collection system) with funding 

from the EU seeks to establish a common methodology for mapping maritime professionals in the EU. ECSA and ETF work together on the 

project to create a better picture of the industry and to guide discussions on how systematic data collection can be developed.  
15 UNCTAD. Seafarer supply. https://unctadstat.unctad.org/wds/TableViewer/tableView.aspx.  
16 To give additional confidence in the data, it is worth noting that the UNCTAD figures roughly correspond to those compiled for EU/EEA 

countries using a different methodology in EMSA’s 2016 report Seafarer Statistics, EMSA (2016). Seafarers Statistics. 
http://www.emsa.europa.eu/work/download/5282/3321/23.html.  

https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/2018-maritime-year-brochure.pdf
https://unctadstat.unctad.org/wds/TableViewer/tableView.aspx
http://www.emsa.europa.eu/work/download/5282/3321/23.html
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Source: UNCTAD based on data from BIMCO 2015 

While this confirms that seafaring is an important source of employment, seafarers are 

highly concentrated, with about 60% employed in just five countries EU/EEA countries 

(Italy, Norway, Bulgaria, Poland and Croatia). The split between officers and ratings also 

varies. Perhaps more interesting is to look at how employment in seafaring compares 

with the wider economy. Cross analysing the BIMCO figures with Eurostat data shows 

that seafaring overall makes up about 0.12 % of employment in the coastal EU/EEA17. 

However, the overall figure masks profound differences between countries. As illustrated 

in Figure 2, seafarers account for more than 1 % of employment in Croatia, Norway, 

Bulgaria and 0.4 % or more in Cyprus, Latvia, Estonia and Malta. More than 0.2 % of 

employment comes from seafaring in a further eight countries, and at least 0.1 % in five 

countries. In a last set of five countries, most of which have especially large and diverse 

economies, seafaring accounts for much fewer jobs as a proportion of the whole. This 

shows that seafaring is likely to be a bigger priority for some countries than others, and 

that the needs are likely to vary in terms of economic support, regulations and other 

measures that affect the national maritime sector. 

Figure 2: Numbers of seafarers and overall employment  

Source: UNCTAD based on data from BIMCO 2015; Eurostat employment data. The data excludes 

fisheries.  

As in most other sectors, the global recession in 2009 hit employment in the maritime 

sector hard, with the overall decrease in international trade leading to a corresponding 

decrease in the global demand for shipping across most sectors. Representatives of 

                                                 

17 European Labour Force survey as compiled by Eurostat, url: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/lfs/data/database. 
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national authorities interviewed for this study explained that certain maritime industries 

are still recovering from the economic recession. For example, the case study on the 

Netherlands (Annex 4, section 4.4) illustrates how the country’s maritime economy is still 

feeling the effects of the recession, with owners of container feeders, dry cargo and 

multi-purpose vessels still struggling financially, long after the shore-based economy 

recovered fully. Contrarily, the case study on Greece (Annex 4, section 4.3) shows that 

Greek shipping managed to weather both the international and Greek financial crises 

relatively well, boasting continuous growth in the ensuing years. 

It is difficult to paint a complete picture of employment in EU/EEA maritime transport 

without benchmarking against progress over time. Employment data from Eurostat18 

show that the number of EU seafarers on EU Member States-flagged vessels has fallen in 

recent years. In the European maritime transport strategy19 this is owed to, among other 

things, EU regulation that has opened up national markets to foreign competition. The 

consequences of increased competition in the EU maritime labour market are evident 

when also accounting for non-EU labour employed on the EU controlled fleet. A 2017 

Oxford Economics study20 points to a growth in employment in the EU-controlled fleet 

from 488,000 in 2004 to 615,000 in 2013, an increase of 26 %. Nevertheless, the study 

argues, the increase in employment was proportionately smaller than the increase in 

controlled tonnage for the same period, indicating that productivity increased in the 

studied period. The latter observation is supported by a 2017 Deloitte study21 which 

states that: “… despite the increase of EU-operated fleet…, EU seafarers’ employment did 

not increase in proportion…”. The study attributes this to the increase in non-EU 

seafarers on-board EU Member State-flagged ships, the decrease in the world share of 

EU Member States-flagged ships and the technological advances that have taken place in 

the maritime transport sector, among other things, requiring smaller crew sizes and 

allowing for more efficient procedures in ports (see Chapter 5). 

3.3. EU legislative framework for the social aspects of maritime transport  

Since 2009, the EU has adopted several legislative initiatives that affect social aspects of 

the maritime transport sector. The EU legislative framework for social aspects is 

predominantly aimed at improving working and living conditions at sea, enhancing social 

protection, setting standards for training, fostering closer collaboration between the 

social partners, and increasing the attractiveness of the sector for young Europeans. The 

framework is in the first instance defined by seven Directives which transpose two 

international conventions into EU law22. These are: 

                                                 

18 Ibid. 
19 https://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/strategies/2018_maritime_transport_strategy_en 
20 Oxford Economics. 2017. The Economic Value of the EU shipping industry. A report for the European Community 
Shipowners’ Association (ECSA). These numbers include freight and passenger transport, service and offshore support 
vessels, and renting and leasing. Unfortunately, no numbers are available for the period 2011-2019 which is in focus 
of this study. 
21 Deloitte. 2017. EU Shipping Competitiveness Study. International Benchmark Analysis. Study issued by the 
European Community Shipowners’ Association. 
22 In addition, Directive 2015/1794/EU amends five pieces of existing social legislation to apply to seafarers. These 
relate to worker protection in the case of employer insolvency, information and consultation of employees, standards 
for collective redundancies and workers’ rights in cases of mergers and acquisitions. A full summary of the relevant 
legislation can be found in Annex 2. 

https://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/strategies/2018_maritime_transport_strategy_en
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Table 2: Key EU legislation applying to seafarers  

International 
Convention 

Directive 

Maritime Labour 
Convention, 2006 
(MLC) 

 Directive 2009/13/EC implementing the Agreement concluded by 
ECSA and ETF on the Maritime Labour Convention, 2006, and 
amending Directive 1999/63/EC23 

 Directive 2013/54/EC: concerning certain flag State responsibilities 
for compliance with and enforcement of the MLC 

 Directive 2013/38/EC: amending Directive 2009/16/EC on port State 
control 

 Directive 2018/131: amending Directive 2009/13/EC on implementing 
the MLC 2006 

Convention on 
Standards of Training, 

Certification and 
Watchkeeping for 
Seafarers (STCW 
Convention) 

 Directive 2008/106/EC on the minimum level of training of seafarers 
 Directive 2012/35/EC amending Directive 2008/106/EC on the 

minimum level of training of seafarers 
 Directive (EU) 2019/1159 amending Directive 2008/106/EC on the 

minimum level of training of seafarers and repealing Directive 
2005/45/EC on the mutual recognition of seafarers' certificates issued 

by the Member States 

Directive 2009/13/EC has the most substantial effects on the social aspects of EU 

seafarers. The Directive implements the agreement concluded by the European 

Community Shipowners’ Association (ECSA) and the European Transport Workers’ 

Federation (ETF) on the Maritime Labour Convention 2006 (MLC, 2006) into EU law. 

Among other things, the Directive sets up minimum harmonisation rules for health and 

safety protection as well as accident prevention. Furthermore, it provides rules on the 

appropriate training of seafarers. The Directive applies to all seafarers on board ships 

registered in an EU Member State and/or flying flag of a Member State. The Directive 

was amended in 2018 through Directive 2018/131 in accordance with the amendments of 

2014 to the MLC, 2006, on the financial security of seafarers. 

Among the national authorities interviewed for the study, the general stance towards 

Directive 2009/13/EC was positive. Several interviewees stated that the MLC, 2006 and 

its implementation in the EU had gone some way towards levelling the playing field for 

EU seafarers and secured a minimum standard for all EU Member States involved in 

international shipping trade. Furthermore, the MLC, 2006 was portrayed by national 

authorities as a flexible instrument that can be, and has been, amended to adapt to 

emerging issues such as piracy and armed robbery. 

However, several representatives of national authorities argued that Directive 

2009/13/EC had only minor impact on the social situation for seafarers in their country. 

Especially in some Northern European countries such as Denmark and Sweden, 

equivalent or stronger national legislation was already in place in 2009. Representatives 

of these countries argued that the MLC, 2006 provides for only minimum protection for 

seafarers and that more should be done at the EU and international levels to strengthen 

the living and working conditions of seafarers. They highlighted in particular that the 

enforcement of Directive 2009/13/EC and Directive 2013/38/EC should both be 

strengthened through closer monitoring in all Member States, especially in Member 

States that struggle to enforce the Directives (see Chapter 7 on control and compliance 

issues). In addition, several national stakeholders that were consulted for the study 

argued that the MLC, 2006 has increased the administrative burden for seafarers as both 

the mandatory amount of paperwork and the number of inspections have increased. 

Some interviewees pointed to the implementation of EC Directive 2009/16/EC on port 

State control as having had a bigger positive impact on the social situation for EU/EEA 

seafarers, as it ensures that all EU Member States control that shipowners meet the 

                                                 

23 Iceland was the last EU/EEA country to ratify the convention only in April 2019, with plans to implement in March/April 2020 according 

to representatives from the national authority.  
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standards stipulated in the MLC, 2006. This view is supported by an ex-post evaluation of 

the PSC Directive which argues that it: “… plays a key role in the defence against 

‘substandard’ shipping operating in EU waters…”, thereby contributing to its intended 

objectives of improving maritime safety, security, pollution prevention and working 

conditions. Nonetheless, as discussed in Chapter 7, there are some concerns about the 

extent to which the Directive is implemented in a consistent way.24 

3.4. Views on the social conditions of EU seafarers 

Serving to highlight a key reason that agreement is hard to reach on action to improve 

social conditions for stakeholders, views differed strongly about whether and to what 

extent the current situation was good or bad, and on whether it was improving or getting 

worse. This was evident across the different stakeholders consulted. In the interviews 

with national authorities, the countries fell into two groups, based on their views on the 

working and living conditions of seafarers:  

 Higher income countries  

These countries consist mainly of Member States that joined the EU before 2004. 

When asked about socioeconomic trends for seafarers, they tended to emphasise 

the difficult conditions in comparison to other forms of employment. Aspects 

mentioned included harsh working hours (particularly the six hours on, six hours 

off approach often followed), falling crew sizes (due to technological advances), 

lacking internet access, sub-standard social security conditions, steep competition 

from labour based in other Member States and the prevalence of bullying and 

harassment on-board ships. These authorities often felt that the EU should help to 

level the playing field by introducing measures that would improve conditions and 

reduce the use of flags of convenience without engendering competition between 

Member States. For these countries, the minimum standards set in the 

Convention and corresponding EU legislation were not considered especially 

relevant, since they fall below national policies and prevailing conditions, but it 

was considered important to ensure enough monitoring elsewhere. 

 Lower-income countries  

These countries consist mainly (but not only) of Member States that joined the EU 

after 2004. The countries in this category are mostly labour-supplying countries 

rather than ship-owner countries. They portrayed a much more benign situation 

for EU/EEA seafarers, characterised by improving social security and employment 

contracts and relatively high wages, status and conditions for seafarers. These 

countries appreciated the benefits of recent EU legislation, and, to the extent that 

they expressed concerns about competitive pressure, it was from seafarers not 

subject to EU law, pointing to that more and more workers in the sector come 

from third countries such as the Philippines, Ukraine, Russia, Indonesia and India. 

Turning to the social partners at the EU level, the European Community Shipowners’ 

Associations (ECSA) and the European Transport Workers’ Federation (ETF) had 

profoundly different views on the current legislative framework and the socioeconomic 

trends facing seafarers.25 Broadly speaking, ECSA considered it an achievement that 

international conventions and other protections have been transposed into EU law despite 

the international nature and fierce competitiveness of the maritime transport sector. ETF 

held a strongly opposing view, reflecting that of the higher-income group described 

above, arguing that international standards offer a bare minimum and questioning the 

rationale for excluding seafarers from broader social policies. 

                                                 

24 European Commission. 2017. Ex-post evaluation of Directive 2009/16/EC on port State control. Final Report. 
25 Interestingly, the case studies (case study reports are available in Annex 4) show more agreement between 
trade unions and employers’ organisations at national level. To illustrate, the case study on Croatia (Annex 4, 
section 4.1) shows that there is a high level of consensus between the social partners owing mostly to an 
overall agreement on the importance of maritime transport for the Croatian economy. The same is the case in 
the Netherlands, where both bipartite and tripartite cooperation between social partners and the government 
are well-functioning and work to ensure the sustainable provision of human capital to the national maritime 
sector. In Denmark, where the social partner landscape is more fragmented, the case study exposed an 
interesting division between the labour union representing ratings and the union representing officers. 
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Concerns expressed in some labour-supplying countries in Southern / Eastern Europe 

illustrate this. National authorities and unions raised concerns that seafarers in their 

country who serve on EU/EEA flagged ships lack social protection in part because of 

Regulation (EC) No 883/2004 on the coordination of social security systems. The 

Regulation provides that EU seafarers serving on EU/EEA registered ships are entitled to 

social security coverage in the flag state of the ship and consequently must pay social 

insurance in the flag state country of the ship. According to the interviewees, this poses a 

problem as seafarers tend to (1) work on ships with a flag of convenience (FOC); and 

(2) typically work for three to four employers per year, from different countries. As a 

result, they do not pass the threshold for eligibility for social insurance in any given 

country and therefore fall without protection (see Chapter 6 for a more elaborate 

discussion on this issue).  

As highlighted by the case study on Croatia (Annex 4, section 4.1), the coordination 

system has potential negative implications on three additional levels: (1) European 

shipowners look to employ non-EU seafarers rather than EU/EEA seafarers due to the 

high cost of the latter; (2) National authorities have to bilaterally negotiate deviations 

from the regulation with other Member States which is time-consuming and costly; and 

(3) It increases the administrative burden of crewing agencies that deal with certain 

administrative forms for seafarers. The tension created by the system for coordinating 

social security systems in the EU creates a policy challenge: on the one hand the systems 

serves its intended purpose of discouraging a “race to the bottom” in the EU in terms of 

lowering the standards for EU/EEA seafarers. On the other hand, the regulation, as 

argued by some interviewees, has perverse consequences on the situation for many 

seafarers, resulting in no social protection at all. 

3.5. Gender equality and diversity in the EU maritime transport sector 

The number of women in the global and EU maritime transport sectors remains low, with 

few signs of improvement over time. The International Transport Workers’ Federation 

(ITF) reports that women make up only an estimated 2 % of the world’s maritime 

workforce26, with women seafarers working mainly in the cruise and ferries sector, often 

for FOC which are normally lower paid and less protected. This was echoed in a recent 

study conducted by the European Maritime Safety Agency (EMSA)27, which noted a 

marked over-representation of men in the EU maritime transport sector, with female 

masters and officers representing just 1.55 % of the total number available to serve on 

EU Member States-flagged vessels. Over 90 % of them held Certificates of Competence 

(CoCs) issued by EU Member States, meaning that their competencies are validated by 

an EU Member State. Larger proportions of women were found in the deck department 

compared with men. Using data provided by 15 Member States, the same report 

estimates the total proportion of female ratings in EU Member States at 3.51 % ± 0.26 

%, indicating that women generally hold lower ranked positions than men. 

In the survey with maritime stakeholders conducted during the final phase of the study, 

respondents agreed that the maritime transport sector has gender-related problems in 

terms of gender inequality in the workforce, gender-based harassment, stereotyping and 

discrimination. On the other hand, half of the respondents felt that the situation for 

gender equality has improved since 2011. Nonetheless, the case studies support the 

picture that maritime transport remains male dominated. For example, the case studies 

on Greece and the Netherlands (Annex 4, section 4.4) show that the share of women 

enrolling in maritime education is limited to about 5 % in Greece and about 6.5 % in the 

Netherlands, albeit with notable differences between programmes. Furthermore, the case 

study on the Netherlands shows that women, because of harassment and family duties, 

tend to work on-board ships for fewer years than men contributing further to gender 

inequality on-board Dutch-flagged ships. 

                                                 

26 Data from 2003. https://www.itfseafarers.org/ITI-women-seafarers.cfm 
27 EMSA. 2016. Seafarer Statistics in the EU. 

https://www.itfseafarers.org/ITI-women-seafarers.cfm
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Given the scale and intractability of these problems, it is heartening to find that there 

was widespread acknowledgement among the consulted stakeholders that gender 

equality and diversity more broadly (e.g. ethnicity, LGBTQ) are important issues for the 

maritime sector. Attracting more women to the sector, it was argued, is closely tied to 

improving living and working conditions; indeed, the latter affects the attractiveness of 

the sector generally, not only for women or other marginalised groups.  

Nonetheless, views differed regarding the likely causes and solutions. For example, at EU 

level, the ETF and ECSA have agreed in a joint declaration that gender inequality is 

exacerbated by issues such as the public’s perception of seafaring as a harsh sector, long 

periods away from home that make it hard to reconcile home and family life and 

widespread concerns that women will be subject to gender stereotyping and 

discrimination.28 In most interviews with national authorities, the interviewees felt either 

that women were turned off from the sector by the same issues facing men (e.g. low 

wages, difficult working conditions) or, more alarmingly, that women were less able than 

men to do the hard work involved with being a seafarer. This chimed with recent 

academic research, which has noted that life on-board is ‘saturated with a masculinity 

norm that pushes women and their experiences aside’.29 Only a small minority of Member 

States, such as Sweden, Denmark and the Netherlands, brought up problems of 

harassment, discrimination and employment conditions that do not easily accommodate 

women, and specific measures being taken to deal with them. For example, suggestions 

were made to replicate measures for improving gender equality in other male dominated 

sectors such as the military or coast guard sectors. 

Given this diversity of views, it is unsurprising that action to tackle gender and diversity 

issues in the sector has been limited, often preliminary (e.g. consisting of studies and 

events rather than concrete initiatives) and out of proportion in the scale of the problems 

faced. Even much of the preliminary work is taking place at EU international levels. To 

give some examples, interviewees referred to EU level initiatives such as the Joint ETF-

ECSA Declaration of intention to address the enhanced participation of women in 

European shipping and IMO’s campaign on Empowering Women in the Maritime 

Community. Furthermore, in April 2019, the World Maritime University (WMU) organised 

an international women’s conference on “Empowering Women in the Maritime 

Community”30. The conference resulted in several concrete action points for improving 

gender equality in the sector, inter alia that a new study should be undertaken to provide 

up to date information and data on the number of women in maritime and oceans fields, 

and that a network platform should be established to address gender empowerment, 

learning and sharing best practice. It remains to be seen what results in terms of gender 

equality these actions will lead to. In a similar vein, the ETF recently launched a survey 

on gender issues, covering maritime transport as well as other sectors.  

Overall, despite important initiatives in some countries, and useful steps being taken at 

higher levels, it seems unlikely that gender issues are being dealt with in ways that 

would generate major improvements in the short-to-medium term. For this, larger-scale 

and more concerted and mainstreamed action would be required.  

4. ATTRACTIVENESS OF THE SECTOR AND EDUCATION 

4.1. Introduction  

One aim of this study was to ascertain the extent to which the maritime transport sector 

is (un)attractive to young European, especially in areas with high unemployment, and 

explain why this is the case, as well as relating this to skills requirements and how these 

are changing. Drawing on the four case studies on Croatia, Denmark, Greece and the 

Netherlands (Annex 4), interviews with national authorities and social partners, the 

stakeholder survey and workshop, this section looks at the situation for attractiveness, 

                                                 

28 EFT & ECSA (2018). Joint ETF-ECSA Declaration of intention to address the enhanced participation of women in European shipping. 
29 Lavalle Acejo, I, and Abila S, (2016). Rubbing out gender: women and merchant ships. 

Journal of Organizational Ethnography, Vol. 5 Issue: 2, pp.123-138.  
30 Conclusions of the third WMU International Women’s Conference on “Empowering Women in the Maritime Community” (EWMC 2019). 
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factors making the sector more and less attractive to young Europeans, and trends 

affecting maritime education and training (MET). 

The chapter argues that the EU maritime sector as a whole is experiencing people 

shortages and declining attractiveness. It also draws on the evidence collected to show 

that this trend is not universal, with notable exceptions in certain countries based on a 

number of success factors and initiatives. Finally, the chapter highlights the importance 

of modernising MET in accordance with new sector trends.  

4.2. Supply and demand of EU seafarers  

The BIMCO/ICS report referred to in the previous chapter estimates that an additional 

147,500 officers will be needed by 2025 to serve the global merchant fleet. Interviews 

with national authorities, especially those in higher-income countries (also Greece, as 

detailed in the case study in Annex 4, section 4.3), reveal that many EU Member States 

experience notable people shortages in the sector. Indeed, the threat of shortages 

resulting from challenges in attracting young Europeans to the sector is one of the key 

issues that the European maritime transport strategy31 seeks to address. 

The overarching problem related to the aforementioned shortage in manpower, without 

specific estimates available for the EU as a whole, was defined by interviewees as the 

declining attractiveness of the sector in many countries. This was also highlighted by EU 

officials interviewed as one of the most critical issues in the EU maritime sector. The 

problem is considered especially acute in higher-income countries, measured in 

application, drop-out and graduation rates at maritime academies. Representatives of 

national authorities in these countries spoke of difficulties in attracting competent 

seafarers, the age imbalance in the sector and early career abandonment due to lack of 

clear structures for progression. Interviewees elaborated on several factors: 

 Reduced possibilities to and attractiveness of experiencing other countries as a 

seafarer due to (1) the declining time spent at foreign ports; (2) the general 

increase in living standards that has allowed people to travel for leisure; and 

(3) the expansion of the Schengen area that has allowed for easier travel within 

Europe. 

 Seafaring is increasingly considered incompatible with a normal social and family 

life. This is exacerbated in some cases by the lack of a clear long-term career 

structure that stretches from work on-board ships to work ashore, which would 

facilitate family life in the long term. 

 Seafaring is no longer considered as lucrative as it once was compared to 

traditional land-based professions, while at the same time there are perceptions of 

poor working and social conditions such as the lack of facilities, social spaces and 

internet connection on-board ships. 

 Increased administrative responsibilities and burdens that follow measures to 

improve efficiency and enforce stricter norms. 

Nevertheless, the attractiveness of the sector varies between countries, which was 

reflected in the stakeholder survey with national stakeholders. This showed mixed results 

for questions relating to the attractiveness. Labour supplying countries (e.g. Croatia, 

Romania and Cyprus) seem to not be experiencing the same problems as higher-income 

countries (e.g. Finland, Denmark, Sweden and the Netherlands). For example, the case 

study on Croatia (Annex 4, section 4.1) highlights how the maritime sector in the country 

has remained attractive over the years as measured by stable application and graduation 

rates at maritime education and training institutions (METIs) in the country. On the other 

hand, the case study on the Netherlands shows that the number of Dutch seafarers is 

                                                 

31 European Commission. European Maritime Transport Strategy 2009-2016. 
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currently so low that ships can only be sufficiently manned by relying on seafarers from 

other countries, both EU and non-EU. Greece has also experienced a sharp decline of 

seafarers during the last decades and with current numbers not being sufficient to cover 

the needs of the Greek-flagged fleet.  

The industry and unions had different positions regarding whether the supply or demand 

of seafarers is the actual problem for attractiveness. While the unions consulted for the 

study believed the main problem to be that there are not enough jobs for EU/EEA 

seafarers as these are offered to non-EU workers, the industry argued that the main 

issue is skills shortages. As was highlighted in the previous chapter, access to better data 

could most likely help in understanding this mismatch between supply and demand of 

labour in the EU maritime transport sector and how this varies between countries. 

4.3. Factors that explain the attractiveness of a maritime career  

Consultations with national stakeholders and students as part of the four case studies 

point to a combination of factors to explain the continued attractiveness of the maritime 

transport sector for young people in some circumstances: 

 Tradition and culture: The case studies on Croatia, Denmark, Greece and the 

Netherlands (Annex 4) all highlight the importance of culture and tradition in 

attracting youngsters to pursue a maritime career. In these countries, the 

seafarer profession is commonly passed on from one generation to the other. In 

the two former countries it was emphasised that seafaring is regarded as a 

respectable profession in the national culture. 

 General economic environment: Economic factors can also explain why 

seafaring remains attractive in some countries as well as why it has lost 

attractiveness in others. Economic incentives include micro-economic factors such 

as salary levels and the ratio between seafarer’s salaries and the national average 

salary, and macro-economic factors such as the state of the market and especially 

the performance of the shore-based economy in any given country. To illustrate 

the latter, the case studies on Croatia, Greece and the Netherlands (Annex 4, 

sections 4.1, 4.3 and 4.4) show that there was an increase in enrolment of 

freshmen students in METIs and a rise in the number of seafarers entering or 

returning to profession following the economic crisis in 2009. 

 Government initiatives: Different government initiatives such as government 

scholarship schemes, social benefit programmes and information campaigns to 

influence the attractiveness of the maritime transport sector. Examples of all of 

these can be found in the case studies on Croatia and the Netherlands (Annex 4, 

sections 4.1 and 4.4). In Croatia, the government recently introduced a 

scholarship programme aimed at attracting more students to maritime education, 

a social reform for seafarers, including a policy that exempts seafarers from 

paying tax given that they work for at least 183 days per year, and continuous 

campaigns targeting students in upper-secondary education. In the Netherlands, 

the government offers shipowners a tax refund to increase competitiveness and 

boost employment in the sector. 

In terms of government initiatives, all four case studies illustrate how national strategies 

for the maritime sector include education and attractiveness as important priorities. 

However, views on the strategies differed somewhat between the countries, with 

stakeholders in Greece arguing that the country lacks a comprehensive approach to 

enhance the sector’s attractiveness, whereas views were more positive in Croatia and the 

Netherlands. The Dutch strategy points to several critical areas that correspond with 

issues that are highlighted in this chapter, namely (1) the need for efforts to encourage 

more young people to choose a maritime career; (2) the need to retain current personnel 

in the sector through training opportunities and attractive career prospects, and; (3) 

increased possibilities for labour mobility within the Dutch maritime cluster through 

transitioning between maritime professions. 
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4.4. Examples of initiatives to boost attractiveness of the maritime transport 

sector 

In terms of promoting the maritime sector to young people, stakeholders agreed that 

measures to enhance the living and working conditions (e.g. salaries, social benefits, 

length of contracts) of EU/EEA seafarers are the most important for improving the 

attractiveness of the sector. Moreover, several stakeholders suggested that a selling 

point could be a focus on the “EU maritime cluster” and the possibility to work in different 

parts of the sector and in different Member States. It was also mentioned that national 

campaigns, some of which are listed below, need to be coordinated to adopt this “EU 

approach” and to achieve multiplier effects. 

The following points give a snapshot of national campaigns to improve the attractiveness 

of the sector:  

 Denmark: The Danish Shipowners’ Association (Danske Rederier) runs the Det 

Blå Danmark (“Blue Denmark”) campaign – an initiative to increase recruitment 

within Danish maritime cluster as a whole. It comprises Danish shipping 

companies, ports, shipyards, maritime service providers, maritime equipment 

suppliers, regulatory authorities and organisations, METIs, research institutions 

and universities. It is a coordinated and targeted industry campaign aimed to 

raise awareness of the maritime transport sector and its job opportunities and 

educational programmes. Recently, the campaign produced a board game as an 

alternative way to teach and learn about the maritime sector. 

 United Kingdom: The Merchant Navy Training Board has a "Careers at Sea" 

brand which promotes seagoing careers to young people and their families. It has 

a network of volunteering Careers at Sea Ambassadors around the country who 

visit schools and youth groups in their local area to raise awareness of careers at 

sea and the importance of shipping and encourage young people to explore the 

career opportunities available. Ambassadors range from newly qualified to Ship 

Captains, Chief Engineers and shore-based professionals, and advise about life at 

sea, the training programmes, entry requirements, typical salaries, lifestyle and 

career openings for seafarers. 

 Cyprus: In 2006, The Cyprus Shipowners’ Association (Κυπριακή Ένωση 

Πλοιοκτητών) launched the “Adopt a ship” Programme, which involved assigning 

to elementary schools’ classrooms a particular vessel for each classroom and the 

establishment of direct email communication between the pupils and the crew of 

the vessel. The programme aims to inform the pupils about life on-board, cargoes 

carried by ships, trading patterns and geography. The purpose is to raise the 

image of shipping and highlight its important contribution to global trade and the 

global economy. 

 Germany: German Shipowners Association (Verband Deutscher Reeder, VDR) 

together with member companies runs the Ferienfahrer-Programm (“We show you 

the sea”) summer holiday internship programme that enables school pupils to 

spend time on-board a ship and gain a first-hand insight into work and life on 

board. The duration of internships ranges from one week to the entire holiday, 

with possibilities on tugs, ferries or large container ships. The programme is 

aimed at raising awareness about the maritime transport sector, careers at sea, 

recruit persons to enrol in MET and give pupils with no link to shipping a chance to 

see how life is at sea. 

 Netherlands: Royal Association of Netherlands Shipowners (Koninklijke 

Vereniging van Nederlandse Reders, KVNR) runs several campaigns such as the 

‘zeebenen in de klas' (“Seamen in the classroom”) campaign, in which seafarers 

talk to children of age 10-12 about their jobs, and the 'zeebenen gezocht' 

(“Seamen wanted”) campaign in which youngsters who are considering attending 

maritime colleges are able to sail on board a commercially operating merchant 
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vessel for one or two weeks. The former campaign was initiated as a result of a 

study which showed that the main factor motivating students to enter maritime 

education was family members and friends providing them with information about 

employment opportunities in the sector. Furthermore, maritime students in the 

Netherlands are covered by a “job guarantee”, meaning that as soon as they 

graduate from a nautical college, they are guaranteed a job aboard Dutch-flagged 

ship. 

Most of the above-mentioned campaigns involve a variety of partners ranging from 

national authorities and social partners to industry representatives and METIs. The 

initiatives aim at increasing awareness among youth about job opportunities in the 

maritime sector by way of showcasing and practically engaging young people. In the 

survey with maritime stakeholders, actions involving communication and promotional 

actions (e.g. campaigns to promote work opportunities, promotional actions in 

secondary/high schools) were among the most supported ones to increase the 

attractiveness of the sector. In addition, survey respondents, in an open-text question, 

highlighted the improved salaries of seafarers and guaranteeing full Wi-Fi coverage on 

vessels as important measures to increase the attractiveness of the sector. 

4.5. Retention of seafarers  

Low retention of seafarers has also been highlighted as a problem contributing to skills 

shortages in the sector. In large part, this is a function of the issues regarding social 

conditions that were described in the previous chapter. In other words, many seafarers 

choose not to continue in the profession after being exposed to its harsh conditions. In 

this sense, an important (perhaps the most important) factor in increasing retention is to 

address the wider problems of the sector. Nonetheless, different attitudes towards such 

aspects as career mobility and flexibility are also worth considering particularly with 

regard to retention.  

For example, in some countries, the retention of and the career mobility of seafarers 

were seen as conflicting and believed to constitute a (potential) challenge to the labour 

supply of crucial onboard staff. Several national stakeholders interviewed echoed this 

view, underlining that the retention of seafarers working on-board vessels is crucial for 

obtaining sufficient skills and labour in their national maritime sector. This view was 

supported by survey respondents who saw actions to promote mixed career opportunities 

for seafarers between roles ashore and on-board as less preferable to other actions. 

Indeed, short careers of 4-5 years on board ships was raised as a problem by some of 

the workshop participants as it, in their view, poses an additional challenge to the skills 

supply in the sector.  

In other countries, seafarer mobility and career flexibility were seen as mutually 

reinforcing concepts that increase the attractiveness of the sector. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, the case studies on Denmark and the Netherlands 

(Annex 4, sections 4.2 and 4.4) highlight how career flexibility and the possibility to 

progress from off-shore to shore-based jobs were viewed as important factors to improve 

the attractiveness of the maritime sector in these countries. For example, in Denmark, 

maritime education has been designed to function as a gateway to jobs onshore that 

reach beyond the maritime sector. In both Denmark and the Netherlands, career 

flexibility and the possibility of a career path that stretches from jobs on-board to jobs 

onshore are seen as key factors in attracting young people to the sector. Indeed, several 

participants in the workshop conducted for the study highlighted the importance of a life-

cycle approach to the seafarer career which recognises that transition from on board to 

onshore can and does occur. Given overall trends, this approach seems to be finding 

more success.  

4.6. MET and new sector trends 

Chapter 5 presents the new sector trends, especially in terms of digitalisation and 

automation of the sector. Here at the focus is on the evidence of how these profound 

changes affect (or in some cases have not yet sufficiently affected) MET.  
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Digitalisation and automation are likely to impact not only what students are taught, but 

also how they are taught, by whom and at what stage of their career. Stakeholders that 

were consulted for the study all agreed that it is important that MET is continuously 

adapted to meet the changes taking place in the sector, both for the EU maritime sector 

to remain globally competitive, and to prepare students for a maritime career. 

The survey with maritime stakeholders showed that a majority of respondents considered 

the current systems for MET to meet the evolving needs of the seafaring profession. 

Several ongoing initiatives are taken to modernise MET at both the Member State level, 

such as in the Netherlands where there is a process to update the national curricula 

(Annex 4, section 4.4), and the EU level, where the SkillSea project32 engages social 

partners in reviewing the curricula in a selection of Member States. The project identified 

the same mismatch between demand and supply of EU seafarers in the sector that was 

noted earlier in this chapter, and, in addition to providing a better match between 

industry demand and skill supply, seeks to increase the number of European maritime 

professionals and to improve co-operation between education providers, competent 

authorities and industry.  

Two aspects were emphasised as particularly important by stakeholders in ensuring that 

MET addresses new sector trends and to prepare students for a seafarer career. First, 

stakeholders emphasised the need of close cooperation between METIs and industry 

players as a key factor in achieving both up to date education and sufficient work-place 

training for students. In the stakeholder survey, a vast majority of respondents 

considered the present cooperation as sufficient to prepare students for a maritime 

career and to make sure that the education adapts to sector trends. Stakeholders also 

considered that cooperation had either improved or at least remained the same since 

2011. Still, the focus groups with maritime students conducted as part of the case 

studies showed that the students found their education to be both too theoretical and too 

loosely anchored in the practical work on-board ships. 

The case studies also illustrated how the use of simulators is becoming more important 

for achieving sufficient practical training for students. For example, in the Netherlands, 

60 out of the required 360 days of sea time according to the Standards of Training, 

Certification and Watchkeeping for Seafarers (STCW) have been substituted for three 

weeks of intensive simulator training. Three fourths of the survey respondents thought 

that enhancing maritime university curricula by increasing practical training on simulators 

could be either very useful or useful. On the other hand, the case studies on Croatia and 

Greece (Annex 4, section 4.1 and 4.3) illustrate how lacking capacity in terms of 

infrastructure and training facilities (e.g. simulators) constitute a bottleneck in these 

countries for providing practical training and also for increasing admissions to maritime 

academies. 

Second, stakeholders consulted for the study emphasised the increased need of national 

initiatives for upskilling and life-long learning of seafarers to address new sector trends. 

Almost all survey respondents thought that the importance of life-long learning of 

seafarers had increased since 2011. The case studies illustrate several examples of such 

recent initiatives. In the Netherlands, for example, a new master’s degree in shipping 

innovation was recently launched, that can be completed while working, and that is 

aimed at students who have already spent a few years at sea. Similarly, MET in Croatia 

recently introduced a new programme allowing seafarers with more than 36 months of 

sea service to acquire higher qualifications without having previously completed maritime 

higher education. Much suggests that these initiatives will become more important in the 

future as to address the technological changes taking place in the sector (see Chapter 5). 

                                                 

32 https://www.skillsea.eu/ 

https://www.skillsea.eu/
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5. EFFECTS OF DIGITALISATION AND AUTOMATION 

5.1. Introduction 

This section presents the results of the research on the potential effects of digitalisation 

and automation in the maritime transport sector. This is based on evidence collected 

through desk research and in-depth interviews with high-level staff of organisations that 

are representative of the shipping industry. This included shipowners and operators, 

developers, national authorities, international organisations, shipowners’ associations and 

trade unions. The online survey and stakeholder workshop conducted during the final 

phase of the study also served to solicit feedback from stakeholders on the emerging 

findings of the research. 

5.2. Areas and scope of research 

Over the last decades, the shipping industry has changed significantly. Advances in 

technology have contributed substantially to this progress. Ships have made the 

transition from paper charts which were replaced by the Electronic Chart Display and 

Information System (ECDIS) and navigation started to rely on the Autopilot. Computers 

started to lead in digital components substituting traditional analogue ones. Systems 

started becoming more autonomous, namely, able to make decisions, although mostly 

under human supervision. While these changes appear straightforward, in practice the 

path is not linear. Some technical systems, such as ECDIS, did not work as expected 

making the adoption progress more complicated than envisaged.  

Nevertheless, technological change is transforming the shipping industry. Technological 

trends such as digitalization and automation have brought changes to the industry, 

especially in the wake of the Fourth Industrial Revolution (or Industry 4.0). This trend is 

expected to continue at what is described as evolutionary (rather than revolutionary) 

pace in transport (WMU, 2019a). Discussions around the Fourth Industrial Revolution are 

taking place across all industries and include its effects on labour.33 It is clear that the 

technologies associated with the Fourth Industrial Revolution have the potential to 

disrupt traditional industries and associated work processes, thus generating concerns 

about the very nature of work and the organisation of societies at large. 

As in many other industries, the maritime sector is affected by technologies associated 

with the Fourth Industrial Revolution, such as Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Machine 

Learning (ML), the Internet of Things (IoT) and Robotics or Blockchain technology. In the 

maritime industry, two developments are particularly visible: automated ports and 

autonomous and smart shipping. In this study, we focused both on the autonomous ship 

as an end goal34 and on the intermediate steps towards more digitalised and autonomous 

ships, including smart ships. Therefore, we discuss how digitalisation, automation and 

autonomy could shape the shipping industry in the next 30 years. We pay particular 

attention to changes in ship operations as a result of more digitalisation and automation 

on-board and their effects on seafarers. 

5.3. Digitalisation, automation and autonomy 

The ongoing technological changes in the maritime sector are a result of increasing 

digitalisation, automation and autonomy in vessels and ashore. The concept of 

automation in ships is not new. In 1964 at the eighth session of the Maritime Safety 

Committee of the Inter-Governmental Maritime Consultative Organization (IMCO), as the 

IMO was called earlier, the secretariat produced a note on “Automation in Ships”. Several 

systems have meanwhile become automated, requiring almost no human attention. 

According to the experts consulted, modern engine rooms are one such example as they 

are nearly fully autonomous. 

                                                 

33 For example, the International Labour Organization (ILO) has a Centenary Initiative called “The Future of Work”, which led to the 

establishment of a Global Commission on the Future of Work. Technology advances, in particular those related to Artificial Intelligence 

(AI), automation and robots, form the cornerstone of much of the work and recommendations put forward by this high-level group chaired by 
the Prime Minister of Sweden and the President of the Republic of South Africa. 
34 At present, the concept of autonomous shipping is not part of the conventional business models followed by shipowners. Thus, the projects 

that have been put forward are either related to substitute truckloads, short-distance transport, used to showcase technical feasibility, or for 
military purposes, as some of the experts consulted have highlighted. 
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However, with the recent advancements in computer technology that have led to the 

emergence of autonomous vehicles, the topic has become the focus of public discussion. 

In particular, the commissioning of the Yara Birkeland, the first autonomous cargo ship 

under construction, catapulted autonomous shipping to the frontlines of public debate, 

and led to the establishment of a Working Group on Maritime Autonomous Surface Ships 

(MASS) at the IMO, and an ad hoc expert sub-group MASS at EU level. While some 

systems on ships are already digital, automated or even autonomous, commercial 

operations on fully autonomous ship have not yet started.35 

Over the last decades, steps towards unattended machinery have taken place, where 

today engine rooms are frequently operating unattended. This change has resulted in 

declining crew numbers and changing tasks at work, a trend that is likely to continue in 

the next years, according to the experts consulted for this study and the trends reported 

in the literature (e.g. WMU, 2019a). 

Box 1: Perceptions about the present and future of ship operators and seafarers 

Several scales have been proposed to describe autonomy in ships. These scales are useful and 

can guide the discussions. For example, in the 2019 MarTID survey, ship operators and seafarers 
were asked about the highest level of autonomy today (most recent vessel) and in 20 years’ 
time; and maritime training institutions (METI) were asked what autonomy level their training 
programmes prepare seafarers for. For these questions the Lloyd’s Register autonomy levels 
(AL) scale was used.36 The results show that currently no vessels surpass AL3, with operators 
responding AL2 as the most advanced level and most METI are mainly preparing seafarers for 

levels AL0 to AL2, with some already including AL4 elements (see Figure below). According to 
this survey, digitalised vessels are still rare. When asked about the future, operators and 
seafarers see most vessels becoming digitalised (up to AL4). However, operators think that 
autonomy is developing at a slower rate than seafarers think, a fact that is demonstrated by the 
much higher percentages of seafarers that responded either AL4, AL5 or AL6 compared with ship 
operators. 

 

 
Source: MarTID 2019 (WMU et al., 2019). 

 

5.4. Technological path: conventional ships, smart ships and autonomous 

ships 

There is a lot of speculation about the path that the shipping industry may follow towards 

the adoption of more automation. Ship crews are expected to be surrounded by 

technology that either assists their functions and the ship’s functions (e.g. fuel saving, 

                                                 

35 See Annex 6, section 6.1 for details on autonomy level scales and examples. 
36 See Annex 6, section 6.1 for the definition of the various levels from AL0 to AL6. 
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track keeping) or are associated with autonomous operations (WMU, 2019a). An 

alternative is the relocation of the operations to remote control stations or the continuous 

substitution of an operation’s tasks by AI-based assistance, which will lead to eventual 

operational redundancy. This two-path approach eventually culminates in autonomous 

ships being operated with no crew on-board, a path that many players in the industry 

have often not deemed possible, especially when looking 10 or 20 years ahead. 

According to the research conducted, including consultation of experts, the most likely 

path for shipping to take is the one illustrated in Figure 3. With the continuous 

technology developed in automation and autonomy and the increasing digitalisation of 

the sector, conventional ships will split into two diverging and coexisting trends. Some 

ships will become much smarter than today, with more and more digital systems and 

digital integration into fleets’ operations. Others will become autonomous like the Yara 

Birkeland, in Norway.37 Projects like the Yara Birkeland are challenging the conventional 

shipping mind-set. According to one of the experts consulted, the Yara Birkeland is about 

flexibility in the company’s supply chain and at the same time it makes the supply chain 

greener. Supply Chain integration is the future of shipping, especially for short distances. 

Large container ships that result from traditional thinking based on economies of scale 

have led to container ships that are too big and difficult to handle. Moving to smaller, 

smarter and more integrated vessels is more likely to be the future trend (see Annex 6, 

section 6.3). However, given the long lifespan of ships (about 15 to 30 years according to 

the experts consulted), this process will not be as fast as some of the proponents of 

technology, mainly manufacturers and developers, would have the shipping industry 

believe.  

A ship manager consulted highlighted in one of the interviews that the charter rate does 

not change significantly with more technological ships. This means that accelerating the 

fleet renewal makes no logical sense. However, technology is already leading to 

significant gains by optimising power, reducing the administrative burden on-board or 

making engine rooms almost automated. Thus, conventional ships are expected to still 

be operating for at least the next 30 years, coexisting with autonomous ships and smart 

ships.  

Figure 3: Ships' technological path 

  

Source: Study team  

Today, the factors impeding the emergence of autonomous ships in long-distance trade 

are typically associated with the lack of a business model, due in particular to the high 

investment costs initially required, and the lack of international regulations in place for 

conducting long-distance trade voyages (WMU, 2019a). Business models need to include 

digitalisation and autonomy in order for shipowners to consider them attractive. In the 

                                                 

37 See Annex 6, section 6.2 for more details on the Yara Birkeland and supply chain integration. 



Study on social aspects within the maritime transport sector 

49 

 

current model, large companies were able to invest in onshore support centres that can 

monitor the fleet, enhance its safety and contribute to better overall optimisation. This 

saves fuel and cuts emissions, but according to the stakeholders consulted, the economic 

benefits alone are not enough for investing in more digital solutions on-board and 

ashore. Thus, smart ships constitute a natural evolution of the fleet, alongside the dual 

aims of improving shipping sustainability and supply chain integration, two themes the 

experts consulted often highlighted. 

5.5. Digitalisation, automation and modern seafaring 

 

5.5.1. The future of seafaring 

First and foremost, what is clear is that qualified seafarers will be central to the shipping 

industry for the next decades (WMU, 2019a). According to the experts consulted, crewing 

has declined and some positions could become redundant in the future; however, with 

growing international trade, seafarers are still in high demand. These seafarers just have 

different tasks and responsibilities. As such, seafarers will still be needed to work aboard 

vessels for the next generations, even if the profession changes significantly.38 

No clear consensus emerged among those consulted on the implications of digitalisation 

and the need for more autonomy for crewing needs. However, when discussing onshore 

support centres, the consensus is that job creation is expected over the next 30 years.39 

The onshore centres traditionally employ officers (e.g. masters) on a rotational basis, 

along with ex-seafarers and IT-related professionals. In the typical career of seafarers, 

the onshore centres are an opportunity for workers to be closer to their homes, families 

and friends - at first on a rotational basis (a mix between time on-board, time onshore), 

which becomes a permanent transition when seafarers transfer to a profession onshore. 

Also, routine and dangerous type of activities are expected to become automated in the 

future, allowing seafarers to engage in more complex and high-level tasks, supported by 

machines and personnel in shore-based centres (HSBA and ICS, 2018). 

5.5.2. Maritime knowledge for the future 

The changes described in the maritime industry are a symptom of several factors that go 

beyond technology. Sustainability is often referred to as one of the drivers of change. 

Sustainability concerns are changing consumption patterns which impact global trade, 

and are reflected in some of the regulatory initiatives. On top of that, autonomous ships 

(or MASS) are gathering much attention in the various fora described earlier. Uncertainty 

is a dominant theme on the future of shipping, and stakeholders are cautious about 

predicting a highly uncertain future.40  

Some interviewees suggested that the introduction of more technology on-board and 

ashore were factors that could benefit European seafarers, while others doubted this. In 

terms of the potential benefits, it was suggested that technology could mean that 

European officers gained an edge in high-tech knowledge provided that maritime 

education and training proactively offered seafarers the right tools and training. 

Moreover, the increased use of smart and autonomous ships will create employment 

opportunities on shore, with some requiring a seafaring background (ILO, 2019; WMU, 

2019b).  

5.5.3. The strategic importance of maritime knowledge 

Most goods and services consumed have some linkage to maritime transport. Ships not 

only transport the majority of goods consumed globally, but also such goods can be a 

fundamental part of other goods that at first glance have no relationship to maritime-

based trade. Knowledge-based services are one such example. These are intangible 

“goods” that cannot be carried by any system of transport or stocked. However, 

                                                 

38 See Annex 6, section 6.5. for trends on seafaring already in the statistics. 
39 See Annex 6, section 6.4. for more details on onshore control centers already in use today and how they relate with modern seafaring. 
40 See Annex 6, section 6.6., for a trend mapping resulted from the elite interviews undertaken for this study. 
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knowledge-based services require computers and other machines as tools, whose parts 

and components were most certainly carried by ships at some point in time. This 

example illustrates the fact that shipping plays a fundamental role in today’s economies 

and societies. Thus, it come to no surprise that all stakeholders recognise the importance 

of shipping and maritime knowledge.  

In the views of shipowners and operators consulted, the need to keep promoting 

maritime knowledge in Europe is of strategic importance. The interlocutors consulted also 

cited the so-called fundamental “good sense” of seamanship as key factors in safe and 

secure ship operations, and the essential role of maritime knowledge in critical situations, 

including wars. This line of reasoning expressed frequently by some of the interviewees, 

especially by shipowners and ship-operators, implies that EU maritime knowledge can 

potentially be considered as a EU quasi-public good, with a corresponding need for the 

EU to treat it as such. Whether this idea is true or not is out of the scope in this study. 

While all stakeholders interviewed underlined the critical importance of the continuous 

development of European maritime knowledge, the realities of a market-driven global 

economy is that this knowledge is continuing to decline. They argued maritime 

knowledge contributes both to efficient trade, one of the engines of economic growth, but 

also, crucially, to guaranteeing secure and safe operations, including the prevention of 

accidents at sea that are well known to have disastrous consequences. 

5.6. Changing seafaring competencies 

The competencies of current and future seafarers are another significant recurring theme 

among shipowners and ship operators. Because modern ships already have very 

sophisticated systems, they also require highly specialized knowledge. An example is the 

use of liquefied natural gas (LNG) that resulted in a growing demand for specialised 

officers (ILO, 2019). Similarly, smart ships will require seafarers with training beyond 

what is currently in the curriculum of the International Convention on Standards of 

Training, Certification and Watchkeeping for Seafarers (STCW) 1978, as amended, some 

of the interviewees noted.  

The roles of seafarers are changing and will continue to change as more technology is 

introduced. Some of the interlocutors consulted said that current seafarers are already 

lacking this specialised knowledge, either because the problem is too complex or because 

their expertise is not up to the level required. As future crews will work in a much more 

sophisticated environment, thus having to solve more specialised problems, the question 

as to which competencies will be needed is of special importance. 

Preparing the current and the next generation of seafarers requires rethinking the 

education system. The interviews conducted revealed two main concerns which need to 

be addressed: 

 Maritime education and training for novel technologies; 

 Maritime education and training for a better transition from sea to shore. 

Currently, projects, such as the European Commission’s Horizon 2020-funded Skillful 

project and the SkillSea project, are investigating how to adapt the education and 

training curricula to the new technological paradigms.41 For example, the Skillful project 

proposes several pilot courses for the maritime sectors, mostly related to alternative 

fuels and propulsion systems. Ship operators consulted emphasise the need to increase 

the bar for education and training, with some of the interviewees calling attention to the 

lack of training of officer cadets graduating from maritime schools. Digitalisation is likely 

to exacerbate this as the skills and competences required will be higher than the current 

ones. 

Another point raised in interviews is the transition from sea to shore. Seafarers do not 

have enough courses on management or logistics subjects that would enable them to 

                                                 

41 For more details on the multimodal Skillful project (H2020) see: http://skillfulproject.eu. The more recent SkillSea project is targeted to 
maritime skills required for the future of shipping – more details see: https://www.skillsea.eu. 

http://skillfulproject.eu/
https://www.skillsea.eu/
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transit to shore- based jobs. Some can upgrade their skills via the education system, but 

others cannot afford to do so. One expert consulted suggested that the creation of a 

financial aid mechanism could help facilitate access to life-long learning for those who 

cannot afford it. Associating a life-long career to seafaring, where shore-based options 

are included, is considered important to attract younger individuals to the profession. 

Currently, labour market statistics for seafarers are not adequate, as this group is not 

readily identifiable in official labour force statistics. As social partners have pointed out, 

there is a need for assessing the current seafaring profession with hard data before 

designing effective policies. Data collection of labour market statistics that is available for 

other sectors needs to be collected for seafarers and former seafarers but is challenging 

due to the international nature of shipping. The MapMar project recently commissioned 

by ETF and ECSA attempts to create the methodological basis that permits this data to be 

collected. Such statistics are crucial for better understanding of the possible career paths 

that can make the profession more attractive and competitive and can secure the 

existence of maritime knowledge in the EU. 

However, the methodology designed will still need to be implemented by the competent 

or designated authority, which, again, can be challenging given the international nature 

of shipping.  

5.7. Directions for the future 

The critical importance of seafarers in the coming decades was not questioned by the 

stakeholders interviewed. A view that corresponds to the predictions that can be found in 

the literature (e.g. HSBA and ICS, 2018; WMU, 2019a). While it is acknowledged that the 

role of the human element onboard changes as technology onboard and onshore also 

change, stakeholders were cautious about putting forward a long-term vision that would 

inform designing the MET of the future.  

Table 3 shows an overview of the frequency with which individual shipowners/ship-

operators, and manufacturers and developers refer to the different analytical themes of 

this chapter. While sharing similar views on several analytical themes, the emphasis is 

certainly not the same. While recognising that technology will pose an opportunity to 

create a competitive advantage to EU seafarers, shipping companies tend to refer very 

often the need for revision of MET systems that can cope with technology and can give 

the edge to EU seafarers. By contrast, the manufacturers and developers tend to discuss 

less the need to rethinking MET systems and focusing more on technological advantages 

that potential lead to positive effects on employment by making the profession more 

attractive and on working conditions as described before. A confirmation of what can be 

observed under factor D4 of the Table, in which knowledge and skill are very often 

referred by shipping companies but rarely brought to the discussion by manufacturers 

and developers. 

Table 3: Interviewees references to MET, knowledge and skills for upcoming 
technologies 

Analytical theme Shipping companies Manufacturers
/ developers 

Divergence 

A: Positive impact for EU seafarers + ++ MINOR 

B: Positive impact on working conditions ++ ++ NO 

C: Maritime Education and Training ++ + YES 

D: Technology adoption factors    

D1: Economics + + NO 

D2: Regulation o o NO 
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Analytical theme Shipping companies Manufacturers
/ developers 

Divergence 

D3: Social acceptance - - NO 

D4: Knowledge and skills ++ o YES 

D5: Labour market dynamics -- - MINOR 

D6: Technology o + MINOR 

NB. The views expressed by the stakeholders were coded into four analytical themes that represent 
the majority of the aspects discussed during the structured interviews undertaken. Other aspects 
were referred during the interviews but to a minor extent. The stakeholders were selected in an 
elite interview approach. Most interviews were held with top managers. The scales reflect the 
frequency in which the different themes were referred in the interviews and are coded as: ++ very 
often, + often, o sometimes, - rarely, -- never. 
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Several experts from shipping companies (shipowners and ship-operators) underlined the 

importance of classical maritime skills such as reading paper charts, recognizing clouds 

and waves. They also referred to the importance of adding to MET curricula new 

knowledge and competencies that enable seafarers to adapt to the challenges onboard 

and onshore constantly. According to the experts, the STCW convention is not tackling 

the latest technologies and high-levels of automation already being used today in some 

vessels. Training seafarers to the minimum requirements of STCW is not the right 

approach, in the view of experts. This is especially true for when seafarers look for other 

career options within the maritime cluster after their time at sea (which tends to span 

not more than 10 to 15 years), as stressed by one stakeholder interviewed who also 

explained these professionals are highly sought after in the shipping industry. 

Other layer to the change is the generational gap that exists. Reluctance on transitioning 

from the old technologies into the current ones is an issue for the older generations, 

mainly because they are not used to digitalisation. A problem that is not faced by 

younger generations which are very familiar with the digital world. This highlights the 

need for life-long training that can equip seafarers with the tools for tackling the 

challenges of today and the future. According to some experts of shipping companies 

consulted, having more scientific education and training with more emphasis on the 

economic, logistical and environmental aspects is the way forward. This knowledge linked 

with traditional nautical and computer-related competencies can aid seafarers, not only 

on their job at sea but more importantly helping the transition from sea to land as the 

current life-span of seafaring carrier is thought to be 10 to 15 years, on average. These 

professionals are very important for the maritime cluster as a whole, according to those 

consulted. 

According to some stakeholders that were consulted most countries in Europe have lost 

the momentum to be the advanced players in terms of MET. Increased use of technology 

by the industry could be an opportunity to gain a competitive advantage in MET and 

address this. According to some experts, shipowners are not wholly responsible for this, 

as the EU could also have been done more to make sure the STCW level was clearly 

exceeded within own EU MET standards. 

As an expert consulted from a shipping company clarified, the direction for the future is 

not to train generalists as those are usually available from third countries at a cheaper 

cost with similar competencies. The strategic direction for EU MET systems should be on 

educating and training specialists such as electrotechnical and IT specialists for the 

maritime industry. Partnering between maritime universities and shipping companies is, 

according to this expert, of vital importance to make sure seafarers learn the right skills, 

and standards are raised. As asserted by another expert consulted sophisticated 

simulation technology is part of the solution as this training will be not only used on the 

ship but possibly for remote operation ships. Moreover, as an expert from a maritime 

development company pointed out, the educations of specialists go hand-in-hand with 

better working conditions, as those professional will work in more sophisticated 

environments which are also selling point to attract more people to seafaring.  

At the moment, the challenge is more about educating competent seafarers in the skills 

needed for the engine department, than for the navigation department as the latter is 

covered reasonably well by existing MET systems. However, in the course of increased 

digitalisation and technology onboard there is a corresponding increased importance of, 

for example, cybersecurity and data authenticity which will require increased digital 

competences for the deck department as well. According to a stakeholder association 

interviewed, whose view was shared by other interviewees, if Europe is able to develop 

and implement adequate qualifications for smart and autonomous ships, the European 

seafarer will have a competitive advantage. There was consensus that these 

qualifications include extended IT skills that are needed not only onboard but also 

onshore as advanced technologies will undoubtedly continue to be more and more 

relevant. 
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6. EXISTENCE OF SOCIAL DUMPING AND UNFAIR COMPETITION 

6.1. Introduction  

This section presents a summary of findings of the research conducted on the existence 

of social dumping and unfair competition in the EU maritime transport sector. The 

findings are based on triangulated evidence collected through desk research on legal 

factors that contribute to social dumping and unfair competition (Annex 7, sections 7.1 to 

7.5) and four case studies: a court case study which examines the extent to which EU 

Member States' jurisdictions are accessible to seafarers residing or not within the EU area 

of justice (Annex 5, section 5.1) and three case studies on recruitment methods and 

practices of EU and third-country carriers (Annex 5, sections 5.2 to 5.5). The survey and 

stakeholder workshop conducted during the final phase of the study were tools used to 

solicit feedback from a variety of stakeholders, including social partners. The results of 

both consultation exercises are annexed to this report (Annex 3) however it was not 

deemed relevant to include this in the findings presented below given that the research 

was intended to allow for an independent assessment of the legal arrangements which 

affecting the living and working conditions of seafarers. Nevertheless, the views of 

stakeholders were considered in the presentation of the final conclusions and 

recommendations in the final chapters of this report.  

6.2. Areas and scope of research  

Desk research focused on differences in labour costs as these are considered the major 

driver in fuelling social dumping and unfair competition between EU and non-EU carriers. 

The choice of this focus is reinforced by the fact that labour costs are not harmonised by 

the MLC-2006 or by Directive 2009/13/EC implementing the Agreement concluded by 

ECSA and ETF on the MLC, 2006, that provides more robust standards on other factors 

that contribute to decent work on board. Labour costs are basically made up of two 

elements, wages and social security contributions. Both are subjected to different 

provisions within the EU legal framework. Wages are classified as ‘civil and commercial 

matters’ for EU law purposes and therefore come within the scope of EU private 

international law rules. Although the EU does not have any legal competency to 

harmonise the level of wages, it does on international jurisdiction and conflict-of-laws 

issues which in this study are addressed in the court case study (Annex 5, section 5.1) 

and in the research on conflicts of laws in employment contract matters, respectively 

(Annex 7, section 7.1). This study examines these issues in the light of both Regulation 

(EC) No. 593/2008 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 June 2008 on the 

law applicable to contractual obligations (Rome I), that determines which law governs an 

employment contract; and of Regulation (EU) No 1215/2012 of the European Parliament 

and of the Council of 12 December 2012 on jurisdiction and the recognition and 

enforcement of judgments in civil and commercial matters (Brussels I Recast), that 

serves to determine which courts are going to hear a claim arising out of an employment 

contract. 

As to social security matters, the EU does not have legal competency either, only to 

coordinate the social security systems of EU Member States. Accordingly, the desk 

research focuses on Regulation (EC) No. 883/2004 of the European Parliament and the 

Council of 29 April 2004 on the coordination of social security systems from an EU 

perspective (Annex 7, section 7.2). Beyond the coordinated area, the impact of MLC-

2006 is also limited to the extent that Regulation 4.5 thereof is only aspirational and is 

far from harmonising these matters across the world. 

In dealing with labour costs, the reference must be made to personal income tax. The 

latter has not been harmonized at EU level, but it does have an impact on recruitment 

and retention. Desk research focused on cross-border cases and how they can end up in 

double (non-)taxation (Annex 7, section 7.3). 

The examination of wages, social security contributions and personal income tax in cross-

border cases confirms that there is room for a ‘race to the bottom’ to the extent that 

stakeholders are entitled to select the law with the lowest labour conditions. In facing 
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this problem, the EU has issued the Guidelines on State Aid in Maritime Transport. 

While they have helped to level the playing field to a great extent, the study indicates 

that there might be room for improvement. Finally, and in the light of the enforcement 

issues identified in the studies, the role of administrations – beyond flag and port 

State inspections - and trade unions in empowering seafarers is briefly examined 

(Annex 7, section 7.4).  

6.3. Assessment of conflicts of laws on wages  

Differences in wages, social security contributions and taxes might trigger a race to the 

bottom of the working conditions and unfair competition in shipping. None of these 

matters have been fully harmonised in the MLC-2006, meaning the door is still open to 

the emergence of divergences in seafarers’ working conditions. The establishment of 

international and second registries in EU Member States entitle shipowners to recruit 

foreign seafarers whose wages and emoluments may diverge from those paid to EU 

seafarers.  

Conflict rules could prevent differences in wages from playing a role in the recruitment of 

seafarers. However, the extreme internationalisation of seafaring makes it difficult to 

determine one law applicable to all employment relationships on board. According to 

public international law, the law applicable on board should be the law of the flag State. 

The problem with this approach is the flag of convenience phenomenon that has 

generated suspicion against the law of the flag State and impeded its codification as the 

law of the habitual workplace. Hence, the equal pay for equal work principle does not 

apply in practice because salaries on board might be subject to different legal systems, 

thereby leaving room for differences in wages to play a role in recruiting.  

The EU conflict rule on individual employment contracts is also based upon the habitual 

workplace. However, this is not the first connecting factor. Article 8 of Rome I Regulation 

entitles the parties entering into a contract to choose another law (i.e. not the law of the 

habitual workplace) if it does not deprive the worker of the protection granted by the law 

otherwise applicable (in accordance with Article 8, the law of the habitual workplace or in 

its absence the law of the business which engaged the worker, or the law closer 

connected to the employment relationship). By this means, party autonomy (i.e. freedom 

to choose the applicable law) is restricted for worker protection purposes: the chosen law 

is supposed to be applied if it ensures at least the minimum protection granted by the 

law otherwise applicable to the seafarer. However, this requires comparing the chosen 

law with the law governing the contract in the absence of the former because the 

former must benefit the worker to be applied (see Article 8(1) of Rome I Regulation). 

While this is a task for the seized court, in practice it increases the transaction costs for 

the worker and raises many issues as to whether it grants enhanced protection to 

seafarers.  

In the absence of choice of law, the law of the flag State might be applied as the law of 

the habitual workplace (see Article 8(2) of Rome I Regulation). However, there are two 

mechanisms by which the flag State law can be displaced as the law applicable to the 

employment contract. First, by interpreting that the habitual workplace of a seafarer who 

works in more than one vessel is the country from where (s)he discharges his/her duties 

towards the shipowner (Article 8(2) of Rome I Regulation as interpreted by Case C-

384/10 Jan Voogsgeerd v Navimer SA, ECLI:EU:C:2011:842). Second, by resorting to an 

escape clause that entitles the court to apply a closer law to the Seafarer’s Employment 

Agreement (SEA) "than the law of the country in which or from which the seafarer carries 

out his work or, failing that, the place of business through which the seafarer was 

engaged” (see Article 8(4) of Rome I Regulation as interpreted by Case C-64/12 Anton 

Schlecker v Melitta Josefa Boedeker, ECLI:EU:C:2013:551).  

Consequently, the applicable conflict rules do not automatically lead to the application of 

the flag State law. The problem of this approach is that the determination of the law 

applicable to SEAs of seafarers on board is made on a case-by-case basis, i.e. different 

employment laws apply on board and thus different wages. The final say on wages might 

not be on the conflict rule, but on the overriding mandatory rules of the seized court 

jurisdiction which may deactivate the law governing the SEA to the extent that their 
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respect is regarded as crucial in that country. Remarkably, minimum wage rules qualify 

as such in EU Member States following the Court of Justice’s case law. 

EU private international law considers the protection of workers as the weaker party to 

the employment contract. However, access to justice is essential to secure compliance 

with labour and employment laws. In the cases under review, the main provisions on 

jurisdiction of courts are laid down in Section 5, Chapter II, of Brussels I Recast 

Regulation. The latter is compatible with the Ship Arrest Conventions that are also of 

relevance when it comes to providing access to EU Member States’ courts. 

In addition to the possibility to choose the competent jurisdiction along with the 

employer, a seafarer working on a ship registered in a country other than that of his/her 

residence has two ways in which (s)he can claim for his/her rights: (i) before the courts 

of the EU Member State where the shipowner has its domicile (i.e. registered seat or 

central administration or principal place of business or an agency if the dispute arises out 

of this establishment and the shipowner is seated in a third country), or (ii) where or 

from where the seafarer habitually discharges his/her duties towards the shipowner, 

including the last place where (s)he did so. The latter can be the flag State jurisdiction, 

but also another Member State from which the seafarer receives his/her instructions and 

is expected to return to that place after finishing his/her tasks on board, as concluded by 

the Court of Justice in its judgment of 15 December 2011, Voogsgeerd v Navimer42. 

It is to note that the seafarer’s domicile or habitual residence is not considered as a head 

of jurisdiction by any provision on Brussels I Recast Regulation. Worker protection is 

ensured by restricting the role of party autonomy in selecting a jurisdiction, and by 

enabling employers to sue a worker only at his/her domicile. Otherwise, it is understood 

that the habitual workplace jurisdiction secures cost-effective access to justice to the 

extent that it is usually a jurisdiction close to the employee and that considers his/her 

professional life. However, that might not be the case in shipping. As a matter of fact, EU 

seafarers might find a jurisdiction close to their homes either because the shipowner is 

domiciled in the same country, because the flag State jurisdiction is an EU Member State 

or because the place from which services are provided is a Member State. In contrast, 

non-EU seafarers might find it hard to get access to the EU area of justice because of the 

significant transaction costs involved in litigating in a country other than the one of 

residence. 

In accessing a justice system, the Ship Arrest Conventions are thus especially 

significant for those seafarers whose country of origin is not that of the shipowner’s 

domicile or the place where they provide services to the shipowner. Nevertheless, the 

conventions do not always help them to overcome the transaction cost issue, either 

because they do not immediately grant jurisdiction to adjudicate, or because they require 

security to litigate. 

Published court cases collected from France, Italy, Germany, Spain and the UK, and 

applying the abovementioned EU rules, confirmed that access to justice in these cases is 

not straightforward. 

There are almost no cases in which non-EU seafarers litigate before EU Member State 

courts, even though the available rules within the EU area of justice provide seafarers 

with several heads of jurisdiction to claim for their contractual rights. At any rate, and as 

in any private international law case, transaction costs are significant and impair access 

to justice. Notably, the Ship Arrest Conventions seem to be better equipped to provide 

the needed remedy, but they only cover one type of claims - payment of wages and 

other emoluments - and not always secure access to justice. There is then a gap in 

protecting seafarers not residing in the EU as they cannot stand for their rights before 

                                                 

42 Case C-384/10 Jan Voogsgeerd v Navimer SA, ECLI:EU:C:2011:842. 
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courts within the EU, even when the defendant is in an EU country because of the 

transaction costs. 

As to conflict of laws, the law of the flag State does not seem to be the law governing the 

employment contract by definition anymore. Another law is applied as a result of 

different mechanisms embedded in the conflict rule: (i) by implying the law chosen by 

the parties to the contract from the terms of the contract or the circumstances of the 

case; (ii) by understanding that the law of the habitual workplace is that of the place 

from which the seafarer discharges his/her duties towards the shipowner; or (iii) by 

identifying a closer law to the employment contract than that of the habitual workplace. 

Again, while these mechanisms protect seafarers residing in the EU, they might not lead 

to the most favourable labour law in cases involving non-EU seafarers.  

6.4. Assessment of conflicts of laws in social security matters  

Seafarers’ social security protection faces the challenge that they do not usually work on 

a territory, but on-board ships that change flag and ply their trade across different 

jurisdictions. While each State unilaterally determines who is entitled to social security 

protection and to what extent, seafarers might easily fall out of these schemes. In 

practice, and as acknowledged by Communication from the Commission to the European 

Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the 

Committee of the Regions on Reassessing the regulatory social framework for more and 

better seafaring jobs in the EU, social security arrangements are usually part of the SEA 

and subject to private insurance. In general, seafarers’ social security protection might 

be minimal.  

As workers, seafarers are also entitled to join a national social security scheme, usually 

that of the flag State in accordance with article 94 of The United Nations Convention on 

the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). However, open, second and international registries 

facilitate changes in the flag State and thus on the social protection granted to seafarers. 

Moreover, States are entitled to differentiate between resident and non-resident 

seafarers. In other words, seafarers residing in the flag State are usually covered by the 

domestic social security system, but those that do not reside in the flag State might be 

excluded and only covered by international contracts, i.e. shipowners and/or seafarers do 

not pay social security contributions to any country, but only private insurance. In case 

contributions are paid, a further problem is whether they can serve to cash benefits as 

they might not be paid for enough time to make seafarers beneficiaries, and/or seafarers 

might be specifically excluded from some benefits, in particular old-age benefit. Some 

problems might be solved by State coordination. However, that requires countries to sign 

bilateral or multilateral treaties on these specific matters which can take years.  

To avoid some of these problems, Regulation 4.5 of the MLC-2006 shifts the 

responsibility on social security matters from the flag State to the seafarer’s country of 

residence. The choice of this connecting factor is realistic and makes the country that is 

usually stable in the seafarer’s life responsible for his/her protection avoiding e.g. the 

urgent need of concluding bilateral and multilateral treaties to solve coordination 

problems. The challenge is that many countries members to the MLC-2006 have not yet 

changed their legislation to cover seafarers residing in their territory but working on 

board foreign-flagged ships. Against this backdrop, the MLC-2006 reminds flag States 

that they still must provide social protection to seafarers working on board their ships if 

there is a gap in this protection. In particular, the Committee of Experts on the 

Application of Conventions and Recommendations (CEACR) has reminded the following 

Member States of this responsibility as flag States: Greece, Lithuania, Malta, Sweden, 

and the UK registers in Bermuda, Cayman Islands and Isle of Man. 

Regulation 4.5 and Standard A4.5 of the MLC-2006 require States to take steps towards 

providing a comprehensive social security protection to seafarers. Thus, the regulation 

considers the socio-economic background of each State meaning that the requirement is 

that ratifying countries must provide three branches as a minimum. In accordance with 

Guideline B4.5, those branches should be medical care, sickness benefit and employment 

injury benefit. It should be also noted that they overlap to a certain extent with 

Regulation 4.1 on medical care and Regulation 4.2 on shipowner’s liability in the event of 
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disease, injury or death, i.e. those branches are really the minimum protection that 

seafarers should be granted. 

The ILO website on the MLC-2006 publishes the list of branches that each ratifying State 

provides to seafarers revealing significant divergences among countries, including in EU 

Member States. Remarkably, Finland, Hungary, Ireland, Malta, Portugal (including its 

registry in Madeira), Romania, Slovenia, and UK-Gibraltar have committed to provide to 

seafarers residing in their territory only three social security branches, while Cyprus, 

Denmark (including its registry in the Faroe Islands), Germany, Spain and UK-Cayman 

Islands just four.  

Divergences across countries do not only relate to the number of branches, but also to 

the benefits provided to seafarers and those to shore-based workers. The equal 

treatment principle also embedded in Regulation 4.5 does not seem to be applied in 

Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Germany, Greece, Lithuania, Gibraltar and the Isle of Man. In 

other cases, legislation has not been updated to cover seafarers residing in the country 

but working on board foreign-flagged ships: Bulgaria, Cyprus, Denmark (including the 

Faroe Islands), France (including New Caledonia), Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, 

Latvia, Malta, Netherlands, Poland, Spain, Sweden and UK. In other cases where they are 

included, problems in getting social security contributions from foreign shipowners have 

been denounced by Croatia and Greece. 

Divergences in social security matters are not solved by EU law. Regulations (EEC) No. 

1408/71, (EC) No. 859/2003 and (EC) No. 883/2004 only provide for coordination on 

social security system among EEA States covering both EU citizens and third country 

nationals residing in this territory, i.e. these provisions do not harmonize these matters. 

Moreover, they only apply to compulsory schemes and leave aside non-statutory 

complementary insurance schemes such as those included in Collective Bargaining 

Agreements (CBAs). 

EU regulations only comply with the principles that contributions must be paid to only 

one country at a time while considered by other countries to provide benefits to the 

insured person. In shipping, the rule is that the responsible Member State is the flag 

State, even in those cases in which the ship is operated on third country waters (Case C-

106/11, M. J. Bakker v Minister van Financiën) and regardless the seafarer’s residence in 

an EU Member State other than the flag State (Case C-347/10, A. Salemink). The 

principle is thus in contrast with that set up in Regulation 4.5 of the MLC-2006. 

However, a seafarer’s residence in a Member State has also been considered to provide 

the relevant social security system in the EEA in those cases in which (s)he works on-

board a third-country flagged vessel (Case C-631/17, SF). The habitual residence 

principle is also used in those cases in which both shipowner and seafarer are residing in 

the same country (Article 11(4) of Regulation (EC) No. 883/2004). Also, it is applicable in 

those instances in which the seafarer is constantly changing vessels and territories to 

allocate matters to the shipowner’s residence if a substantial part of the activity is 

undertaken at that country; if not, the seafarer’s residence takes precedence (Case C-

266/13, L. Kik). Finally, if a seafarer is temporarily posted, the law of the habitual 

workplace applies, be that of the flag State or that of the habitual residence depending 

on the abovementioned rules (article 12 of Regulation No. 883/2004).  

Legal divergence in social security matters - as regards to third countries, but also 

among EU Member States – fuels differences in labour costs depending on where the 

seafarer is from. However, it is not the only issue for seafarers’ protection as problems in 

coordinating Member States’ administrations, claiming for benefits and getting 

contributions paid in a cross-border framework have already been raised.  
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6.5. Assessment of conflicts of laws in personal income tax and double (non-) 

taxation 

Personal income tax is governed by the territoriality principle, but it depends on treaties 

to avoid double (non-)taxation in cross-border cases. In shipping seafarers' income tax is 

not allocated to the flag State, but different connecting factors might be considered, 

which increases the likelihood of double (non-) taxation. The relevant ones are the 

seafarer's residence, the place where services are provided and the place from where the 

shipping company is effectively managed. 

The former Article 15(3) of the OECD Model Tax Convention on Income and Capital 

allocated the right to levy the tax to the State where the place of the enterprise's 

effective management was located. This provision was in line with Article 8 thereof 

submitting taxation on the enterprise's profits to the same country. The rationale behind 

this is that countries deduct wages and other remuneration paid to employees from the 

taxable profits of an enterprise, thereby they also have an interest in levying tax on 

seafarers' personal income. Following this rationale, Greece includes this rule in all its 

Income (and Capital) Tax Treaties. 

However, the enterprise's effective management criterion is controversial.  

1. Countries where management is located get overcompensated as they levy tax on 

both company's profits and seafarers' income.  

2. It increases the likelihood of double taxation in triangular cases, i.e. those in 

which the shipping interest is in one country, activity is performed in another one 

and the seafarer resides in a different country from the other two.  

3. This criterion is not operative in those countries that do not tax non-residents.  

4. It gives rise to interpretation issues in cases of hiring-outs and wet leases being 

difficult to establish which one is the relevant enterprise and/or what is effective 

management. 

In view of these shortcomings, Article 15(3) of the OECD Model Tax Convention was 

amended in November 2017 as follows: "Notwithstanding the preceding provisions of this 

Article, remuneration derived by a resident of a Contracting State in respect of an 

employment, as a member of the regular complement of a ship or aircraft, that is 

exercised aboard a ship or aircraft operated in international traffic, other than aboard a 

ship or aircraft operated solely within the other Contracting State, shall be taxable in the 

first-mention State". 

In addition to tackle the abovementioned issues, the selection of the habitual residence 

criterion has the advantage of being in line with the main connecting factor used to 

determine the law applicable to wages and to social security matters. Moreover, and as 

the OECD Commentary to this provision highlights, "The purpose of that amendment was 

to provide a clearer and administratively simpler rule concerning the taxation of the 

remuneration of these crews" (OECD, 2017). 

Nevertheless, double (non-)taxation and administrative burden remain problems to the 

extent that the OECD Model Tax Convention is only a model and coexists with bilateral 

treaties with different criteria. Affected seafarers have already indicated that double-

taxation might impede their free movement as workers to the extent that they might 

need to relocate in their country of origin to avoid it. 

6.6. Assessment of Community Guidelines on State Aid to Maritime Transport  

The fiscal and labour benefits offered by open registers led Greece first to introduce a 

preferential regime for shipping in 1957, later followed by other Member States. Along 

the same lines, the Community Guidelines on State Aid in Maritime Transport as 

amended in 2004 have set up a framework within which EU Member States design a 

policy to keep their fleet and maritime skills. To this end, the Guidelines authorise EU 

Member States to adopt different aid measures from tonnage tax to other focused on 

seafarers’ recruitment and retention. 

Preferential regimes have as a primary objective “to encourage the flagging to the 

registers of the Member States” as indicated by the Guidelines. To this end, two types of 
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incentives are offered to shipowners and ship-management companies, namely special 

profit regimes and special tax incentives. In particular, all relevant EU Member States 

apply a tonnage tax system that follows either the Greek model (Malta and Cyprus) or 

the Dutch model. There are several differences across Member States that have 

implemented one or other regime. However, the divergence is not relevant in economic 

terms as it can be said that “the race to the bottom has reached the bottom” (Stevens, 

2017).43 Preferential regimes are generalised across the globe and they are essential to 

maintain and enhance the EU fleet. 

Other type of aid measures seek “to maintain the level of maritime know-how and the 

protection and promotion of employment of seamen in the European Union” as indicated 

by the Guidelines. To this end, incentives to recruitment and training are put forward 

while some measures seek to make EU seafarers less expensive via crew relief and 

deductions/exemptions in social security contributions and personal income tax. Beyond 

the obligation to employ EEA nationals in key jobs, direct commitment to employment by 

shipping companies could not be found in any EU Member State. 

EU Member States largely diverge when it comes to aid measures for retaining maritime 

skills, depending basically on whether they are labour-supplying countries or not and 

their socioeconomic background. In contrast to other countries, the UK offers a variety of 

measures that starts with the Maritime Training Obligation that applies to all companies 

participating in, or benefitting from, the tonnage tax system, and follows with a partly 

subsidized training system, the Support for Maritime Training (SMarT). In this vein, the 

country manages to have a significant pool of cadet berths compared to other countries 

like Malta where none of these obligations have been implemented. Moreover, the UK 

provides crew relief to help with UK seafarers’ travel costs and deductions in social 

security contributions and personal income tax. 

The general understanding is that the Guidelines have been successful in retaining the EU 

fleet against the pressure of open registers, and thus keeping jobs in the EU territory. 

However, the situation is uneven in that only some EU countries have adopted measures 

that directly concern EU seafarers and these measures diverge across the countries. The 

full extent of their effectiveness is difficult to determine as it depends on a variety of 

connecting factors, including the seafarer’s residence, the shipping company’s location, 

the ship’s registration and the ship’s flag. As the Guidelines are applied today, the 

primary objective is to reduce labour costs for shipping companies. However, they can 

also contribute to increase the attractiveness of the maritime professionals if fine-tuned 

to maximize benefits linked to State aids in training, social security and taxation matters. 

6.7. Assessment of the role of trade unions and State cooperation in enforcing 

seafarers' rights  

In addition to the compliance and enforcement mechanisms put in place by the MLC-

2006, litigation is of course of the essence to enforce seafarers’ rights. However, access 

to legal advice is not easy for cross-border workers, as it is not to ascertain the complex 

international jurisdiction and conflict-of-laws rules enshrined in the EU instruments. 

Moreover, the MLC-2006 only seeks to set up minimum standards that can be enhanced 

by ratifying States. In all these tasks, trade unions are essential in assisting seafarers, in 

particular as operating under the umbrella of the ITF. 

In seeking to avoid competition among national trade unions, the ITF has set up the 

strategy of putting a trade union seated in the country where the beneficial ownership is 

located in charge of collective bargaining. The other trade unions do not only obey this 

appointment, but also cooperate by taking collective action, usually in the form of 

                                                 

43 Stevens, T. (2017). Taxation in Shipping Transport Activities (including Tonnage Tax Systems. In: Maisto, G. (ed.). Taxation of Shipping 
and Air Transport in Domestic Law, EU Law and Tax Treaties. EC and International Tax Law Series. Vol. 15. The Netherlands: IBFD 

Publications BV. 
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sympathy action where appropriate, to support collective bargaining. The strategy has 

proven essential in enhancing working and living conditions at sea. 

However, the ITF strategy and in general the right to undertake collective action has 

been put under great pressure by the Court of Justice’s case law. Although the EU does 

not have competence to regulate the right to strike in the framework of the social policy, 

the Viking judgment has concluded that the announcement of collective action in Finland 

along with notice issued by the ITF to all its affiliates asking for support was infringing 

the shipowner’s freedom of establishment because it was intended to prevent it from re-

flagging in Estonia. As indicated in the DFDS Torline case, such an infringement gives rise 

to non-contractual liability and thus to the payment of damages. Such an approach 

greatly diminishes the role of trade unions in fighting for better working conditions, in 

particular in cross-border cases. 

The Court of Justice’s case law has met strong criticism from the European Parliament on 

its Resolution of 22 October 2008 on challenges to collective agreements in the EU. This 

was followed by a Proposal for a Council Regulation on the exercise of the right to take 

collective action within the context of the freedom of establishment and the freedom to 

provide services. The latter tried to emulate Regulation (EC) No. 2679/98 of 7 December 

1998 on the functioning of the domestic market in relation to the free movement of 

goods among the Member States. Article 2 of that Regulation clearly indicates that none 

of its provisions can be interpreted “as affecting in any way the exercise of fundamental 

rights as recognised in Member states, including the right or freedom to strike”. 

However, the said proposal failed in establishing a similar clause and was finally 

withdrawn. 

There have not been further attempts within the EU to remedy this case law. Article 28 of 

the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights supports a change in the current impasse, as well 

as the ECHR’s case law and other international institutions such as the ILO. Remarkably, 

the Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions & Recommendations 

(CEACR) has expressed “serious concern on the practical implications on the effective 

exercise of the right to strike of the British Air Line Pilots’ Association (BALPA) workers in 

this case. The Committee takes the view that the omnipresent threat of an action for 

damages that could bankrupt the union, possible now in the light of the Viking and Laval 

judgements, creates a situation where the rights under the Convention [No. 87] cannot 

be exercised.” 

In addition to trade unions representatives, State actors are required to enforce 

seafarers’ rights. In fact, State coordination and cooperation is of the essence in cross-

border employment relationships. The MLC-2006 institutionalised State coordination 

between flag States and port States, but it is less assertive when it comes to labour-

supplying countries. To this end, initiatives as the European Labour Authority are to be 

welcomed as flag State inspection and port State control are insufficient mechanisms to 

enforce seafarers’ rights, in particular as they do not cover all working and living 

conditions. 

6.8. Assessment of recruitment methods and practices of EU and third-country 

companies 

EU carriers are entitled to recruit seafarers not residing in the EU and to so, as third-

country EU carriers also do. Moreover, the case studies confirmed that the main driver 

for this modus operandi is crew cost reduction, apparently operating EU and non-EU 

carriers in a similar way. Divergences seem to be marked by the size of the company, 

but not by its location (i.e. whether this is within or outside the EU).  

All companies were reluctant to provide a detailed account of their crew costs. All operate 

on the basis of several Collective Bargaining Agreements (CBA) which differ according to 

seafarers’ nationality and vessel, i.e. different wages apply depending on the seafarer’s 

country of origin.  
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As expected, contributions to any type of social security system are a major driver in 

recruiting seafarers. Companies basically avoid paying such contributions by hiring non-

EU seafarers. Tonnage tax schemes make EU seafarers competitive, but the 

administrative burden attached to those schemes seem to work as a deterrent to employ 

them. 

Although not directly addressed by the companies, hours of work and period on board 

are two factors that also play a role in recruiting non-EU seafarers to the extent that they 

seem to be more prone than EU seafarers to work more hours a week and for longer 

periods on board. Moreover, none of the interviewed companies had a plan to increase 

the recruitment of woman seafarers. 

Recruitment and placement services facilitate the recruitment of seafarers across the 

world. As said, the main driver for this type of recruiting methods is cost reduction, but 

qualifications and competencies are also a major concern for shipowners. Along the same 

lines, seafarer professionalism and loyalty to the company are highly appreciated.  

All interviewed companies seem to be fully aware of MLC-2006 requirements, in 

particular on the right to seek advice before signing the contract and available on-board 

complaint procedures. 
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7. CONTROL AND COMPLIANCE ISSUES 

7.1. Introduction 

In this section we provide an overview of the compliance with provisions under the MLC, 

2006 regarding social issues, as implemented by the relevant EU Directives on port State 

control (2009/16/ EC) and flag State (2013/54/EU). The analysis presented in this 

section is based on the triangulation of evidence from various sources, as explained in 

section 7.2. Our research allowed us to identify compliance and enforcement issues 

which might provide a basis for implementing further policy action at EU, national or 

international level. 

7.2. Areas and scope of research 

The research conducted for this study included desk research, in-depth interviews with 

stakeholders, and a survey of EU flag State authorities. We also complemented the 

evidence with feedback obtained through a survey and a stakeholder workshop 

conducted during the final phase of the study. 

In terms of scope, the desk research covered secondary (bibliographic) sources such as 

Paris Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) reports44 and Concentrated Inspection 

Campaign Reports45. However, the main part of the desk research consisted in an in-

depth analysis of port inspection deficiency data provided by EMSA’s databases (THETIS, 

covering inspection data in the Paris MoU region and MARINFO, covering inspection data 

in other five MoU regions). In Annex 8, secton 8.1 we present a detailed overview of the 

methodology applied for analysing the data and the results of the analysis. To ensure the 

robustness of the analysis and sensibility of results, we validated them with EMSA 

through a series of conversations and feedback.  

In addition to desk research activities, we conducted in-depth interviews with 

stakeholders relevant to the enforcement of the MLC, 2006. This included representatives 

from EMSA, a Classification Society / Recognised Organisation (RO) and selected EU port 

State control (PSC) authorities. The interviews allowed us to obtain useful insights with 

regards to MLC, 2006 enforcement aspects of the port State control procedure. It also 

provided us with insights on the procedure of flag State inspections and the RO’s audits. 

Furthermore, we carried out an online survey of EU flag State authorities46 that have 

ratified the MLC, 2006. Flag State authorities’ responses provided additional insights and 

information on: the enforcement of the MLC, 2006, the use of ROs to fulfil flag State 

responsibilities, seafarer complaint handling procedures, social and financial security 

issues, and labour-supplying aspects. 

Finally, feedback collected from the stakeholder survey and workshop allowed us to 

validate and complete preliminary findings from the above data collection activities. It 

should be noted that stakeholders who attended the workshop did not have significant 

comments on the issues or problems that the study had identified in terms of control, 

compliance and enforcement of maritime legislation.  

7.3. Assessment of control and compliance issues 

In terms of enforcement of the MLC, 2006 under the EU Directives on port State control 

(2009/16/ EC) and flag State responsibilities for MLC-2006 (2013/54/EU), our research 

revealed the problems explained below. 

                                                 

44 A list of annual reports in the Paris MoU can be accessed at: https://www.parismou.org/publications-category/annual-reports. We have 

particularly focused on the 2018 report (2018 Paris MoU Annual report "Consistent Compliance") and on the 2016 report (2016 Paris MoU 
Annual Report “Seafarers matter”). 
45 Notably the Report of the 2016 Concentrated Inspection Campaign (CIC) on Maritime Labour Convention, 2006, which can be accessed 

at: https://www.parismou.org/results-cic-mlc2006-2016  <accessed 04/11/2019> 
46 We have tried to contact the following 26 EU flag State authorities that have ratified the MLC, 2006: Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus , 

Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland , Italy, Latvia , Lithuania , Luxembourg, Malta , Netherlands , 

Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, United Kingdom. From these, we received responses from the 14 authorities 
that are underlined.   

https://www.parismou.org/publications-category/annual-reports
https://www.parismou.org/results-cic-mlc2006-2016
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The MLC, 2006 is comprehensive and sets out, in one place, seafarers' rights to adequate 

living and working conditions. However, as it intends to be a flexible instrument to be 

applied in different countries and contexts, it is vague or not detailed in some of its 

provisions. However, this cannot be considered as a flaw of the MLC, 2006 itself, as a 

ratifying State does not implement the Convention itself, but it is national legislation that 

incorporates the MLC, 2006 into the State’s national laws, which should provide more 

detail on the provisions. In many cases, this leads to different interpretations by port and 

flag State authorities, as well as by shipowners. This results in different levels of 

implementation and enforcement of the MLC, 2006 across EU Member States and 

internationally. The EU Directives that implement the MLC, 2006 are clear in 

communicating how to implement and enforce the MLC’s provisions regarding social 

issues. But it is the MLC, 2006 itself that gives room to ambiguity in its interpretation. 

Ambiguity in the MLC, 2006 cannot be dealt through additional EU legislative measures 

because it could result in a distortion in the international level playing field, i.e. 

differences in its application between EU and non-EU flags. On the other hand, it is the 

flexibility of the MLC, 2006 which has allowed many countries to have ratified it or to 

have implemented its provisions. On this basis, striking the right balance between 

flexibility and limiting ambiguity in its provisions is essential. For instance, some 

examples of ambiguous or vague definitions and provisions in the MLC, 2006 collected 

during the study are: 

 The definition of a seafarer in the MLC, 2006 is that it is “any person who is 

employed or engaged or works in any capacity on board a ship to which the MLC, 

2006 applies”. However, in practice, there seems to be flexibility in the 

interpretation of whether certain groups of employees are considered as 

‘seafarers’ and each flag State authority can decide whether to exclude certain 

groups of employees from the definition. To demonstrate this point, we provide 

two examples: (1) one (non-EU) flag State authority that, although it has ratified 

the MLC, 2006, it decided to exclude cadets from its definition of seafarers47; and 

(2) one (EU) flag State authority that opted to exclude people who are scientists, 

researchers and specialist offshore technicians48. 

 The terms ‘decent accommodation and recreational facilities’ and ‘good quality 

food’ are two terms used in the MLC, 2006 (Reg. 3.1 and 3.2 respectively), and it 

stipulates that ratifying States should ensure that these are provided. However, 

the mandatory standards do not specify what can be (or cannot be) considered 

decent accommodation and recreational facilities and good quality food49. An 

attempt to provide more detail into the definition of these terms is made in the 

Guideline sections (B.3.1 and B.3.2), but it should be noted that these are non-

mandatory.  

Regarding the enforcement of the MLC, 2006 at EU level, more work should be done to 

increase cooperation and achieve a common approach between EU Member States, 

especially at the level of PSC inspections, to ensure that all port States in the EU enforce 

the MLC consistently. 

                                                 

47 The decision on the exclusion was made by the Panama Maritime Authority by revision of Circular MMC-265. The ILO reacted to this 

through its Direct Request (CEACR), adopted in 2017 and published at the 107 th ILC session in 2018. The ILO Committee noted that 

“obtaining on-board training for the purpose of becoming a seafarer by definition implies working on board and, as a result, no question of 

doubt can arise concerning the fact that cadets are to be regarded as seafarers for the purpose of the Convention”. On this basis, the ILO 

requested the Government of Panama “to adopt the necessary measures in order to ensure that cadets are regarded as seafarers and that 

they enjoy the protection provided for by the [MLC, 2006] Convention”. More information can be found on ILO’s website: 
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:13100:0::NO::P13100_COMMENT_ID:3342272 
48 This decision was communicated in the following document, on the grounds that “these groups of persons’ work is not part of the routine 

business of the ship and whose principal place of work is ashore”. Maritime & Coastguard Agency (UK), Marine Guidance Note MGN 471 
(M), Maritime Labour Convention, 2006: Definitions Notice to all Shipowners, Masters, Seafarers, Recruitment and Placement Services, 

Annex I. Found at: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/558097/MGN_471_MLC_Definitions.pdf 
49 However, it is noted that there are some specific provisions in the MLC’s Standard A3.1 (Accommodation and recreational facilities). For 

example, the requirements for sleeping rooms stipulate, inter alia, that specific minimum thresholds set for the floor area are to be met. Also, 

in Standard 3.2 (Food and catering), there are some specific mandatory requirements for the cook’s qualifications, but no specific details are 
provided as regards the type of food, other than the food having to be suitable in respect of quantity, nutritional value, quality and variety, 

and prepared in hygienic conditions.   

https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:13100:0::NO::P13100_COMMENT_ID:3342272
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/558097/MGN_471_MLC_Definitions.pdf
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PSC inspections in the EU have historically been more focused on maritime safety and 

environmental protection aspects than on social aspects. However, this trend is gradually 

changing, as inspectors gain more experience in detecting infringements linked to 

seafarers’ living and working conditions. The focus on safety and environmental aspects 

can be attributed to the fact that social issues are less visible or more difficult to detect, 

but it is also due to the higher number of regulations / conventions and other norms for 

ships to comply with in the areas of safety and environment50 than on social aspects (the 

latter being mainly the MLC, 2006 and the STCW). Furthermore, the IMO conventions on 

safety and environmental protection have been longer in place than the MLC, 2006; the 

latter being considered as a relatively recent convention. Although the entry into force of 

the MLC, 2006 has helped to raise the importance of social aspects for authorities and 

stakeholders worldwide - and this is considered a significant achievement - the 

experience needed for implementing it is still developing.  

Our research has identified important issues at PSC-level, including: 

 it is unclear to port State authorities in the EU how to ensure compliance with 

Seafarer Employment Agreements (SEAs), i.e. what legislation they should 

consider when checking SEAs and Collective Bargaining Agreements; 

 there are cases of non-payment or delays in payment of seafarers’ wages; 

 non-compliance with hours of rest for seafarers, or inadequate recording of work / 

rest hours; 

 the time available for inspections does not allow PSC officers to carry out an 

exhaustive check of the crew’s living and working conditions. 

A snapshot of the results of the analysis of port inspection data (2018) which supports 

the points mentioned above is provided in Box 2. The complete analysis of port 

inspection data is presented in Annex 8, section 8.1. 

                                                 

50 Such as SOLAS, MARPOL, COLREG, FAL and others. Full list can be obtained from the International Maritime Organization’s website, 
http://www.imo.org/en/About/Conventions/ListOfConventions/Pages/Default.aspx 

http://www.imo.org/en/About/Conventions/ListOfConventions/Pages/Default.aspx
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Box 2: Snapshot of results of the analysis of port inspection data 

The analysis of 2018 port inspection data provided by EMSA for 26 EU/EEA flags revealed that the 
ten most frequently recorded deficiency items (from a selection of six deficiency area codes or 
categories that are related to the MLC, 2006 only) are the following: 

Rank-
ing 

Thetis 
def. 
item 

code 

Defective item description 

Number of 
deficiencies 

recorded 
(descending 

order) 
↓ 

Number of 
flags where 

recorded 
deficiency was 
encountered 

#1 18408 Electrical 315 21 

#2 18420 Cleanliness of engine room 181 24 

#3 18425 
Access / structural features 
(ship) 

149 22 

#4 18412 Personal equipment 144 21 

#5 01220 
Seafarers' employment 
agreement (SEA) 

144 17 

#6 01308 
Records of seafarers' daily hours 
of work or rest 

133 17 

#7 18407 Lighting (Working spaces) 116 13 

#8 18416 Ropes and wires 97 16 

#9 18499 
Other (Health protection, 
medical care) 

93 17 

#10 01209 
Manning specified by the 
minimum safe manning doc 

81 16 

Source: 2018 data provided by EMSA (THETIS & MARINFO databases) 

The first four deficiency items presented in the table above, and especially the first one 
(“18408-Electrical”), were the most frequently recorded deficiencies in 2018 because, according 
to feedback from EMSA, they cover a wide range of issues and PSC officers are used to using 
these codes to record them. The main deficiencies particularly relevant to this study are: 

- 01220-Seafarers' employment agreement (SEA): this deficiency item concerns the 
compliance of SEAs and was the fifth most frequently recorded item in 2018 among EU 
flags. 

- 01308-Records of seafarers' daily hours of work or rest: this was the sixth most 
frequently recorded item in 2018 among EU flags. 

- 18499-Other (Health protection, medical care): this was the ninth most frequently 
recorded item in 2018 among EU flags. 

Our research showed also that there is a need to raise seafarers’ awareness of their 

rights and obligations, as well as on the different forms of redress that are currently 

available to them, as established by the MLC, 2006. The role of seafarers’ unions and 

manning agencies or Recruitment and Placement Service (RPS) providers is key in this 

respect. During the in-depth interviews and stakeholder workshop, we collected 

examples of how seafarers can claim for their rights: 

 Non-payment of salaries or delays in payments: For unpaid salaries for up to 

four months (but no more than that), seafarers can raise a complaint to the PSC 

officer (PSCO) who visits the ship as part of the PSC inspection. When salaries are 

unpaid in an inspected ship, the PSCO is allowed to detain the ship. This is likely 

to resolve the matter of unpaid or delayed salary quickly. Raising a complaint to 

the PSCO is more efficient for seafarers to access redress than trying to find a 

solution by going to Court, which usually takes longer and requires more 

resources. During the workshop, it was noted that in cases of unpaid salaries (or 

other deficiencies), seafarers tend to contact the ITF inspector instead of the ship 

captain or the PSCO. Therefore, it is important to raise awareness and increase 
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seafarers’ understanding of the (more efficient) complaint handling procedure51 

prescribed in the MLC, 2006. Nevertheless, it should be noted that the MLC, 2006 

specifically states that it is the seafarer’s right to seek redress through whatever 

legal means the seafarer considers appropriate. The presence of the legal route as 

a way of seafarers seeking redress is not the problem, but there are other forms 

of seeking redress that are quicker and more efficient, which seafarers need to be 

more aware of. 

 Social security contributions: According to the MLC, 2006 Standard A4.5-

Social Security (paragraph 3), each ratifying State shall provide complementary 

social security protection to seafarers that are ordinarily residents in its territory – 

even if they work on a foreign-flagged ship – to achieve a protection for seafarers 

that is no less favourable than the one enjoyed by shore workers resident in the 

State’s territory. This point is frequently raised by the Committee of Experts on 

the Application of Conventions and Recommendations in their direct requests to 

government52. Furthermore, according to the MLC, 2006, Standard A4.5 

(paragraphs 5 & 6), when the labour-supplying country (country of residence) 

does not provide adequate social security protection, then this should be covered 

by the flag State (as a ratifying Member). Nevertheless, in practice, seafarers 

need to be aware of and understand the agreements established with the 

employers in terms of social security contributions. There are many options 

available, for example, instead of making social security contributions to national 

funds, shipowners can also pay contributions directly into the seafarer’s salary 

(section 6.4) or as an insurance or P&I fund, depending on the flag’s legislation. 

But seafarers are not always aware of the implications of the different 

agreements. Furthermore, when shipowners choose to reflag, this can lead to 

changes in the requirements for social security contributions and seafarers should 

be aware of the implications of such changes in their social security contribution 

arrangements. 

At the stakeholder workshop, one example was provided regarding the problems 

caused by seafarers’ limited awareness of their social security arrangements: a 

group of Spanish seafarers had been working for a Norwegian shipping company. 

Up until 1994 (the year that Norway joined the EFTA), the seafarers could not be 

members of the Norwegian state pension system, therefore the company had paid 

the social security contribution allowance directly into the seafarers’ salaries. 

However, the seafarers were not aware that they should have paid the 

contributions to the Spanish pension fund or, after 1994, to the Norwegian one. 

When the seafarers claimed their pensions to the Spanish government, they found 

that neither Spain or Norway had received social security contributions and 

therefore they were not going to provide them with their pensions. Although 

seafarers, and especially in the EU, nowadays have easier access to information 

regarding pensions, this example reinforces the importance of seafarers’ 

awareness of social security matters53.  

Flag State authorities confirmed that there is currently no means to exchange 

information and good practices nor to ensure coordination between EU flags in the 

application of the MLC, 2006’s provisions. They nevertheless considered that this would 

be beneficial to have. Box 3 provides evidence that supports this finding; it is a snapshot 

of the results of the survey of flag State authorities. In addition to the survey results, at 

the workshop stakeholders mentioned that ROs have experience and a significant amount 

of data and information on statutory survey and certification activities that they offer 

which ensure compliance with the MLC, 2006 by the flag State authorities. Therefore, it 

                                                 

51 MLC, 2006 – Regulation 5.1.5 and Guideline B5.1.5 (On-board complaint procedures) 
52 More information on the procedure of the Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations at ILO can be 

found here: https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/applying-and-promoting-international-labour-standards/committee-of-experts-on-the-
application-of-conventions-and-recommendations/lang--en/index.htm (general procedure) and here 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---normes/documents/image/wcms_088439.pdf (flow chart diagram of the process) 
53 More information on this can be found at the following articles and posts from 2017: https://www.newsinenglish.no/2017/04/04/spanish-
seafarers-demand-pensions/ and https://seatax.ltd.uk/equal-rights-spanish-seafarers-norwegian-ships/. 

https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/applying-and-promoting-international-labour-standards/committee-of-experts-on-the-application-of-conventions-and-recommendations/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/applying-and-promoting-international-labour-standards/committee-of-experts-on-the-application-of-conventions-and-recommendations/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---normes/documents/image/wcms_088439.pdf
https://www.newsinenglish.no/2017/04/04/spanish-seafarers-demand-pensions/
https://www.newsinenglish.no/2017/04/04/spanish-seafarers-demand-pensions/
https://seatax.ltd.uk/equal-rights-spanish-seafarers-norwegian-ships/
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was recommended that ROs participate too in any future initiative for the sharing of 

information and good practices between EU flag State authorities. 

Box 3: Snapshot of flag State authorities’ survey responses 

The survey of flag State authorities included three questions on the possibility of increasing 
cooperation and sharing best practices among EU flag States.  

1. Would you need more support from the European Commission, e.g. in terms of training or in 
any other form(s) of support? 

This was an open-text question (no options were provided). Authorities’ replies, which we grouped 
in six different support areas, are presented in the Figure below. As way of summary, six 
respondents said that the Commission could provide training activities and three stated that they 

would benefit from coordination and exchange of good practices on the MLC,2006 between EU flag 
State authorities. The remaining replies referred to a variety of ideas, as reflected in the Figure.  

 

2. Do you need any additional (legislative or other) support from the European Commission or by 
the European Maritime Safety Agency (EMSA) for handling complaints raised by seafarers? 

All authorities responded negatively to this question, except from one that did not reply. Two 
authorities pointed out that an exchange of best practices could be very useful or, alternatively, 

the development of a common EU-wide system or database allowing flag State authorities to log 
MLC-related complaints and see how these were handled by other flag State authorities.  

3. Going forward, what kind of support would you need from the European Commission, or in 
general, to overcome and/or to better manage the challenges related to enforcing the MLC, 
2006, the Directives 2013/54/EU on flag State compliance or relevant national legislation? 

Most of the responses to this question were consistent with those obtained above, pointing to the 
Commission facilitating or organising training courses for technical support and exchanging best 

practices between EU flag State authorities (e.g. through working groups or fora). A flag State 
authority specifically stated that they would welcome better alignment between ILO Conventions 

and EU Directives, as implementation of the MLC, 2006 has started relatively recently in that 
country. 

As revealed in the interviews and survey of flag authorities, compared to flag State 

responsibilities, labour supplying responsibilities of the MLC, 2006 (Title 5, Reg. 5.3) 

appear to have not received enough attention from authorities, although these could 

significantly improve compliance with the social provisions of the MLC, 2006. Some 

stakeholders stated that they view the labour supplying responsibilities aspects as the 

‘weak’ point of the MLC, 2006 implementation. This is particularly important when ships 

registered under a certain EU flag State are manned with seafarers who are nationals or 
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residents of third countries. Even if they are nationals or residents of a country that has 

ratified the MLC, 2006, the EU flag State authorities have few means to assess the extent 

to which the MLC’s Reg. 5.3 is being implemented and enforced in that labour supplying 

country. If shipowners use recruitment and placement service (RPS) providers that follow 

the MLC, 2006, this increases the chance that seafarers onboard have MLC-compliant 

contracts, there are no delays in receiving salaries etc. In addition to the responsibilities 

of the labour supplying (MLC, 2006 ratifying) States regarding the recruitment and 

placement of seafarers, the same paragraph 1 of the MLC’s Reg. 5.3 also stipulates that 

the ratifying Member has a responsibility to ensure that social security protection 

requirements are implemented too, for seafarers that are its nationals or are resident or 

are otherwise domiciled in its territory. Overall, focusing on the labour supplying aspects 

of the MLC, 2006 could help to address the most common port State deficiencies 

mentioned at the beginning of this section. Moreover, this can eventually lead to 

improving flags’ compliance with the MLC, 2006. 

While the Paris MOU already carried out a Concentrated Inspection Campaign (CIC) in 

2016 which focused on the MLC, 200654, other MOUs have only recently included it in the 

list of conventions to be inspected (see e.g. Indian Ocean MOU) with some of their 

member States not having ratified the MLC, 2006 or showing serious problems in 

implementing it. Therefore, there is a difference in the levels of enforcement of the MLC, 

2006 between the Paris MOU and other MOU regions. This finding indicates that there 

could be scope for the EU to engage with countries and MOUs in ‘capacity building 

projects’ or other types of cooperation which aim at full compliance with the MLC, 2006. 

A first step towards this worldwide approach might result from the planned workshop in 

Lisbon in February 2020 on the MLC, 2006. This will bring together the EU, ILO, IMO and 

both EU and non-EU States. 

                                                 

54 The Paris MoU on port State control carried out a CIC on the MLC, 2006 between 1 September and 30 November 2016. During the 

campaign, the Paris MoU member States focussed on compliance with the new ILO requirements of MLC, 2006 on inspected ships. A report 

was published in July 2017, documenting the results of the campaign for the Paris MoU Maritime Authorities. It can be accessed at the Paris 

MOU’s website: https://www.parismou.org/results-cic-mlc2006-2016 

https://www.parismou.org/results-cic-mlc2006-2016
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8. 2011 TASK FORCE RECOMMENDATIONS 

8.1. Introduction 

This section presents the findings of our ex-post assessment of the recommendations of 

the 2011 Task Force on Maritime Employment and Competitiveness. The findings are 

based on triangulated evidence collected through desk research and interviews with Task 

Force members and other maritime stakeholders at EU and national level.  

8.2. Areas and scope of research 

As agreed with the Commission during the inception phase of the study, our examination 

of the Task Force’s recommendations followed a set of research questions, as listed in 

Box 4. 

Box 4: Research questions for the 2011 Task Force recommendations 

 To what extent have the recommendations of the final report of the 2011 Task Force been 
implemented?  

 For those recommendations implemented, what have been the effects and costs associated 
to implementation? 

 For those recommendations not implemented (or not implemented in full), what were the 
underlying reasons for this, and could they still be relevant for implementation? 

 To what extent has successful implementation been a consequence of the Task Force’s 
recommendations? 

 Was the 2011 Task Force a useful tool to identify the key issues and pathways for action to 
generate improvement in the social aspect of the European maritime transport sector and 
relevant policies? Should / could it be replicated in the future?  

 If not, is a new approach needed? What alternatives could be delineated?  

 Have projects delivered since the Task Force’s recommendations been useful (e.g. Vasco da 
Gama and others)? What impact or results did they lead to? 

 

In total, of the 15 recommendations that were made by the Task Force, we examined 14. 

The Task Force’s recommendation on the STCW has not been included in the analysis, as 

STCW issues were identified to be out of the scope of the research, according to the 

study’s Terms of Reference. 

Before presenting the findings of our research, we provide some context to the Task 

Force exercise. 

8.3. Background to the Task Force 

The Task Force on Maritime Employment and Competitiveness was set up by the 

European Commission in 2010, following its Communication on the Strategic goals and 

recommendations for the EU’s maritime transport policy until 201855. The Members of the 

Task Force were appointed by the Vice-President of the Commission at that time, Siim 

Kallas. The appointed Chairman of the Task Force was Sir Robert Coleman, former 

Director General for Transport at the Commission. The 12 members of the Task Force 

were from the following three groups: 

 A group familiar with seafarers’ concerns (three members); 

 A group familiar with shipowners’ concerns (three members); 

 A group familiar with the concerns of the broader maritime cluster including 

researchers, lawyers, manning agencies, maritime schools etc. (six members). 

The Task Force was tasked to provide the Commission with valuable input and 

recommendations on how to strengthen both the competitiveness of European fleets and 

the seafaring profession in Europe. The Task Force’s objective was mainly to identify 

obstacles to both entry to the maritime profession by European youngsters and to the 

recruitment of European seafarers by European shipping companies. 

                                                 

55 COM 2009/8. 
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Following the ten meetings that were held between June 2010 and June 2011, the Task 

Force prepared the “Report of the 2011 Task Force on Maritime Employment and 

Competitiveness and Policy Recommendations to the European Commission”, which was 

published in July 201156. In this report, the Task Force provided an overview of its 

mandate and working methods, followed by a presentation of its findings and a final 

discussion on findings that led to the Task Force’s 15 recommendations. The 

recommendations were structured around the following thematic areas:  

Box 5: Task Force’s recommendations grouped in thematic areas 

Regulatory framework 
Rec. 1. The "Manning requirements for regular services" 
Rec. 2. Manning requirements for offshore-related services 
Rec. 3. Exclusions from the scope of EU labour law directives concerning seagoing workers 
Rec. 4. Enforcement of the MLC 

Rec. 5. Standards of Training, Certification and Watchkeeping for Seafarers (STCW) 
Rec. 6. State Aid 

Initial training, entry to the profession, career development 
Rec. 7. Higher Education and training 

Working and living conditions 
Rec. 8. Improving living conditions on board 
Rec. 9. Administrative burden on board – Fatigue 

Legal and administrative treatment of seafarers 
Rec. 10. Fair treatment 
Rec. 11. Shore leave 
Rec. 12. Abandonment of seafarers 
Rec. 13. Piracy 

Other recommendations 
Rec. 14. Improving seafaring’s image 

Rec. 15. Information and monitoring 

8.4. Assessment of the Task Force’s recommendations 

As requested in the study’s Terms of Reference, the findings of our research are 

presented in tabular format in a technical annex (Annex 9, section 9.1). The table allows 

the reader to see how the Task Force’s recommendations performed against each of the 

research questions presented before57. 

In this section we provide a summary of key findings related to the extent to which the 

Task Force’s recommendations have been implemented, the overall impact of the Task 

Force exercise and the potential usefulness of repeating it. We also provide an overview 

of the usefulness of the EU-projects that were implemented since the Task Force. 

 

Extent to which the Task Force’s recommendations have been implemented  

As way of summary, our analysis showed that of the 15 recommendations made by the 

Task Force: 

 five have been implemented (recommendation nº 1, 3, 4, 6, 12); 

 three have been partly implemented (nº 8, 9, 11); 

 one started to be implemented only very recently (nº 15);  

 two have not been implemented yet (nº 2, 10); 

 one has not been implemented but important relevant actions have been 

undertaken (nº 13); 

 two were quite open and generic, therefore it was difficult to identify specific 

actions that stem from them to assess if they were implemented or not (nº 7 and 

14);  

                                                 

56 Report of the Task Force on Maritime Employment and Competitiveness and Policy - Recommendations to the European Commission, 
prepared on 09/06/2011, Press Release for the publishing of this report in July 2011 can be found on the EC’s website at 

https://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-11-916_en.htm <Accessed on 29/10/2019> 
57 It should be noted that the first four research questions (1 to 4) are specific to each recommendation made by the Task Force, whereas the 
last three questions (5 to 7) refer to the Task Force exercise and/or the Task Force report as a whole. 

https://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-11-916_en.htm
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 one is out of the scope of this study, as explained before (nº 5). 

The results of our research are illustrated in Figure 4.  

Extent to which the successful implementation of recommendations has been a 

consequence of the Task Force 

Overall, the evidence collected suggests that where successful implementation of the 

recommendations has been achieved, this has not always been a consequence of the 

Task Force’s report itself, at least not solely. Of the five recommendations that have been 

implemented, the Task Force has had some impact on two of them (nº 3 - exclusions 

from EU labour law Directives and nº 4 - MLC enforcement), but in both cases, indirectly 

and only as an additional factor that was taken into consideration, i.e. not as a 

‘motivator’. This is also the case for recommendation nº 15 (information and monitoring 

of data on seafarers’ employment), implementation of which started only recently in 

2019 through the MAPMAR58 study. In this case, the Task Force indeed provided further 

justification to procure the study. However, according to social partners, the motivation 

or reason for the MAPMAR study (i.e. need to have reliable employment data on 

seafarers) existed even before the recommendation of the Task Force was issued.  

Extent to which the 2011 Task Force was a useful tool to identify the key issues 

and pathways for action to improve social aspects in the European maritime 

transport sector 

In relation to the usefulness of the Task Force exercise, the collected evidence suggests 

that:  

 The Task Force was useful exercise to take stock of the existing situation. Indeed, 

it highlighted key issues and challenges faced by the industry in 2011, some of 

which are relevant until today.  

 The Task Force’s recommendations provided a framework that was at times 

necessary to maintain focus, but they cannot be credited for initiating these 

                                                 

58 MAPMAR: Mapping of Maritime Professionals - Towards a full-scale European data collection system - Draft tender Specifications for 
the study announced by the social partners in February 2019. The study is currently underway. More information can be found at: 

https://www.ecsa.eu/sites/default/files/publications/MapMar_Tender%20Specifications_final_clean.pdf .  

Figure 4: Extent of implementation of Task Force recommendations 

https://www.ecsa.eu/sites/default/files/publications/MapMar_Tender%20Specifications_final_clean.pdf
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developments since some were already under discussion even before the Task 

Force exercise. Other developments that have happened at international or EU 

level since 2011 were generally considered as the main reasons for the successful 

implementation of most of the Task Force’s recommendations.  

 The Task Force, however, through its report and recommendations, has ensured 

that momentum was maintained to keep these issues high in the political agenda, 

also taking stock of what was missing and what else could be done to improve 

social aspects in the maritime sector. In that sense, it is likely to have provided 

additional justification or back-up to the Commission or social partners to make 

certain proposals to the European Parliament or to the Council, to proceed in the 

desired direction and improve the social dimension in the maritime transport 

sector.  

Some criticism on the Task Force’s impact can be made in hindsight, stemming from the 

following two points:  

 The Task Force involved a broad range of maritime stakeholders (social partners, 

academics and researchers, seafarers, shipowners, manning agencies). While this 

ensured that the recommendations were balanced in the sense that they were 

produced by a balanced group of stakeholders from the industry and academia, 

some view its recommendations as the result of a compromise between the 

participants. This meant that recommendations were not sufficiently ambitious. 

Other stakeholders thought that wide representation of interests across the sector 

was a positive aspect of the Task Force, as it resulted to balanced 

recommendations, overall.  

 The Task Force report was an “open document” taking stock of the then existing 

problems, without assigning implementation responsibilities to any specific 

organisation. There were also no timescales attached to the recommendations. 

This explains the lack of (timely) implementation of some of the recommendations 

and the fact that not a lot of stakeholders (excluding some ex-Task Force 

members) recalled the recommendations made by the Task Force in 2011. 

Extent to which it could be useful to repeat the Task Force exercise 

In the in-depth interviews, social partners claimed that repeating the Task Force exercise 

would be of limited added value. According to representatives of trade unions, bringing to 

the table again a diverse representation of stakeholders and interests does not 

necessarily ensure that there will be consensus on the important issues of the sector. For 

them, it is likely that it will result on recommendations on the less controversial or side 

issues. They were also of the opinion that, instead, the Commission should take a more 

‘active role’ by initiating policies to revamp the European Maritime Transport Strategy. 

Specifically, they proposed that the Commission organises informal tripartite committee 

discussions at EU level involving the EU-level social partners (ETF and ECSA) and the 

Commission (DG MOVE and DG EMPL).  

From feedback received from shipowners following the stakeholder workshop, we 

understand that the shipping industry would not support the idea of repeating the Task 

Force either. However, they would welcome the creation of a focused or dedicated task 

force to address a specific topic or technical area (e.g. digitalisation and automation). 

This would work as a tool to inform and complement the work undertaken in the 

framework of the Sectoral Social Dialogue Committee in Maritime Transport.  

In line with the view of shipowners, other stakeholders, including a member of the Task 

Force and a Commission official, suggested that if the Commission decides to repeat the 

Task Force exercise, this should focus on specific issues related to emerging challenges / 

developments in the sector, such as the evolution of digitalisation and automation in the 

maritime industry and the opportunities and challenges that this can bring in terms of 

employment of European seafarers.  
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In hindsight of the results of the 2011 Task Force and its impact, if a new Task Force is 

to be set up in the near future, more focus should be placed on ensuring that the 

recommendations made will be implemented and acted upon by the relevant players and 

that -realistic but also ambitious- timelines will be set and adhered to.  

Extent to which EU-funded projects delivered since the Task Force have been 

useful 

In line with the Terms of Reference of the study, our analysis covered three EU-funded 

projects aimed at enhancing the living and working conditions of seafarers and promoting 

the attractiveness of the maritime profession among European youngsters: KNOW-ME59, 

Vasco da Gama (VDG)60 and SkillSea61. It should be noted that the SkillSea project is an 

ongoing project that started in January 2019 and will last for four years; therefore, the 

research focused on collecting evidence on its status and progress.  

The findings of our research on the usefulness and results of these EU-funded projects 

are presented below. These are based on evidence collected from secondary sources 

(mainly information available on the internet) and interviews with stakeholders involved 

in the projects, both from the project consortium team and from the Commission side. 

Annex 9, section 9.2 provides further details on the benefits of KNOW-ME and Vasco da 

Gama, as well as on the progress of SkillSea.  

In the in-depth interviews, some stakeholders were not convinced that the way of 

increasing the attractiveness of the maritime profession among youngsters to the 

maritime sector was mainly by implementing EU-funded projects that aimed to improve 

maritime education and training (MET) systems. Generally, they believed that more 

practical actions (such as awareness campaigns) were needed to raise awareness about 

the maritime profession as an alternative career option and to promote a more modern 

image of maritime transport. Indeed, one of KNOW-ME’s recommendations was that, in 

addition to improving MET, it is necessary to develop media strategies that could help to 

improve the image of the shipping industry. Among the strategies proposed by the 

KNOW-ME project were the development of a user-oriented portal62 and the development 

of the concept of ‘National Image Communicators’, called ‘NIMCOs’. The concept of 

NIMCOs proposed by the KNOW-ME project team was envisaged to create a framework 

for collaboration between European countries in promoting a positive image of shipping 

and to communicate shipping as a career opportunity to young European people in each 

Member State.  

Stakeholders who were actively involved in the delivery of these EU-funded projects 

stated that while EU-funded projects aiming to improve MET systems have indeed a 

significant role to play in improving the attractiveness of the maritime profession, they 

should be followed by or complemented with more practical actions or policy measures 

(either at EU or national level). The need to ensure continuity of relevant actions after 

EU-funded projects have ended (when funds have been spent) was highlighted by 

researchers and academics who worked on EU-funded projects. For example, in the case 

of the KNOW-ME project, a very comprehensive user-oriented portal was created by the 

project consortium62; this was then handed over to the Commission at the end of the 

project. Despite being a useful source of information about maritime professions 

                                                 

59 More information on the work of the KNOW-ME project can be found at the project’s website and at the “go-maritime.net” portal which 

was developed by the project team. None of the two websites are currently available, but cached (archived) versions of these are available 

<accessed on 30-10-2019>:  https://web.archive.org/web/20180227141824/http://know-me.org/ and  
http://web.archive.org/web/20171226014056/http://go-maritime.net/  
60 More information about the project can be found at http://www.vasco-da-gama.eu/  
61 SkillSea project – ‘Futureproof Skills for the Maritime Transport Sector’. More information about the project can be found at 
https://www.skillsea.eu/index.php 
62 The online portal was called ‘Go-maritime’ portal. For more information please refer to Annex 9, section 9.2 and to footnote nº51 above.  

https://web.archive.org/web/20180227141824/http:/know-me.org/
http://web.archive.org/web/20171226014056/http:/go-maritime.net/
http://www.vasco-da-gama.eu/
https://www.skillsea.eu/index.php
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(seafaring and shore based) and of training material for seafarers, the website is not 

available anymore as resources for its maintenance have run out63 64.  

                                                 

63 It should be noted that for EU-funded research projects, any websites created are expected to be maintained for three years by the project 

team. After this period, the website is handed to the Commission. Although the Commission is not obliged to maintain it, there are several 

examples of portals that have started as EU-funded research projects and that have been further maintained by the Commission through 
consultancy contracts. 
64 The material produced as part of the KNOW-ME project included three e-course modules on maritime aspects such as Cross-Cultural 

Training, Maritime Logistics & Supply Chain Management and Environmental Management.  For raising the awareness on the opportunities 
in the sector, the website provided explanations of the different maritime professions (onboard and ashore) and what education one should 

follow to take up these career opportunities. The portal also included videos that presented, in simple language, a typical day of people 

working in different jobs in the shipping industry. Overall, stakeholders considered that it depicted a modern but also realistic image of 

seafaring and of careers in the maritime sector in general 
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9. EU SECTORAL SOCIAL DIALOGUE IN MARITIME TRANSPORT 

9.1. Introduction  

This section presents key findings in relation to the functioning of the Sectoral Social 

Dialogue Committee in Maritime Transport (hereinafter referred to as SSDC-MT). The 

findings are based on our understanding of the intervention logic of the SSDC-MT (Figure 

5 and Annex 10) and on triangulated evidence collected through desk research and 

interviews with maritime stakeholders at EU and national level.  

9.2. Areas and scope of the research 

Social dialogue refers to discussions, consultations, negotiations and joint actions on 

work-related issues involving organisations representing the two sides of industry 

(employers and workers) and often in collaboration with the government. Dialogue 

between these actors (hereinafter referred to as social partners) occurs at various levels: 

national and international levels, and regional or enterprise level. The focus of our 

research is the social dialogue at the European level (more precisely bipartite dialogue). 

At the European level, social dialogue can take two forms: 

 a tripartite dialogue involving the EU institutions (Commission, and where 

appropriate, Council and European Council). An example of this is the Tripartite 

Social Summit65.  

 a bipartite dialogue between the European employers’ organisations and trade 

unions. This takes place at cross-industry level and within sectoral social dialogue 

committees66. 

 

The SSDC-MT is within the second group and involves ETF and ECSA. However, despite 

not being formally included in the bipartite social dialogue, the Commission plays a 

facilitating role; including providing the legal / institutional framework for social dialogue.  

Before presenting our assessment of the SSDC-MT, we make some preliminary remarks 

about social dialogue in the EU. 

9.3. Background to social dialogue and how it functions  

The Treaty of the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) is the main legal framework 

which establishes that promotion of social dialogue is an objective of the Union (and not 

of the Commission only). The Union shall therefore facilitate dialogue between the social 

partners, and crucially respect their autonomy (Article 152). The TFEU also establishes 

the requirement for social partners to be consulted by the Commission on the direction 

and content of proposals in the social policy field; and provide them with the opportunity 

to issue an opinion or recommendation or to 

reach to an agreement themselves (Articles 154 

and 155).  

As shown in our “intervention logic” (Figure 5) 

the functioning of the SSDC-MT relies on a 

number of inputs – legal / institutional 

frameworks and resources – which enable 

various activities led by social partners and the 

Commission. In turn, these activities are 

expected to lead to outputs, outcomes and impacts. Annex 10 provides a detailed 

narrative of the intervention logic and explains the sources used to develop it, since the 

rationale for the functioning of the SSDC-MT is not defined in a single text. 

                                                 

65 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2019/10/16/  
66 https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=329&langId=en 

What is an intervention logic? 

A systematic and comprehensive 

conceptualisation of a policy intervention that 

shows the links between desired activities and 

outcomes and external contextual factors.  

Source: British Government Magenta Book: Guidance 
for evaluation, 2011. 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=480&langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=480&langId=en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2019/10/16/
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=329&langId=en
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Figure 5: Intervention logic of the SSDC-MT  

 

  



 

Study on social aspects within the maritime transport sector 

79 

 

9.4. Assessment of the functioning of the SSDC-MT  

Our research sought to understand what is working well in the SSDC-MT as well as to 

identify challenges to its smooth functioning, while recognising and respecting the 

autonomy the social partners have as per the TFEU.  

Our research has shown that overall there is widespread agreement in the utility of the 

SSDC-MT. In our survey of maritime stakeholders (Annex 3), most respondents reported 

to be satisfied with it (68 % said that they were either very satisfied or satisfied). 

Nevertheless, some limiting factors also emerged from our research. The main findings 

(both positive and less positive) are explained below.  

9.4.1. What is working well  

In addition to the general satisfaction with the SSDC-MT expressed in the online survey, 

the interviews showed there is a common understanding among all groups of 

stakeholders that the SSDC-MT is an instrument to shape the direction of EU 

policies that have social implications for the sector. This is in line with the objectives of 

the European Social Dialogue in more general terms, and as expressed in Decision 

98/500/EC. 

The ‘tangible’ outputs achieved to date by the SSDC-MT are summarised in Table 4. 

These stem from the 24 formal meetings of social partners that have taken place 

between 2011 and 2019, as well as from the (informal) on-going dialogue which has 

taken place in between meetings. 

The area where the social partners have produced the most outputs is process-oriented 

texts, which are usually called “joint agreements”. These are frameworks of action, 

guidelines, codes of conduct, policy orientations, among others, which albeit not being 

legally binding, they must be followed up by social partners and/or the Commission67. 

Since 2011, there have been 16 of such agreements calling for Commission proposals or 

initiatives (for example, for a Directive on seafarers amending prior Directives which 

excluded seafarers, for a European Maritime Single Window Environment and for a 

Community Code of Visas) and covering a variety of other issues, from gender, risks of 

Zika and Ebola, migrant crisis, to digitisation. During the study period, there have also 

been one binding agreement68 and two joint opinions /tools.  

Output type Description  

Binding 
agreements 

1. Council Directive (EU) 2018/131 implementing the Agreement concluded by 
ECSA and ETF to amend Directive 2009/13/EC in accordance with the 
amendments of 2014 to the MLC, 2006 

Process-
orientated 
texts (joint 

agreements) 

1. ECSA/ETF proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the 
Council establishing a Community Code on Visas (2018). 

2. Joint declaration of intention to address the enhanced participation of women 

in European shipping (2018) 
3. Joint statement on the proposal for a Regulation establishing a European 

Maritime Single Window environment (2018) 
4. Joint statement - Modernising the EU's common visa policy (2017) 
5. Joint statement - Digitalisation in shipping: Smart digital solutions to alleviate 

administrative workload on crew and companies (2017) 

6. Joint statement - Stop the criminalisation of seafarers (2016) 

                                                 

67 Commission Staff Working Document on the functioning and potential of European sectoral social dialogue, SEC(2010) 964 final. 
68 Note there were also two binding agreements in 2008 and 2009 that predate the period of study but are important to mention: (1) 
Agreement concluded by ECSA and ETF on the MLC, 2006 and (2) Social Partner Agreement on amendments to Council Directive 

2009/13/EC of 16 February 2009 (implementing the Agreement concluded by ECSA and ETF on the MLC, 2006). 

Table 4: Summary of outputs of the SSDC-MT (2011-2019) 
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Output type Description  

7. ETF and ECSA joint declaration on the risks of the Zika virus and guidance to 

stay safe for crews’ onboard ships calling in affected countries (2016) 
8. ECSA/ETF agreement on a Commission Proposal for a Directive on seafarers 

amending prior Directives which excluded seafarers (2015)  
9. Joint position on the Commission's Mid-Term Maritime Strategy Review (2015) 
10. Joint statement on the agreement in trialogue on social directives (2015) 
11. Joint statement on the Commission proposal for a Regulation on the Union 

Code on Visas (2015) 
12. Joint opinion - Thousands of lives will be lost in the Mediterranean unless EU 

governments take urgent action (2015) 

13. Joint opinion on the social exclusions of seafarers (2015) 
14. Joint declaration on the risks of the Ebola virus and guidance to stay safe for 

crews’ onboard ships calling in affected countries (2015) 
15. Joint statement on piracy (2014)  
16. Joint declaration on Somali piracy (2012)  

Joint 
opinions & 
tools  

1. Video material - Say no to bullying, Say no to harassment! (edition 2) 
2. Guidelines - Eliminating workplace harassment and bullying 

Source: DG EMPL sectoral social dialogue database69  

The SSDC-MT has also resulted in achievements that are less easy to quantify 

(intermediary outputs that contribute to the “development and encouragement of social 

dialogue”, as framed in the intervention logic Figure 5). This includes achievements such 

as facilitating the reaching of consensus by bringing social partners views closer together 

or contributing to a better comprehension of a given issue by social partners and/or the 

Commission. Some examples that illustrate this point are: 

 In 2012, social partners agreed to draft an action plan on the eradication of 

administrative burden for seafarers and shipowners. But several discussions took 

place until it was decided that ECSA would be responsible for preparing a concrete 

proposal for this. ECSA presented its proposal later that year. This serves as a 

good example of the iterative benefits of dialogue which lead to concrete outputs. 

 Another example concerns the exchange of views (between social partners and 

with the Commission) on the Commission's legislative proposal on the MLC, 2006 

concerning flag State responsibilities and port State control. All parties maintained 

dialogue on the matter throughout legislative works and the ratification process70. 

 Social partners also highlighted that the informal catch ups / conversations that 

take place outside the SSDC-MT framework tend to be very productive and 

facilitate reaching agreements during the formal meetings.  

 The SSDC-MT meetings have also been used by social partners to exchange views 

on best practices in relation to, for example, health and safety in the sector and 

the identification of areas where improvement is needed. 

The outputs achieved to date show that social dialogue in maritime transport has 

contributed to an alignment of views between social partners that has resulted in 

significant achievements (and this view was confirmed by survey responses71): for 

example, transposition of the MLC, 2006’s provisions into EU legislation, avoiding the 

exclusion of seafarers from the scope of EU labour law Directives, and actions to increase 

the participation of women in shipping. At the same time, this proves that there has been 

political will and commitment from social partners to engage in social dialogue and 

identify changes needed in the sector (although the survey responses were not 

universally supportive of this72). The co-organisation and joint participation in events 

beyond the SSDC-MT framework, as well as the joint application for EU funding to carry 

                                                 

69 See here. 
70 The Commission’s proposal was discussed in a total of 13 SSDC-MT meetings, from June 2012 to June 2018. 
71 The survey showed there was a high level of agreement that the SSDC-MT has contributed to the alignment of views between ETF and 

ECSA. Over 10 % of respondents were unsure, however and 7 % said they disagreed. 
72 Our survey showed 67 % of respondents either strongly agreed or agreed that social partners had shown political will to engage in the 

dialogue and identify changes needed in the sector. However, representatives of trade unions tended to disagree more on this than shipowners 

(whereas all representatives of shipowners either strongly agreed or agreed with this statement, this was 56 % in the case of representatives 
of trade unions) 

https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=521&langId=en&day=&month=&year=&sectorCode=SECT22&themeCode=&typeCode=&recipientCode=&mode=searchSubmit&subscribe=Search
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out transnational projects, is also proof of their will to work together. They are examples 

too of concrete actions that have originated from the ETF-ECSA interactions within the 

social dialogue which are not captured in Table 4. 

Moreover, our research showed that social partners have worked together to increase 

their influence in relations with the European Commission. They also were ready to go 

outside the SSDC-MT format to present their common goals. Examples of this include a 

co-organisation of European Shipping Week panels or joint promotion of the Horizon 

projects after an agreement of the Secretariats of both social partners. This was also 

demonstrated most recently by the joint application of social partners to carry out a 

project on a Blueprint for a sectoral cooperation on skills to the European Commission. 

The Commission awarded the project to social partners in August 2018 and work on it 

was scheduled to begin in January 2019. 

The amount of work that has been conducted and the results achieved also speak of the 

key contribution of the Commission to the functioning of the SSDC-MT. The institutional 

and financial support provided by the Commission has allowed for a steady stream of 

meetings that have led to agreements, joint opinions and other (tangible and less 

tangible) outputs, as well as to the implementation of several transnational projects by 

social partners. Our survey confirmed this, with 94 % of respondents agreeing that the 

financial and institutional contribution of the European Commission has been key to the 

functioning of the social dialogue and no respondents disagreeing with this (6 % were 

unsure). 

9.4.2. What is working less well  

Despite the overall positive findings, some stakeholders reported that they were not yet 

satisfied with the overall impact of the SSDC-MT on seafarers’ living and working 

conditions. As mentioned already, two thirds (or 14 out of 19) of survey respondents who 

had participated in the work of the SSDC-MT claimed to be satisfied with it, but four out 

of 19 respondents were either dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with it73. We noted that 

there were different responses between social partners: whereas all representatives of 

shipowners claimed that they were either satisfied or very satisfied with the functioning 

of the social dialogue, a third of representatives of trade unions (33 %) said that they 

were either dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with it. Similarly, the stakeholder workshop 

brought to the fore the clear disconnect between the satisfaction of shipowners (who did 

not see any need for change in the SSDC-MT) and the trade union representatives who 

were more frustrated about the results of the social dialogue process (Annex 3).  

Improving seafarers’ living and working conditions will always be a moving target; the 

work will never be done since the industry and work will change in line with sectoral 

developments. This means that there will always be a need to review and improve the 

situation. However, given the dissatisfaction was particularly notable for social partners 

that represent workers (and for some Commission officials, as evidenced during the 

interviews); this gives the impression that one side is more able to make the social 

dialogue deliver against their ambitions or follow an agenda that fits their needs. 

Meanwhile, the main drawback cited by those who had a more critical view of the SSDC-

MT was that it has focused on the less controversial issues and on initiatives that are not 

binding and as such was failing to drive change in the most important areas. Again, this 

speaks to the differing (levels of) ambition of different stakeholders but also, potentially, 

to the differing levels of resources available to the social partners and their capacity to 

influence the social dialogue agenda. While this challenge is evidently not unique to this 

sector, a lack of resource may be particularly difficult to overcome when combined with 

other challenges such as fragmentation of interests across the EU (see section 9.5). 

Indeed, the divergent interests and / or the absence of an EU vision makes it more 

                                                 

73 The remainder – 2 respondents – were unsure (selected “do not know”). 
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resource intensive to arrive to a common approach to addressing challenges in the 

sector74.  

Despite this being a relatively strong finding from the interviews, the survey was less 

clear on this being a problem. Seventy-three per cent of respondents (73 %) either 

strongly agreed or agreed that the social dialogue meetings have focused on the most 

important social issues in the sector. However, this was still one of the survey questions 

on the social dialogue where there was more disagreement, with 20 % of respondents 

who either strongly disagreed or disagreed with it. Moreover, respondents who disagreed 

represented trade unions or the academia.  

Taking a look at what was discussed at the meetings of the SSDC-MT (Table 5) showed 

that the most frequent topic of discussion over the period under examination (2011-

2019) was the reduction of administrative burden for seafarers and shipowners. This 

topic was discussed at all formal meetings except for two; while the topic of the 

Schengen VISA featured in 19 out of 24 meetings. The next most frequent topics were 

piracy, promotion75 and ILO MLC amendments76 (discussed in 14 meetings each). By 

contrast, topics such as communication facilities for seafarers, quality shipping, fair trade 

/ fair freight, and fatigue were discussed at a limited number (five or fewer) of meetings. 

This is not definitive but is some evidence that issues which would be potentially more 

interesting to trade unions are not receiving as much attention as issues where 

agreement is easier to find. This is not necessarily a problematic finding, but it might 

shed light on the disappointment felt by some regarding which topics receive attention.  

During the interviews and stakeholder workshop, some shipowners acknowledged the 

fact that workers wished to discuss a wider array of topics at the SSDC-MT but thought 

that the sectoral social dialogue format should not cover more issues than it already does 

or cover issues where agreement is unlikely. This was almost the precise opposite of 

EFT’s view shared at the stakeholder workshop, where a case was made to (at least) air 

concerns and cover issues, even if agreement was considered unlikely. The trade union 

representatives were generally concerned that they were not able to influence 

discussions enough. This was manifest at the workshop where the shipowner 

representatives were evidently better prepared to discuss the issues, and more dominant 

and vocal in the discussions.  

  

                                                 

74 As referred to at the stakeholder workshop. 
75 The perception and image of shipping.  
76 ILO MLC amendments on abandonment, disability and death of seafarers.  
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Table 5: Frequency of topics occurring during SSDC-MT meetings (2011 – 2019) 

Topic / year 77 ‘11 ‘12 ‘13 ‘14 ‘15 ‘16 ‘17 ‘18 ‘19 

Career mapping 
    

 

        

 

    
             

 

Bullying and 
harassment     

 

 

      

 

    

      

    

     

 

Seafarer 
criminalisation     

 

  
   

 

    
     

  
       

 

Reduce admin 

burden78     

 

        

 

    
 

                        

 

Quality shipping 
  

 

 

    

 

               

 

EU funding 
  

 

 

    

 

               

 

Employment 
  

 

 

    

 

               

 

Piracy 

 
  

 

        

 

            
        

  

 

Task force & 
follow up 

 
  

 

 
    

 

 

               

 

Schengen Visa 
  

 

    

 

               

 

Seafarer comms 
facilities   

 

    

 

               

 

ILO MLC 

amendments 

  

 

 
      

 

              
    

  
 

  
 

 

Promotion 

  

   

 
    

 

 

           
        

 

Fair trade/fair 
freight 

  

 

 

      

 

  

     

  

        

 

Recruitment and 
training 

  

 

  
  

 

 

               

 

Health and safety 

  

 

   
  

 

  
          

        

 

Social exclusion 
of seafarers 

  

 

    

 

                
       

 

Other SSDC 
initiative 

  

 

    

 

  

              

 

Ebola/Zika 
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Source: SSDC-MT meeting minutes (March 2011 - January 2019). The topical categorisation is the 

one used in the SSDC-MT Work Programmes 2017-2019. 

 

9.5. Factors which limit what can be achieved within the SSDC-MT 

Taken together, the above implies that there are internal, but also external factors that 

are limiting the ability of the SSDC-MT in realising its potential. Our research has served 

to identify several factors that create challenges to the smooth functioning of the 

                                                 

77 2011 (March, Sep, Nov); 2012 (March, June, Dec); 2013 (March, Sep); 2014 (March, Oct, Dec); 2015 (March May, Oct); 2016 (March, 
May, Oct); 2017 (March, June, Dec); 2018 (March, June, Oct); 2019 (Jan)  
78 Reduction of administrative burdens on seafarers and shipowners  
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intervention logic, needed for inputs, activities and outputs to flow to objectives and 

impact. These can be summarised as follows: 

9.5.1. Internal limiting factors 

 The diversity of the industry players often hinders the achievement of 

consensus (and this factor was considered by both social partners to be a 

challenge). Shipowners compete and rarely have a common position on issues 

discussed at EU level, given the different nature and size of their businesses, their 

national interests and their understanding of how social aspects of the seafaring 

profession must be addressed. This was in line with the view of workers’ 

representatives who felt that ECSA’s national members participated in SSDC-MT 

meetings depending on the relevance of issues to be discussed for their 

organisations and in line with their national interests.79 

 The presence of the Commission at the SSDC-MT meetings was considered 

to be relatively weak by both representatives of workers and shipowners. They 

demanded an enhanced presence80 of Commission’s representatives at meetings 

and attendance of high-level officials, as this could contribute to building trust, 

enhancing communication and sharing of information with social partners. 

Interestingly, the view of some Commission officials was that the perceived weak 

presence at SSDC-MT may reflect the multitude of instances for the Commission 

to consult with social partners outside of the SSDC-MT, which meant there was 

increasingly a duplication of effort. Elaborating on this issue, a Commission official 

suggested that there has been a gradual increase in the requirements and 

opportunities for the Commission to consult social partners over the years.  

 There was also a requirement for the Commission to improve the consultation of 

social partners on policy developments with implications on social 

aspects in the sector81. This issue did not feature prominently in the survey 

responses82 but during the in-depth interviews conducted it was evidently a 

challenge for both social partners. Although the consultation of social partners on 

initiatives in the social field is compulsory (as per Art 154 of the TFEU), the 

perception of workers’ representatives was that the Commission works more with 

MEPs than with social partners in the preparation of policy initiatives. They also 

expressed the view that the policy material that is shared with them has most 

often already been shared with the Council and therefore there is little room for 

changes. Shipowners also explained that the Commission consults social partners 

on important issues in an untimely manner (i.e. they are given too short 

timeframes to agree and prepare good joint positions).  

 Imbalances in influence / resources / information between social 

partners featured in the interviews conducted, as well as during the stakeholder 

workshop. It was identified as an issue in the literature too. More specifically, our 

research hinted at the limited resources to prepare adequately for meetings and 

limited capacity to influence discussions, particularly on workers’ side. This has 

resulted in a social dialogue agenda that has failed to address many of the issues 

that workers consider important to speak about. A reduction of annual meetings 

(from 4 to 3 per year), as well as of the number of national members that receive 

financial support from the Commission to participate in meetings83 was initially 

highlighted as a factor which limited the potential of the SSDC-MT; however this 

was downplayed and /or dismissed by social partners on further consultation (i.e. 

                                                 

79 Participants’ attendance to meetings could not be verified because lists of participants are available only in a 
few meeting minutes. 
80 They referred specifically to avoiding a high rotation of Commission representatives at meetings, as well as to 
ensuring that they stayed during the whole meeting (or large part of it).  
81 As per Art 154 of the TFEU. 
82 The survey showed there was less concern about the limited consultation of social partners by European Commission officials on policy 
developments, with 47 % of respondents that said that this had limited the functioning of the SSDC-MT to some extent and 40 % that thought 

it was to a small extent. 
83 EC reimburses: Plenary: 2 x 28 participants; Working Group : 2 x 15 participants and  Steering Group: 2 x 5 
participants. 
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at the stakeholder workshop). When asked about two potential inhibiting factors 

in the survey such as (1) imbalances between workers' and employers' 

organisations capacity to influence the dialogue's agenda and (2) limited capacity 

of workers' and employers' organisations to present concrete solutions to the 

problems identified, respondents were polarised: over half of respondents (60% 

and 53% respectively) said that this had limited the functioning of the SSDC-MT 

either to a large extent or to some extent, while 40% thought that it had limited 

to either a small extent or not at all. 

9.5.2. External limiting factors 

The SSDC-MT does not operate in a vacuum and complements other formal mechanisms 

at national and international level in place to improve the working and living conditions of 

seafarers and ensure a level playing field in the industry. Likewise, there are some 

external constraints which are not within the control or remit of the SSDC-MT but 

nevertheless are important to have in mind when considering the functioning of the 

SSDC-MT. The survey responses were not decisive (i.e. they were mixed) in terms of the 

extent to which the external limiting factors identified below affect the functioning of the 

SSDC-MT. This can be explained by the fact that these factors are not integral to the 

social dialogue or its functioning; meaning it is difficult to ascribe causality to how that 

impact is functioning. Rather, they are structural issues that create an external set of 

factors that impact the ability of the social dialogue (as an EU, bipartite structure) to 

achieve certain goals in the sector. They also mean that it is important that the SSDC-MT 

is supported by other mechanisms and channels for driving positive change. Both factors 

explained below are not unique to the maritime transport sector; however, they are 

deemed particularly relevant given the complexities and peculiarities of this sector. 

 

 There are differences in national approaches to the sector, which, among 

others, follows from their differing competitive advantages and the relative 

importance of the shipping industry and the proportion of employees in the sector 

(see Chapter 4 for more on this). This contributes to a situation in which the 

interests of social partners at national level are not always aligned at a European 

or sectoral level. Moreover, due to the fact that national authorities are not 

engaged in the dialogue, for some representatives of shipowners it has been 

difficult to persuade them about certain changes needed in the sector. Workers’ 

representatives were also of the view that the discussions on social issues should 

involve the national governments more.  

 Shipping is a global industry and needs a global governance structure to 

facilitate progress; indeed, important legislation for the sector is defined 

internationally (namely within the IMO and ILO frameworks). Given the global 

nature of the industry, the initiatives agreed by social partners at the European 

level may sometimes be insufficient to generate the expected impact in terms of 

improving living and working conditions of EU seafarers. 

As explored in more detail in Chapter 6, differences in wages, social security 

contributions and taxes in in the EU and non-EU countries create unfair 

competition within the EU shipping industry as well as between the EU and the 

rest of the world. None of these matters have been fully harmonised in the 

international legislation and there are also gaps in ratification of minimum 

standards at the EU level (as required by the MLC, 2006). This prevents a level 

playing field. As shown by the case study on freight companies, contributions to 

any type of social security system are a major driver in recruiting seafarers. EU 

shipping companies can avoid paying such contributions by hiring non-EU 

seafarers. Tonnage tax schemes make EU seafarers competitive, but the 

administrative burden attached to those schemes seem to work as a deterrent to 

employ them. Again, the regulations at EU level need to be understood in the 

wider, international context to appreciate how the dynamics and factors that 

impact recruitment decisions are made and how to protect high standards for EU 
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seafarers while ensuring they are still attractive to be employed. These examples 

illustrate the complexity of the situation for seafarers and the industry in the EU 

and demonstrate the inter-connectedness and impact of the regulations at the 

international and EU level. Indeed, in the interviews and stakeholder workshop, 

workers’ representatives were of the view that the Commission should play a 

larger role in pushing for changes in international regulations (instead of only 

agreeing on “minimum standards”), especially since shipowners generally 

advocate for less regulation at both international and EU level whilst stressing the 

strategic importance of safeguarding their tonnage tax schemes. 

Two important fora for the EU national authorities to come together to harmonise 

their approaches and advocate at the international level are the IMO and ILO 

meetings. Some Commission officials observed that for the IMO meetings, the EU 

national authorities prepare well in advance and formally agree on the Union 

priorities ahead of the wider international level meetings; while the process for 

the ILO’s Special Tripartite Committee (STC) meetings is usually more informal84. 

These meetings are particularly relevant as they include governments and social 

partners and their objective is to keep the working of the MLC, 2006 under 

continuous review. Enhanced pre-discussions and negotiations on MLC-related 

issues was said to have the potential to strengthen the EU voice at these 

meetings. 

10. STUDY CONCLUSIONS 

Based on research findings presented in chapters 3 to 9, this section outlines the main 

conclusions of this study, which inform the recommendations listed in the final chapter. 

These are structured around four overarching themes of the study: 

 Education, employment prospects, gender issues and diversity 

 Social dumping and unfair competition 

 Control and compliance issues 

 Policy mechanisms 

10.1. Education, employment prospects, gender issues and diversity 

The maritime transport sector is a major employer in Europe, but it faces profound 

challenges linked to shifting economic, technological and cultural dynamics. How the 

sector responds to these challenges will to a large extent determine whether it is able to 

remain attractive to the workforce of tomorrow. The following paragraphs present the 

study’s conclusions in this regard.  

 The international and fluid nature of maritime transport means that accurate and 

comparable data on seafaring have traditionally been scarce. As such, 

policy makers (and researchers) are deprived of key information that would 

normally be used to identify problems and success factors, and to base decisions. 

While there is widespread acknowledgement of this problem and notable efforts to 

improve the provision of data (notably the ECSA- and ETF-led MapMar project to 

map maritime professionals), a long-term solution that would allow for official, 

comprehensive and comparable data on seafarers is yet to materialise.  

 Skills shortages are widely reported, but it is hard to fill posts and retain 

seafarers against the backdrop of low and declining attractiveness of work 

in the sector. The declining attractiveness is linked to, but not exclusively 

explained by, a reduced uniqueness of seafaring as a way to see the world (since 

travel has become cheaper and easier), perceived incompatibility with normal 

social and family life, generally poor working conditions and poor prospects for 

career progression (e.g. that would facilitate mobility and flexibility between 

                                                 

84 For ILO STC meetings, the Commission provides background information related to EU law and policies in the areas covered by the 

meeting, suggests positions where EU competence is involved and ensures EU coordination in the meeting. This was carried out by DG 

MOVE and the European Union Delegation to the Council of Europe (EUDEL) at the last STC, and by EUDEL, DG EMPL and DG MOVE 
in 2014 and 2016. 
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onboard and onshore jobs). These problems are more acute in higher-income 

countries, where working conditions compare especially unfavourably to other 

forms of employment. In lower-income countries the situation is more benign, 

with seafaring characterised by relatively high wages and improving conditions. 

Indeed, seafarers are highly concentrated, with over 60% of EU/EEA seafarers 

employed in just five countries (Italy, Norway, Bulgaria, Poland and Croatia), and 

seafaring making up more than 1% of the labour market in just three (Croatia, 

Norway and Bulgaria).  

 Where seafaring has remained attractive, the study found several factors that 

were often present. These included cultures of seafaring, where the profession 

was considered respectable and prestigious, economic conditions where seafaring 

compares well to other parts of the job market, and government initiatives such 

as scholarship schemes, social benefit programmes and targeted information 

campaigns to raise awareness of the opportunities in the sector.  

 It must be said that gender and diversity issues continue to be extremely 

problematic. The number of women in the global and EU maritime transport 

sectors remains very low, with few signs of improvement over time. Moreover, 

despite some bright spots (e.g. in the Nordic countries and Netherlands), women 

persistently occupy lower-status and lower-paid jobs, and, just like other 

marginalised groups, suffer from harassment, stereotyping and discrimination. 

While there is widespread acknowledgement of these problems, there is little 

agreement about how to solve them, with much of the action taken so far being 

preliminary and out of proportion to the scale of the problems faced.  

 In this context, the sector is also facing profound changes from digitalisation 

and automation that are increasing and unlikely to slow down. Even though 

technological changes will not revolutionise maritime transport overnight and will 

take some time, digitalisation and automation are becoming pervasive in the 

maritime shipping sector. Key trends include increased autonomy, development of 

smart ships and internet of things (particularly with regard to safety, efficiency 

and compliance) and supply chain integration and optimisation. That said, 

shipowners are generally reluctant to fully embrace the concept of autonomous 

shipping and do not consider it to emerge in the short term; instead, new 

technology is progressively being retrofitting to existing ships and business 

models. 

 The sector’s ability to handle these changes in an employment-friendly 

way will shape the future of work in the sector. Technological changes are 

expected to drive an underlying employment dynamic where traditional seagoing 

jobs are replaced by higher value-added, onshore-based jobs. Furthermore, the 

automation of ships is expected to further reduce the size of crews, leading to a 

decreased demand of seafarers and at the same time increasing the workload and 

responsibilities of existing seafarers. For highly qualified seafarers, digitalisation 

and automation are likely to improve working conditions, with a need for more 

specialists both onboard and onshore, and an edge for workers with IT and 

electrotechnical competences. Technology can also reduce the administrative 

burdens often cited as a source of seafarer fatigue, and allow engine rooms to be 

unmanned in ways that could improve working schedules. In this respect, 

technological change creates an opportunity to address many of the problems 

identified and thereby increase the attractiveness of seafaring.  

 But there is also a risk that changing skills’ needs could harm employment, 

by leaving some seafarers behind and / or by failing to train the seafarers of 

tomorrow. This puts a lot of pressure on maritime education and training 

institutions (METI) to raise the bar. In many cases, the evidence suggests that, 
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while METI are doing a good job of meeting the training needs of today, they are 

not necessarily providing the skills needed for the future.  

 The study found that high-quality METI are needed to give a competitive 

edge to the European maritime transport sector and to European 

seafarers. Successful METI tend to cooperate closely with industry players, in 

order to keep education up to date and provide students with enough workplace 

training. Life-long training is also considered important, so that skills are kept 

current and to make smoother the transition between sea- and land-based jobs. 

This also supports positive spill-overs for the maritime cluster and society as a 

whole. There were several examples of countries where curricula were being re-

thought and kept in line with evolving needs. However, lacking capacity, 

infrastructure and training facilities was holding METI in other countries back. 

Alarmingly, some experts also criticised European METI for sticking too close to 

STWC minimum standards. 

10.2. Social dumping and unfair competition 

Seafaring, as a global profession, is made up of workers from different labour markets. 

The MLC, 2006 and its implementation in the EU has advanced towards levelling the 

playing field for EU seafarers and companies. However, competition among them (and 

with third-country seafarers and companies) is ongoing because labour costs, namely, 

wages and social security contributions are different around the globe. What follows are 

the conclusions of our research regarding the implications of this situation. 

 Wages are subject to the law applicable to the employment contract. In order to 

determine this law, domestic conflict rules resort to different connecting factors 

such as the choice of law made by the parties to the contract, the habitual 

workplace, the business that engaged the seafarer, or a law closer to the 

employment relationship than otherwise applicable. The country to which these 

factors point to depends on the circumstances of the SEA, thereby each seafarer 

on board might be subject to a different employment law. That also affects 

collective labour relations on board to the extent that they do not always share 

the same interests, particularly when it comes to wages. 

 In terms of social security matters, divergence among countries is enormous as 

they depend on their socio-economic circumstances. A significant number of 

seafarers are only covered by private insurance on medical care and shipowner’s 

liability in the event of death or long-term disability. A deterrent to fight for better 

coverage is the fact that short-term employment is common in the maritime 

professions while social protection has been traditionally allocated to a flag State 

that might change with a new contract. In order to revert this unfair situation, the 

MLC, 2006 allocates the primary responsibility in these matters to the seafarer’s 

country of residence. However, there is still much room for improvement to the 

extent that countries, including many in the EU, are far from providing a 

comprehensive social security protection to seafarers, equivalent at least to the 

one offered to shore-based workers. Further problems arise from a lack of 

effective coordination of social security systems despite EU legislation and 

treaties. 

 In terms of personal income tax, seafarers (as any other transnational worker) 

depend on their countries concluding treaties to avoid double taxation. The 

problem is that these treaties (if concluded) might resort to connecting factors 

that do not always avoid double taxation, in particular in triangular cases where 

the shipping company’s effective management is seated in one country, the 

seafarer’s country of residence is another one, and that of work a different one. If 

double taxation happens, the attractiveness of the seafaring profession is 

compromised. 

 The Community Guidelines on State Aid for Maritime Transport have 

successfully managed to encourage the flagging to the registers of the EU Member 

States. By doing so, they have also contributed to the protection and promotion of 
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employment of EU seafarers. However, the decline in the number of EU seafarers, 

their aging, claims of lack of competition on account of labour costs, and lack of 

training opportunities raise the issue whether they have achieved their potential in 

these respects. State aids directly linked to employment have been unevenly 

implemented across the EU Member States and not in all States that have 

adopted a preferential regime for shipowners. 

 Shipping companies include labour costs within their operational costs along with 

fuel costs for example. They are reluctant, however, to disclose how much they 

actually are, which does not help in establishing an understanding of whether 

there is unfair competition between EU carriers and non-EU carriers. 

 The enforcement mechanisms set up by the MLC, 2006, in particular port State 

control, are being proven essential to secure the payment of wages. However, it 

cannot be said that they are a panacea as they are not always available and/or 

the seafarer does not know his/her rights. In this vein, the MLC, 2006 requires 

that the seafarers are informed of their rights before signing the SEA, but the law 

applicable to it might provide him/her different wages than those indicated in the 

terms of the contract, or change during the contract’s life, or be displaced by a 

minimum wage rule that offers a better pay than the one agreed on. Moreover, 

port State control does not include control on the payment of social security 

contributions, whose compliance and enforcement lies in the authority of labour-

supplying countries, these being the main responsible for providing social 

protection coverage to their resident seafarers. However, it is unclear how they 

exercise this obligation arising out of Regulation 5.3 of MLC, 2006. The question 

is, thus, whether existent mechanisms can be fine-tuned, or whether there are 

other mechanisms available, to empower seafarers. 

 Access to justice is a human right, but difficult to exercise in cross-border 

settings. For seafarers it is more difficult as both themselves and their workplace 

are mobile. Finding a jurisdiction to claim their rights is not only difficult, but also 

expensive. In general terms, seafarers residing in the EU and working for shipping 

companies seated in the EU are better placed than those seafarers that are not, 

even if they work on board ships flagged in an EU Member State. Be that as it 

may, a better access to justice for all them, and in particular the latter, is of help 

to assuage abuses in the sector and reductions in wages. 

 Social partners are essential in raising the standards in seafaring. However, 

collective bargaining is compromised by its domestic setting and the divergent 

applicable employment laws on board. Further deterrents come from the 

fundamental objections raised by the Court of Justice to the ITF coordination 

strategy, to collectively bargain and exercise the right to undertake collective 

action against the international backdrop of the shipping industry. However, 

seafarers have collective labour rights as any other workers and they should be 

encouraged, in particular considering the problems they encounter to make them 

effective. 

 Enforcement of working conditions in cross-border settings is particularly 

challenging because authorities need to communicate, cooperate and coordinate. 

In shipping, the MLC, 2006 establishes such a structure for flag and port States to 

coordinate. However, there are other authorities that need to be considered, in 

particular those of labour-supplying countries. This path has yet to paved when it 

comes to enforcing seafarers’ rights. 

10.3. Control and compliance issues  

 

 The ambiguity or lack of precision and detail of the MLC, 2006’s provisions related 

to social issues has resulted in different levels of control and enforcement of 



 

90 
 

those provisions by flag and port State authorities across the EU (and 

internationally). At the same time, the MLC, 2006, as an international convention, 

needs to maintain a degree of flexibility in its provisions to be applicable in 

different contexts and countries. It should be clarified that when a State ratifies 

the MLC, 2006, it is not the MLC, 2006 itself that needs to apply but the ratifying 

State’s national legislation that incorporates the MLC’s provisions into national 

law. It is worth reiterating that the MLC, 2006 is now part of the EU legislation 

too85 and as such its application across EU Member States does not depend solely 

on whether the EU MS has ratified the MLC, 2006 but on whether it has 

incorporated the EU legislation into its national law, as expected. If the MLC, 2006 

became too prescriptive or detailed, it would most likely result in States not 

ratifying or enforcing it. Our research has revealed that there is however a need 

to better strike the right balance between being flexible and being prescriptive to 

ensure the effective protection of seafarers when it is applied by each flag or port 

State through the national legislation.  

 An enhanced cooperation and exchange of data and good practices 

between port State authorities could help to develop a common approach for 

enforcing the MLC, 2006 across EU ports. The work currently undertaken by the 

Paris MoU is considered key to achieving EU port States cooperation in enforcing 

the MLC, 2006. Our research has demonstrated the need to reinforce these 

practices.  

 The historical focus on maritime safety and environmental protection is gradually 

evolving and social aspects are being increasingly considered during port 

State control inspections. The entry into force of the MLC, 2006 has helped 

raise the importance of social aspects among authorities and stakeholders 

worldwide, and this is a significant achievement. Inspectors are gradually gaining 

more experience in detecting infringements linked to seafarers’ living and working 

conditions and progress is being made in raising awareness around social aspects. 

These changes are significant, given the MLC, 2006 only entered into force in 

2013. 

 The ten most frequently recorded deficiencies among EU flags (based on an 

analysis of recent port inspection data on EU/EEA-flagged vessels86 in six MoU 

port regions) include: compliance of SEA’s, records of seafarers’ daily hours of 

work/rest and health protection/medical care (including social security 

protection).  

 There are currently no available means for EU flag State authorities to 

exchange information and good practices or to coordinate their 

approaches. According to Article 22 of the ILO Constitution, Members (ratifying 

States) must submit an annual report to the ILO, listing the measures taken to 

give effect to the provisions of some of the Conventions to which it is a party 

(including the MLC, 2006). Other than this reporting obligation, the MLC, 2006 

ratifying States do not share this information with other States or organisations. 

Our research has shown that it would be beneficial to share information and good 

practices among EU flag States, especially on how to tackle common problems, 

including handling complaints raised by seafarers under the MLC, 2006.  

 Focusing on the labour-supplying responsibilities of the MLC, 2006 (title 5, 

Reg 5.3), we found potential to improve MLC compliance worldwide. Evidence 

suggests that this is an area of the MLC, 2006 that ratifying States have not 

placed enough attention on compared to the flag and port State responsibilities of 

                                                 

85 Through the following EU Directives listed in Error! Reference source not found.:  
- Council Directive 2009/13/EC,  

- Directive 2013/54/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council,  

- Directive 2013/38/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council and  

- Council Directive (EU) 2018/131 
86 A list of the 26 flags included in the analysis is provided in Annex 8.1. The data were provided by EMSA. 
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the MLC, 2006 (Regs 5.1 and 5.2 respectively). Looking at labour-supplying 

responsibilities has the potential to improve MLC compliance because they relate 

to seafarers’ recruitment and placement, as well as to the social protection of 

seafarers. When labour-supplying responsibilities are duly followed by manning 

agencies and RPS, in line with the MLC, 2006, this increases the chances of 

seafarers onboard having compliant contracts (SEA’s), salaries being paid on time 

and social security protection being provided, as appropriate.  

 Building on the above, there is a need to ensure that control and 

compliance of the MLC,2006 works well internationally, inside and 

outside the EU. This means more capacity building actions in those regions that 

would benefit from developing or enhancing their MLC, 2006 expertise. Achieving 

this target would also require an enhanced cooperation and exchange of data 

between authorities at international level such as ILO and IMO, in addition to the 

abovementioned synergies between EU port State authorities. Evidence suggests 

that ILO could particularly benefit from IMO’s expertise in tasks related with data 

preparation and data analysis.  

 There is a need to raise seafarers’ awareness of their rights, obligations, 

complaint handling procedures under the MLC, 2006 and forms of redress. It 

seems that seafarers are not always informed about their social security 

arrangements, as well as the most effective means for redress available to them, 

and typically contact the ITF inspector instead of raising the complaint with the 

port State control authority performing the inspection of the vessel (who would be 

able to resolve the issue faster by detaining the ship87).  

10.4. Policy mechanisms  

The study has looked in detail at two policy mechanisms which were initiated at the EU 

level and facilitated by the European Commission.  

 A dedicated Task Force on Maritime Employment and Competitiveness and 

Policy (2011) which led to a report with Recommendations to the European 

Commission. The Task Force was composed of 12 persons, covering three groups: 

one group familiar with seafarers’ concerns, one with shipowners’ concerns and 

one familiar with the concerns of the broader maritime cluster. Members included 

academics, social partners and industry members and it was chaired by a 

Commission official.  

 

 The on-going Sectoral Social Dialogue Committee in Maritime Transport (SSDC-

MT) which is a bipartite dialogue between the European employers organisations 

and trade unions (the European Community Shipowners Association and the 

European Transport Federation). While the SSDC-MT is a tool for social partners, 

the European Commission is an observer and is obliged to consult social partners 

on policy initiatives that are likely to have a social impact. The legal basis for the 

SSDC-MT is Decision 98/500/EC.  

 

Both have sought to generate solutions to social aspects of maritime transport through 

consensus and in many instances have succeeded in identifying areas where this is 

possible. Moreover, in several cases, these have led to concrete outputs that gave way to 

further collaboration and solutions to social issues. However, this does not mean that 

there are not certain stakeholders who remain frustrated by a perceived lack of progress 

and / or the failure to address difficult and sometimes controversial topics which continue 

to plague the sector and affect the living and working conditions of workers particularly. 

                                                 

87 When salaries are not paid, then a port State control officer would have clear grounds to detain the ship in question. However, the port 

State control inspection tool cannot help seafarers claim unpaid salaries for more than four months; this stems from the MLC, 2006 (Standard 
A2.5.2 – Financial Security, paragraph 9(a)). This means that seafarers need to raise complaints for salary non-payments to the port State 

control inspector quite quickly (up to 4 months since the first time the employer failed to provide the payment).   

http://csdle.lex.unict.it/Archive/LW/Data%20reports%20and%20studies/Reports%20%20from%20Committee%20and%20Groups%20of%20Experts/20110801-043403_Task_force_maritime_June11pdf.pdf
http://csdle.lex.unict.it/Archive/LW/Data%20reports%20and%20studies/Reports%20%20from%20Committee%20and%20Groups%20of%20Experts/20110801-043403_Task_force_maritime_June11pdf.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=480&langId=en&intPageId=1844
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=480&langId=en&intPageId=1844
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With regards to the Task Force, the need for consensus was found to dampen its 

ambition. The failure to ensure that recommendations from the Task Force were binding 

and specific enough meant that it was not always clear who had to take initiative or 

action for each recommendation. It also did not provide a timeline for implementing the 

actions that were recommended, and it was not in the Task Force’s mandate to take 

stock or check whether these had been implemented after certain period. Moreover, 

regarding the concluded EU-projects that we examined which were undertaken after the 

Task Force Report was published88, we found that these were not followed-up with 

(policy) actions once their results were published and the project funding ended. For this 

reason, even though the projects' outputs89 had the potential to contribute to enhancing 

the living and working conditions of seafarers and promoting the attractiveness of the 

maritime profession among European youngsters, it is unclear whether this was 

realised90.  

 

Turning to the SSDC-MT, there is a fairly clear-cut dichotomy between those who report 

being unequivocally satisfied (shipowners) with the process and its outcomes, and those 

who are not as satisfied (trade unions and some Commission officials). This suggests that 

there are structural issues at play as well as differing (levels of) ambition for the different 

stakeholders. This study has found weaknesses that, taken individually may not appear 

unique to the sector, but taken together they provide some explanation for the 

frustrations hinted at above: 

 Imbalances in influence and resources. The shipping industry and its 

representatives in the social dialogue are well-resourced. Likewise, they 

prepare well for meetings and have the negotiation and technical skills to 

set an agenda that corresponds to their needs. This is not the case for 

workers’ organisations, which exhibited a more limited capacity in 

achieving an agenda that addresses issues they consider important and 

providing concrete workable solutions to problems. In recognition of this 

and fitting with this picture, stakeholders representing workers called for 

more technical support and visibility from the Commission presumably to 

redress this imbalance. 

 A fragmented EU voice or vision. Due in part to the differing 

competitive advantages and socioeconomic backgrounds of Member States’ 

maritime industries, as well as the differing relative importance of their 

shipping industries and the proportion of employees in the sector 

(compared to other sectors in the country), stakeholders’ interests were 

often found to be polarised at a European and sectoral level. The social 

dialogue at EU level finds itself characterised partly by such polarisation. 

As seen at the stakeholder workshop, the issues in this sector can create 

heated debate and stanchly opposing views on some issues; this can act as 

a barrier to progress when common ground is not found. This suggests 

that further opportunities for the EU and EU governments to develop a 

common or more united approach to social aspects of maritime transport 

in parallel to the social dialogue might be needed. At the same time, 

instance where the social partners find they have common ground, for 

example the development of the maritime cluster approach (which could 

support transitions between work on and off shore), should be nurtured 

and developed as potentially providing new angles for old problems. 

 Important legislation for the sector is defined internationally, in line 

with the global nature of the sector (and within the IMO and ILO 

frameworks, most importantly the MLC, 2006). Notwithstanding the 

importance of the EU and EU Member States in shaping this discourse, the 

                                                 

88 Specifically, the the Vasco da Gama and KNOW-ME projects. 
89 For example, the online Go-Maritime portal created as part of KNOW-ME. 
90 Further information on the evaluation of the projects that were undertaken after the Task Force is provided in section 8.4 and Annex 9.2. 
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global nature of the industry also acts as a barrier or additional 

complication to what can be achieved at the EU level. Any solutions offered 

at EU level need to consider the implications for and interaction with third 

country rules and regulations for employment and working conditions. 

Many of the most basic challenges to working conditions (see the research 

on social dumping and unfair competition) concerning wages, social 

security protection, and double taxation are neither national, nor EU, at 

their heart. Rather they stem from the fundamentally mobile nature of 

seafarers’ work and the possibility for workers to fall between the cracks. 

As such, in line with the above, the EU needs to have the capacity to 

develop a stronger voice and message in international fora to be heard. 

This is occurring in the IMO but not to the same degree at ILO meetings.  

Despite the above limitations and challenges, we recognise that many of the individuals 

involved are deeply committed to the social dialogue process. They rely on this 

mechanism, the funding available and on the opportunity to work together. Most of the 

problems identified in this study stem from the complex nature of the maritime transport 

sector and the issues concerned, which make it challenging to navigate and reach 

consensus. Our recommendations therefore focus on how complementary mechanisms 

can be used to address identified weaknesses of the SSDC-MT, as well as options that 

social partners may wish to consider to strengthen it. 

It is also worth putting the social dialogue in context. The mandate for the sectoral social 

dialogue was set over 20 years ago (in 1998), before other fora and consultation 

mechanisms were introduced (for example the Better Regulation Guidelines; specifically, 

section 7 on Stakeholder Consultation91). Our research has shown that in the case of 

maritime transport there are topics that are more effective to be discussed at different 

levels (i.e. national and international level)92 and that there are other instances or 

channels, in addition to the SSDC-MT, where social partners can be consulted on policies 

that may have social implications e.g. in the framework of ILO STC meetings or the EU 

law-making process which requires stakeholder consultation at various stages. 

                                                 

91 https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/law-making-process/planning-and-proposing-law/better-regulation-why-and-how/better-regulation-

guidelines-and-toolbox/better-regulation-toolbox_en#viistakeholderconsultation 
92 See issues raised under social dumping and unfair competition (such as social security which is a national competence but has an 

international dimension in the maritime sector)  

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/law-making-process/planning-and-proposing-law/better-regulation-why-and-how/better-regulation-guidelines-and-toolbox/better-regulation-toolbox_en#viistakeholderconsultation
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/law-making-process/planning-and-proposing-law/better-regulation-why-and-how/better-regulation-guidelines-and-toolbox/better-regulation-toolbox_en#viistakeholderconsultation
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11. STUDY RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on our conclusions presented above in Chapter 10, below we present our 

recommendations, which are structured around the four overarching themes of the 

study.  

11.1. Education, employment prospects, gender and diversity issues 

The following recommendations consist of ideas that could be taken up to improve 

education, employment prospects and gender equality in the maritime transport sector, 

and thereby make seafaring more attractive.  

 Prioritise data on seafaring. The lack of official statistics on seafarers is a 

longstanding issue. This deprives policy makers and other stakeholders from the 

evidence needed to identify problems and trends, come up with ideas to address 

these, and to assess the success of policy interventions. The MapMar project being 

carried out in collaboration between ECSA and ETF could be a good starting point 

but needs to be complemented with long-term action by the Commission and 

Member States, so that regular, official statistics can be produced.  

 Treat declining attractiveness as a sign of trouble, not the root problem. 

The best way to improve the sector’s attractiveness in all countries and among all 

groups is to improve working conditions and career prospects for putative 

seafarers. This is of a piece with other recommendations suggesting specific 

measures, aimed at a variety of actors, relating to such aspects as promoting 

career flexibility and progression through better knowledge sharing between 

Member States, modernising maritime education and training systems and putting 

in place social benefits and tax reductions for seafarers. If the realities of 

seafaring can be improved, it will be far easier to convince young people to 

embark on seafaring careers.  

 Communicate better about the seafaring profession. Lacking knowledge 

among potential seafarers is also a persistent problem. It perpetuates myths 

about the sector and reduces its attractiveness. For example, misinformation 

about autonomous ships is giving the false impression that seafaring has no 

future. In fact, the profession is likely to continue to exist for many decades to 

come, with the possibility for better working conditions, a more sophisticated 

environment and easier career transition from sea to shore. Communication 

campaigns, which need not be extremely costly, could feasibly be employed in the 

near-term at all levels to promote seafaring as an advanced and sophisticated 

career, especially in countries with high unemployment. These could focus on such 

aspects as promoting a modern image of seafaring and busting myths about the 

nature of the work and lifestyle. 

 Mainstream initiatives that have proven successful to recruit seafarers. 

Several factors explain the differing attractiveness among Member States of a 

maritime career, such as prevailing views of the living and working conditions, 

wage levels, seafarer schemes and other government initiatives, and the 

existence (or not) of a strong culture of seafaring in a given country. While the 

study identified a number of successful initiatives to make the sector attractive 

(including (1) seafarer schemes (e.g. special regulations on social protection for 

seafarers, tax and pension benefits); (2) national and local government supported 

scholarships for students in MET, and; (3) information campaigns by the social 

partners (sometimes in collaboration with METIs and the government)), these 

were not sufficiently widespread to solve the problem. Already in the near-term, 

the Commission could play a role in raising awareness of these initiatives, both 

through the abovementioned communication campaigns as well as stakeholder 

fora, while the Member States could, as relevant, act to adapt them to national 

circumstances in their countries.  
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 Modernise maritime education and training systems in line with 

technological change. The MarTID survey shows that few METIs are moving 

beyond conventional ships or keeping up with fast-coming changes. This reduces 

the attractiveness of the profession and makes it more difficult to fill skills 

shortages, as well as reducing opportunities for seafarers needing to transfer their 

skills to other occupations. The case studies highlighted some good practices, 

including initiatives for upskilling, lifelong learning and the close cooperation in 

some countries between METIs, the industry and social partners. The European 

Social Fund (ESF) was also raised as an important tool to support upskilling. If 

such EU funding streams could part-cover the costs of training, it could be more 

palatable for shipowners to include upskilling clauses in seafarers Collective 

Bargaining Agreements. However, much of the work would require a major effort 

at several levels, over the longer term, to modernise and update curricula. For 

example, curricula could include more logistics, management and soft skills that 

are not only important onboard but also transferable later to other jobs in the 

maritime cluster and beyond. EU METIs could also consider whether it would be 

strategic to focus on producing specialists in particular fields where Europe has a 

competitive advantage. A small but meaningful and realistic first step by the 

Commission could be to gather best practices and identify gaps and take stock of 

METIs situation.  

 Make fighting gender inequality and promoting diversity priorities. Despite 

the persistence of major problems, widespread agreement on the importance of 

gender and diversity issues, and some notable exceptions, initiatives to reduce 

gender inequality and boost diverse participation in the sector have been limited 

and preliminary (i.e. consisting mainly of study and events rather than policies or 

concrete initiatives). Fighting gender inequality and promoting diversity more 

broadly should thus be made a much bigger priority, taking inspiration, using 

recent work as a foundation to be built on. The action points resulting from the 

WMU international women’s conference in April 2019 could form part of this. 

These include launching of a new study that will provide up to date data on the 

number of women in the sector, and the establishment of a network platform to 

address gender empowerment, learning and sharing best practices. The study also 

found several EU and international initiatives to increase the number of women, 

such as the Joint ETF-ECSA Declaration of intention to address the enhanced 

participation of women in European shipping and IMO’s campaign Empowering 

Women in the Maritime Community. But in the longer term, it will be crucial for 

these initiatives to reach stakeholders at the national level and lead to more 

concrete, longer term and practical action. 

11.2. Social dumping and unfair competition 

In view of the above-mentioned conclusions, the following recommendations are made: 

 Enhance legal expertise in maritime matters within the EU. The 

internationalization of SEAs makes it difficult to determine the law applicable to 

them and thus to wages. The main source of information is the SEA itself, but 

conflict and overriding mandatory rules might make a law applicable that provides 

better pay. Such legal issues are particularly challenging for seafarers, but also 

legal professionals. In general, it would be advisable to increase across the EU the 

level of expertise in maritime law as well as enhancing the existing legal networks 

(education, training and research programmes, but in particular professional 

networks including judges and practitioners). 

 Enhance seafarers’ access to justice. Access to justice is a human right that 

guarantees every person access to an independent and impartial proceeding and 

the opportunity to receive a fair and just trial. However, access to justice is 

particularly challenging for seafarers to the extent that international jurisdiction 

rules do not always provide for a forum close to them - ideally their country of 
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residence - and thus affordable. Non-EU seafarers who work on board ships 

flagged in an EU Member State experience more difficulties than EU seafarers in 

accessing an EU jurisdiction usually resorting to the Ship Arrest Conventions. The 

provisions of Brussels I Recast Regulation on employment contract matters have 

been designed with shore-based workers in mind whose country of residence 

usually coincides with their habitual workplace. That is rare in the case of 

seafarers, and never that of non-EU seafarers. As a reform of Brussels I Recast 

Regulation seems to be out of reach in these cases, a strategy could be put in 

place to empower seafarers for example by informing them in a simple manner 

and an accessible language of their legal options, including legal advice options 

within the EU, and establishing a standing rule according to which seafarers could 

assign their claims to trade unions.  

 Consider ratification of the 1999 Ship Arrest Convention to ensure access 

to EU courts. Both 1952 and 1999 conventions provide for the arrest of the ship 

as a provisional measure, but also construe a jurisdiction criterion to adjudicate 

the merits of the case in the country of ship arrest. This forum arresti is restricted 

to specific cases in the 1952 Ship Arrest Convention, but not in the 1999 

convention, thereby the latter is better placed than the former one in providing 

seafarers with access to EU courts. Although it only applies to the payment of 

wages and other emoluments, the 1999 Ship Arrest Convention allows for a 

discussion on the merits of the case (including a discussion on the applicable law 

and the amount to be paid) before the courts of the country where the ship has 

been arrested. In view of the difficulties that amending the Brussels I Recast 

Regulation might entail, it is recommended to ratify the 1999 Ship Arrest 

Convention. The EU has legal competency shared with the EU Member States 

because the convention deals with international jurisdiction issues covered by the 

Brussels I Recast Regulation and some procedural matters that are still 

competence of the EU Member States. 

 Consider amending the EU legislation on social security matters. Changes 

of employers, of flags and short-term contracts make it difficult for seafarers to 

join just one social security scheme. The MLC, 2006 does not interfere with social 

security coverage that countries are offering to insured seafarers, but it tries to 

tackle the problem of contributions getting lost by placing the primary 

responsibility for social security on the seafarer’s country of residence, and the 

ancillary one on the flag State. The EU regulation on social security coordination 

still does it the other way around. Adjusting to the principles enshrined in the 

MLC, 2006 would simplify the coordination of social security schemes within the 

EU and help to put seafarers on an equal footing with shore-based workers. This 

would require amending EU legislation on social security matters and would thus 

be only feasible in the long term given the lengthy policy development and 

consultation process. 

 Promote the 2017 OECD Model Tax Convention on Income and Capital. 

The residence principle has been also made the essential criterion to levy taxes on 

seafarers’ personal income in the 2017 OECD Model Tax Convention on Income 

and Capital. The basis for this change is to avoid double taxation cases. To this 

end, and although the status quo cannot be changed, the recommendation is 

made to encourage States to follow this model in their future tax treaties. A 

communication policy paper could be prepared by the Commission informing of 

the consequences for seafarers of the current situation. 

 Consider a review of the 2004 Community Guidelines on State Aid to 

Maritime Transport. The Guidelines are indisputable as to their value in 

retaining the EU fleet. However, some issues have been raised as to how tonnage 

tax regimes are applied, and whether they have been successful in retaining 

maritime employment. To this end, further independent studies focused on these 

guidelines are recommended. In particular, attention should be paid in their use to 

increase the attractiveness of the maritime professions in order to improve 

recruitment and retention of seafarers. 
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 Consider a review of EU legislation to make compatible the right to strike 

with the companies' freedom of establishment. Freedom of association and 

the right to undertake collective action are fundamental principles and right at 

work that require special attention when it comes to work on board. Working and 

living conditions depend on collective bargaining to a certain extent but, in 

contrast to the domestic regulation of the latter, the former are international with 

several laws being applied on board. That creates a challenge for seafarers' 

associations that has been addressed by trade union cooperation and coordination 

under the umbrella of the ITF. This strategy and in particular the right to strike 

has been seriously questioned by the Court of Justice undermining the significance 

of collective bargaining. In this vein, the Commission is recommended to put 

forward legislation in line with the Monti Regulation that is supportive to the role 

that trade unions are meant to play in enhancing working conditions of not only 

domestic workers, but also all seafarers working on board. In this vein, it is 

important to note that some actions have already been taken in this respect. The 

proposal for a Monti II Regulation did not succeed, but Directive (EU) 2018/957 of 

the European Parliament and of the Council of 28 June 2018 amending Directive 

96/71/EC concerning the posting of workers in the framework of the provision of 

services, from which seafarers are excluded, lays down that it does not interfere 

with the right to collective bargaining and to understake collective action, as 

implemented at a national level. Taking into account the similarities between 

seafarers and temporarily posted workers, similar steps could be taken as regards 

to the former. 

 Involve authorities other than flag State inspectors and port State control 

officers in the oversight of working and living conditions on board. The 

fact that seafarers fall under foreign legal systems creates acute problems. One of 

them is lack of information in a comprehensible language and manner of their 

rights, but another one is of legal compliance and enforcement. State 

administrations need to cooperate and coordinate, but this is not an easy task and 

usually ends up in lack of oversight. The MLC, 2006 is a step forward in enhancing 

State cooperation and coordination by setting up clear flag and port States' 

obligations. However, they are not enough, e.g. in ensuring social security 

protection for seafarers. While EMSA promotes coordination among flag and port 

States, its authority does not fit well with labour-supplying countries’ 

responsibilities. In this vein, the Commission is recommended to pursue a similar 

approach to the one that has led to the establishing of the European Labour 

Authority (ELA) and encourage it (or EMSA) to actively open communication, 

cooperation and coordination channels among flag States, port States and labour-

supplying States in the EU. 

 Examine how to enhance transparency in book-keeping and separate 

labour costs from other operational costs. Although exact figures were asked 

when conducting the three case studies dealing with EU and non-EU carriers, 

answers were not provided making thus impossible to learn the significance of 

labour costs in the operation of companies. 

11.3. Control and compliance issues 

 Achieve a common approach in the implementation and enforcement of 

the MLC, 2006 by increasing levels of cooperation and exchange of 

information between EU port State authorities. This recommendation could 

be taken forward by implementing the following specific actions: 

- Publication of a guidance document by EMSA offering advice on how 

to address the vague or ambiguous provisions of the MLC, 2006. The 

document could include specific guidelines for port State authorities, 

building on the work done by the Paris MoU. Moreover, it could provide a 

list of the most frequent problems detected during port State inspections of 
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ships under each flag, as well as explanations and clarifications on each 

flag State’s specific documentation and certificates. Such guidance 

document would help port State control officers to understand the key 

areas of focus for each flag, which relates to the way each flag has 

incorporated the MLC, 2006 into its national legislation. This document 

could also help port State control officers to avoid the practices of 

enforcing some elements of the MLC, 2006 ‘overzealously’ (by 

‘overinterpreting’ the provisions in the Convention), causing disruptions to 

the ship’s normal operations. The development of the document could be 

based on existing material and expertise that EMSA has from delivering 

training to port State control inspectors on the MLC, 2006. The expertise 

from the Paris MOU could be utilised too. 

- Reinforcement of training provided by EMSA to EU port State 

control officers, ensuring that it covers aspects related to the MLC, 2006 

with enough level of detail. It is important to  focus  on those MLC, 2006 

deficiencies that are more serious, such as non-payment of salaries, social 

security issues and other detainable deficiencies. In relation to this, it is 

important to ensure that port State control officers are trained to detect 

these issues effectively during an inspection. Moreover, training sessions 

could include activities that encourage discussions between EU port State 

authorities to improve communication and exchange of information 

and good practices. This would enhance the understanding of the issues 

and challenges faced by each Member State and how each port State 

authority addresses these challenges93.  

- Facilitate EU port State control officers’ job mobility as an additional 

way of enhancing the exchange of knowledge, experience and information 

and ensuring a common enforcement approach between EU port State 

authorities. For example, the European Commission and national port State 

authorities could consider financing a few EU port State control officers’ job 

secondments or exchanges to port State control authorities in another 

Member State (or even at EMSA). Port State authorities that do not have 

advanced technical expertise in enforcing the MLC, 2006 could benefit 

significantly from this initiative. It is worth noting that similar types of 

exchanges already exist between customs officers in the EU. Support 

(financial or other) might be needed from the European Commission if port 

State authorities do not have the necessary resources to fund these 

secondments. In that case, we recommend that port State authorities with 

the less experience should be prioritised. If resources and time allow, this 

initiative could include non-EU port State authorities too, as part of a 

‘capacity building’ exercise aimed at helping third-country countries build 

their experience in enforcing the MLC, 2006 and ultimately benefiting the 

EU too. 

- Similar actions aimed at exchanging knowledge, experience and 

information could also be pursued at national level, between port 

State control inspectors and labour inspectors. These inspectors typically 

report to different departments or ministries and they could benefit from 

the expertise of one another. There already exist examples of Member 

States where these inspectors coordinate actions at national level, and 

there would be merit in spreading this practice so that other Member 

States across the EU can introduce similar approaches. The ELA could help 

Member States to coordinate actions between the national labour 

inspectorates and EMSA between national Port State Control inspection 

                                                 

93 In case it is decided to proceed with this recommendation, further assessment and discussions between EMSA and ILO’s Maritime Labour 

Academy (International Training Centre in Turin) could take place to fine-tune potential collaboration opportunities and to avoid any 
duplication of efforts in terms of training between the two organisations. 
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authorities. A coordination between ELA and EMSA could provide added 

value to this end. 

- EMSA to publish data and / or provide feedback to authorities on 

the outcomes of their visits to Member States. Member States could 

benefit from learning what difficulties / challenges other Member States 

face and how these compare to their own situations. The information could 

be shared in such a way as to protect sensitive data of the Member State 

visited94. Implementation of this action should be straightforward, as it 

consists of simply sharing (or publishing) more widely a report that is 

already being prepared by EMSA following its visits to Member States. 

 Contribute to achieving a common approach in the implementation and 

enforcement of the MLC, 2006 also at international level. Given the global 

nature of the sector, it is desirable that there is a common approach at a global 

level too. The EU could contribute to this by, for example, seeking to reinforce 

coordination of the different MoUs at global level. The annual meetings of the 

MoUs are sometimes attended by representatives of other MoU’s. This type of 

practices could be encouraged and become more common. EMSA could also 

continue on-going capacity-building actions especially in regions that need to 

develop or enhance their MLC, 2006 expertise. Moreover, synergies between DG 

DEVCO95 and EMSA’s Capacity Building unit could be expored. For example, the 

two organisations could share (human, capital or technical) resources to provide 

training or other activities of mutual interest. Finally, achieving this international 

common approach in the implementation and enforcement of the MLC, 2006 

would also require an enhanced cooperation and exchange of data between the 

ILO and the IMO. A step towards this worldwide approach might result from the 

planned workshop in Lisbon in February 2020 on the MLC, 2006, which will bring 

together the European Commission, ILO, IMO and both EU and non-EU States. 

The European Commission should look for opportunities to capitalise on the 

outcomes of this workshop and contribute to reaching a common enforcement 

approach globally. 

 Achieve a common approach in the implementation and enforcement of 

the MLC, 2006 by increasing levels of cooperation and exchange of 

information also between EU flag State authorities (and Recognised 

Organisations supporting them). This would cover aspects of their work that 

are relevant to the MLC, 2006 and could be achieved by implementing the 

following actions: 

- As for port State authorities, training provided by EMSA to flag State 

authorities should be continued, reinforced and extended to cover 

MLC, 2006 related aspects in more detail. Cooperation and exchange of 

information and practices between flag State authorities should be encouraged 

too during the training sessions. The ILO’s Maritime Labour Academy could 

offer support too. 

- EMSA could also facilitate coordination and exchange of information 

and good practices between flag State authorities, for example, by 

helping to set a up a common system for seafarers’ complaints handling 

procedure that could allow flag State authorities to see how other national 

                                                 

94 There is an example of such type of report prepared by EMSA in August 2017. Implementation of Directive 2009/16/EC as amended on 

port State control. End-of-Cycle Report. Visit Cycle 2012-2016. Horizontal Analysis. INSP.HA.2017-AN4334, 31 August 2017, EMSA. The 
report was provided to the study team by EMSA. The interim results of this report were presented as part of EMSA’s training workshop on 

PSC with Member States held in June 2015. This report, for example, could be made more widely available, to reach all parts of the EU port 

State and flag State authorities and/ or other relevant departments in the Member States. The report does not disclose sensitive information of 
national administrations (for example, no names of Member States are used when presenting the results). 
95 There is, for example, one unit looking at employment matters as part of DEVCO’s capacity development procedures in partner countries. 
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authorities deal with these. This idea of a common system between flag State 

authorities was suggested by stakeholders representing EU flag State 

authorities. To this end, the Commission could extend EMSA’s mandate to 

include activities related to the exchange of flag State control information / 

data between Member States96, in a similar way that this is done for port State 

control data (via an online Information System/ database, similar to Thetis). 

Recognised Organisations’ expertise and depth of knowledge in elements and 

activities related to the enforcement of the MLC, 2006 could be included to in 

the data sharing process. 

 Encourage manning agencies or recruitment placement services (RPS) to 

comply with the labour supplying responsibilities provisions of the MLC, 

2006. As explained in the study’s conclusions, there is untapped potential in 

focusing on the labour supplying responsibilities of the ratifying States to improve 

compliance with the MLC, 2006. Specific issues to be looked at under labour 

supplying responsibilities would be how manning agencies or RPS implement the 

MLC, 2006 and social security aspects. European authorities, such as EMSA and 

the European Labour Authority (ELA), need to be made aware of this and 

cooperation mechanisms should be established to ensure that the labour 

supplying responsibilities provisions of the MLC, 2006 receive attention for 

seafarers across the EU. However, it is noted that even though the mandate of 

the ELA specifically covers coordinating national social security authorities, given 

that it has been established only recently, it is unclear at this point how this will 

exactly work in the case of seafarers. For this reason, further research would be 

needed in this respect. 

 Raise seafarers’ awareness of their rights and obligations, but especially 

on complaint handling procedures under the MLC, 2006 and forms of 

redress. To achieve this, the European Commission could consider launching an 

awareness campaign on these issues targeting seafarers and shipowners. 

Inspiration could be drawn from the EU’s existing passenger rights campaign, 

however considering that this was to inform passengers of their rights and not 

employees or employers. In addition to information provided online, such 

campaign could include posting leaflets on all EU-flagged vessels, manning 

agencies, ports and maritime administrations. Port State control officers could 

potentially hand out these leaflets to crew onboard as part of an inspection too. 

Furthermore, the social partners could play a critical role in disseminating the 

messages of this campaign, but also in general, in raising awareness regarding 

seafarers’ and shipowners’ rights and obligations. 

11.4. Policy mechanisms  

These recommendations would be actioned by the Commission, but with the support and 

input of others. 

 Initiate ad hoc dedicated working group(s) to address social issues, 

including one involving Member States’ authorities. This recommendation 

could be actioned in the relatively short-term as there is willingness within the 

Commission and Member States to proceed in this direction. Social issues that 

could be addressed in ad hoc dedicated working group(s) include issues 

uncovered in this study as requiring further work or where insufficient action has 

been taken. For example, see specific recommendations for EU legislative action 

under section 11.2 which address the most serious concerns and areas where 

action is needed such as improving seafarers’ access to justice. The composition 

of the working group(s) should be established primarily on the basis of the 

expertise and technical skills required. Based on the high-technical level of some 

of the issues that were uncovered in this study, we recommend that the working 

group(s) involve technical/legal experts who would assist the working group to 

come up with policy proposals backed up on concrete evidence, as well as to 

                                                 

96 At present, EMSA is not involved in reporting activities related to the responsibilities of the flag State. 
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assess the (legal) implications of the proposed actions. Taking the lessons learnt 

from the Task Force, any such working group must have a clear remit, delivery 

timeline, and actions should have a corresponding responsible actor to ensure 

accountability. 

 Provide a structure for Member States’ authorities to better prepare, 

discuss and agree on Union priorities ahead of ILO STC meetings, akin to 

the rigorous process followed in advance of IMO meetings. While there is some 

preparation, this is not as comprehensive as it could be. Providing a space for 

more structured collaboration could strengthen the EU voice at these discussions. 

This recommendation of harmonizing EU preparation before ILO meetings with 

IMO coordination could be taken forward in the short-term by setting a schedule 

of meetings in Brussels in particular in Council in advance to the next STC 

meeting (scheduled for April 2021).  

 Undertake a review of the mechanisms for sectoral social partner 

consultation at EU level to create a mapping of the different channels that 

exist and clarify their specific function. While the value of the SSDC-MT as a 

framework for consulting social partners on policy developments is not debated 

and, indeed, has a firm legal basis in the TFEU (Art 152) for the recognition and 

promotion of the role of social partners, their consultation on policy initiatives that 

are likely to have a social impact social (Art 154) and their possibility to reach 

agreements (Art 155), reviewing the number of channels and tools which enable 

consultation of social partners in the maritime transport sector may be a valuable 

exercise in itself. This recommendation is for the longer term and of a more 

strategic nature but could be a means to reconsider the specific and important 

role of the SSDC-MT vis-à-vis other mechanisms. Indeed, the Better Regulation 

Guidelines and accompanying Toolbox which which were established five years 

ago also have specific requirements for consulting social partners (albeit for 

different purposes). Given the different ways in which the Commission now 

engages with and consults social partners, there maybe value in reviewing how 

these ways interact with one another to ensure the efficiency and effectiveness 

and distinct value of the various existing mechanisms.  

  

The recommendations below would be initiated by social partners, sometimes with the 

support of the Commission:  

 

 Use existing support more strategically, for example, to address 

evidence gaps and/or strengthen policy proposals with the input of 

technical experts. This recommendation could be taken forward in the short-

term given that social partners already have the possibility to request funding 

or technical support for specific projects (e.g. through dedicated calls for 

proposals), either jointly or – in the case of workers’ organisations – 

individually. Where a need for a policy proposal is agreed by social partners 

but specific technical expertise is lacking social partners can request the 

Commission to set up a dedicated working group that brings on board 

technical experts or academics. These experts can for example support them 

in identifying and discussing the legal implications of changes proposed or in 

developing an autonomous agreement that could be developed into a draft 

legal text.  

 Organise an internal workshop to evaluate the performance of the 

SSDC-MT to date and agree on areas for improvement. This 

recommendation could be actioned in the relatively short-term as there is 

apetite for this among social partners. We would recommend that this takes 

place before agreeing on the work programme for next year. Social partners 

could use one of the annual meetings for this, if there are no additional 

resources to cover for an additional meeting or event. The workshop should 
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involve mainly the social partners (at EU and Member State level) but could 

also include the participation of the Commission. We would suggest that the 

workshop addresses matters of content and process i.e. extent to which the 

main social issues have been addressed in through the SSDC-MT and extent to 

which the structure and processes of the SSDC-MT are adequate to reach the 

expected outcomes. Given the diverging views on the extent to which the 

annual work programmes reflect the interests of the two social partners, it 

would be important to consider ways to improve the joint nature of the work 

programmes. These should reflect the agenda of both sides and allow for the 

delivery of corresponding joint initiatives in areas where consensus may be 

difficult but especially important to develop. 

 Organise additional informal meetings. Given the appetite for informal 

meetings in addition to formal SSDC-MT meetings expressed by both sides at 

the stakeholder workshop, one item on the agenda for the above workshop 

could be the feasibility of organising additional “check in” or preparatory 

meetings as remote meetings. If stakeholders can dial-in, this would keep 

costs low and allow for wider participation and flexibility.  

The recommendation below is provided for completeness (it would be actioned 

by social partners and/or Member States, with Commission support) but in 

some ways contradicts the need to simplify the consultation landscape and we 

see some risks in terms of the potential to actually increase divergence if 

regional approaches differ greatly:  

 

 Explore opportunities for regional collaboration. As mentioned, 

there are very different approaches to social aspects of maritime 

transport at national level (including strength of collective bargaining, 

competitive advantages, socio-economic backgrounds). These fall more 

in step when the scope is regional (with the example of the Nordic 

countries traditionally sharing more with each other than their 

Southern European counterparts). An idea mentioned at the workshop 

was the scope to explore further regional collaboration and alignment 

as a stepping stone to more European collaboration. While this already 

exists in some cases, building on this could mean developing working 

groups to work on certain issues that are more relevant or where there 

is more agreement on the need for reform / action in certain of the EU 

regions. The issue of gender would be a case in point (i.e. where the 

Northern European countries tend to have a greater appreciation of this 

problem and the need for action). It could also be applied for the 

preparatory meetings for ILO STC meetings suggested above. This 

could be pursued by social partners (as suggested at the workshop) in 

which case they have the possibility of requesting EU funding for this; 

or by the Member State national authorities (again with the convening 

power of, and facilitated by, the Commission). 
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ANNEX 1: DESK RESEARCH SOURCES ON SOCIOECONOMIC 

DEVELOPMENTS IN THE MARITIME TRANSPORT SECTOR 

This annex presents the list of sources and data that provided insight on issues and 

trends regarding social and economic aspects in the sector. 

Table 6: Sources on socioeconomic developments in the maritime transport sector  

Topic Source Overview 

Automation, 

digitalisation 

and 

technology 

Lijun Tang (2009) “Training 

and technology: potential 

issues for shipping” 

The paper (link) argues that training 

in technological skills of seafarers is 

vital for safety, and suggests that 

exchange of information and 

knowledge can come out of three 

sources – written manuals, peers and 

external experts – depending on the 

complexity of the technological 

device. However, in order to be 

motivated to learn the environment 

needs to be encouraging. This, it is 

suggested, can be met by a 

supportive learning environment and 

the perceived usefulness.  

Knect365 (2017) “Digital 

transformation: how will it 

change the seafarer´s role?” 

The paper (link) reports on the 

results of a gathering of eight experts 

from the shipping industry in how 

they think digital transformation will 

change the seafarer´s role. Their 

view is that automation does not 

merely mean unmanned ships but 

will need more knowledge and 

enhanced skills among seafarers.   

Safety4Sea (2017) 

“SAFETY4SEA survey reveals 

industry’s smart side” 

 

Safety4Sea conducted a survey study 

in order to reflect the industry´s 

perception of a digitalised future. The 

study finds that over 40% of the 

participants thinks that autonomous 

shipping will be a reality after 2030. 

It also finds that the highest 

perceived risks of unmanned ships 

are navigational risks, grounding, 

cyber safety and loss of 

communication. 

Inmarsat (2018) “IIoT on land 

and at sea” 

The Inmarsat Research Programme 

investigates how Industrial Internet 

of Things – IIoT- have been adopted 

by a number of sectors including 

maritime. The report forecast that 

this evolution will have a huge impact 

on the shipping industry in the 

coming years in terms of real-time 

data and machine-to-machine 

communication. However, how 

successful this will depend on reliable 

connectivity at sea. The study also 

shows that around half of shipowners 

http://www.sirc.cf.ac.uk/Uploads/Symposium/Symposium%2009.pdf
https://knect365.com/shipping/article/842b789d-aa16-411f-95c9-6393715daf35/digital-transformation-how-will-it-change-the-seafarers-role
http://safety4sea.com/safety4sea-survey-reveals-industrys-smart-side/
https://safety4sea.com/shipping-industry-needs-to-more-to-benefit-from-digitalization-study-says/
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Topic Source Overview 

do not aim at or do not expect 

greater compliance as an outcome of 

IIoT. 

Lijun Tang (2012) “Waiting 

together: Seafarer-partners in 

cyberspace”  

The study showed that shared 

information, experience, and stories 

between seafarers and their partners 

via cyberspace helped them to 

manage their situation at sea and to 

keep track of the future. By that they 

could strengthen their relationships 

despite the time erosion.  

Outputs of the ‘SKILLFUL’ 

project regarding emerging 

knowledge and skills needs in 

the maritime transport sector 

and material related to future 

training curricula and priorities. 

The project is a Horizon 2020-funded 

project bringing together industry 

and academic partners to review 

knowledge and skills requirements 

and come up with ideas to improve 

training specifications, curricula and 

practices.  

Gender and 

seafaring 

Michelle A. Thomas (2003) 

“Sexual health of women 

working on board cruise ships” 

The study found that sexual 

relationship was common among 

crewmembers on board, however 

women’s access to contraception was 

limited as well as confidential access 

to ship´s doctors. The author 

concludes that this puts women´s 

sexual health at risk.  

Iris Lavelle Acejo & Sanley S. 

Abila (2016) “Rubbing out 

gender: women on merchant 

ships” 

The study concludes that female 

seafarers are marginalised, and that 

training practices reproduce gender 

biases that hinder women 

participation. The study also shows 

that the socialisation of cadets 

constitutes of values and symbol of 

masculinity that silence other 

genders. The study conducted 

ethnographic fieldwork on one 

shipboard voyage and case studies 

with interviews and observations on 

cadetship programmes in the 

Philippines. 

ETF & ECSA (2018) “Joint 

ETF_ECSA declaration to 

address the enhanced 

participation of women in 

European shipping”  

The declaration summarises the key 

problems, namely:  

 Image: shipping is often 

perceived by the general 

public as a harsh sector to 

work in  

 Working conditions: long 

periods away from home 

make it difficult to 

reconcile work and family 

life.  

 Male domination: since 

there are so few women 

working in the industry, 

work at sea is often 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0961463X10387690?journalCode=tasa
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/001789690306200402
https://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/abs/10.1108/JOE-01-2016-0004
https://www.ecsa.eu/news/joint-etf-ecsa-declaration-intention-address-enhanced-participation-women-european-shipping
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Topic Source Overview 

perceived as a job for boys 

and men. Ships are closed 

communities and, in most 

cases, serve as a 

seafarer’s home as well as 

a workplace. Concerns 

about the possibility of 

gender stereotyping and 

discrimination may deter 

potential female 

applicants.  

International Labour 

Organisation (2019) 

“Recruitment and retention of 

seafarers and the promotion of 

opportunities for women 

seafarers: Report for 

discussion at the Sectoral 

Meeting on the Recruitment 

and Retention of Seafarers and 

the Promotion of Opportunities 

for Women Seafarers” 

The report concludes that in 2015, 

women represented 6.9 per cent of 

officer trainees globally, which 

indicated a positive upward trend of 

women seafarers in the future. 

Gender-identity management is a 

strategy used by women seafarers to 

cope with – and in some cases to 

avoid – confrontation on ships. Such 

strategies result in women adopting 

behaviour or altering appearances, 

such as their clothing or hair styles, 

that are usually associated with a 

masculine identity. They often have 

to work harder in order to “prove 

themselves” 

Outputs of ‘Women in 

Transport – EU Platform for 

change’, including the 

Declaration to ensure equal 

opportunities for men and 

women in the transport sector, 

lists of good practices, toolkit 

for companies and reports.  

The Platform was set up in 2017 to 

strengthen women’s employment and 

equal opportunities in the sector by 

spurring action among platform 

members (which include public 

authorities, unions and companies) 

and act as a forum for discussion and 

exchange of good practices.  

Labour 

market 

Helen Sampson (2013) 

“Globalisation, Labour Market 

Transformation and Migrant 

Marginalisation: the Example of 

Transmigrant Seafarers in 

Germany” 

Sampson argues that the 

globalisation of seafarers labour 

markets impact differently on groups, 

in particular it causes problems for 

migrant workers. 

Rönngren, Segerdahl & 

Viredius (2008) “The worth of 

work – the fight against social 

dumping in the transport 

industry” 

The authors of this report see a need 

of trade unions to tackle social 

dumping within the transport sector. 

The departure for their argument is 

that they see problematic challenges 

in the increased globalisation of 

labour. However, they suggest not to 

work against globalisation and 

instead urge trade unions to work 

simultaneously on several levels with 

both industrial and political issues.  

European Parliament (2017) 

“Understanding social dumping 

This is a briefing on the concept of 

social dumping in order and conclude 

https://www.ilo.org/sector/activities/sectoral-meetings/WCMS_664163/lang--en/index.htm
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs12134-012-0266-0
http://nordictransport.org/images/attachments/article/10/The%20Worth%20of%20Work%20-%20the%20fight%20against%20social%20dumping%20in%20the%20transport%20industry.pdf.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2017)599353
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in the European Union” that there is no common perception 

or definition in how it should be used. 

It suggests that set of practices on an 

international, national or inter-

corporate level, aimed at gaining an 

advantage over competitors, which 

could have significant negative 

consequences for economic processes 

and workers’ social security. 

Suppressing social dumping is a 

component of different regulations on 

working mobility, undeclared work, 

and the status of transport workers. 

However, as the legislative 

competence of the European Union is 

limited in the labour law domain, soft 

law and social dialogue are also used 

to tackle the phenomenon 

Eurofound (2016) 

“Representativeness of the 

European partner organisation: 

Maritime transport sector” 

The report maps the social partners 

in the European maritime sector. Key 

findings are:  

On the employee side, this 

representativeness study identified 

88 trade unions in the maritime 

transport sector. A pluralistic 

structure exists in most of the 25 

Member States. Moreover, the union 

landscape is very fragmented in some 

countries. 

On the employer side, 43 sector-

related employers’ organisations 

were identified. Unlike the trade 

union system, the employer/business 

organisation landscape in most of the 

countries is monopolistic or semi-

pluralistic. 

Marine Insight (2017) “12 

reasons why seafarers quit sea 

jobs” 

Marine insights lists 12 reasons why 

seafarers quit jobs.  

1. Unsettled Lifestyle 2. Hectic Life 3. 

Onboard politics 4. Lack of Social Life 

5. Away from the Family 6. Personal/ 

Family Problems 7. Rise in Maritime 

Piracy 8. Health Issues 9. Reducing 

shore leaves 10. Lack of Shore Jobs 

11. Reducing crew members 12. 

Stringent Maritime Laws 

Working and 

living 

conditions  

Sampson, H., Ellis, N., Acejo, 

I., Turgo, N., Tang, L. (2018) 

“Seafarers working and living 

conditions” 

 

The report studied the living and 

working conditions over the period of 

2011-2016 and concluded that that 

seafarers working on open vessels 

were more likely to have temporary 

contracts than others. Moreover, 

almost half of the seafarers reported 

that their company did not make 

pension contributions. What concerns 

cabin sharing, and other material 

https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/executive-summary/2016/representativeness-of-the-european-social-partner-organisations-maritime-transport-sector-executive
http://www.sirc.cf.ac.uk/Seafarers'_Working_and_Living_Conditions.aspx
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aspects such as light, noise, and 

vibration no significant change were 

seen within the time frame. The 

proportion of seafarers ‘never’ able to 

enjoy shore leave increased in 2016 

compared to 2011. The study 

undertook questionnaires.   

Olga Fotinopoulou Basurko 

(2017) “European Social Law of 

Seafarers: between common 

market and substantive law. 

Seafarers: an international 

labour market in perspective” 

Basurko argues that given the 

international dimension of maritime 

activity, a balance between 

competitiveness and maritime safety 

has to be found. European law 

incorporates IMO and ILO 

conventions on ships and seafarers 

pursuant a sectorial approach. 

European social law is sometimes 

applied to maritime armaments 

companies, like any company, in a 

joint approach. The European Union 

seems always in search of a maritime 

policy, inserted in a global economy. 

European Commission (2017) 

“Study on a Pilot project: 

Making the EU transport sector 

attractive to future 

generations”  

The study sought to figure out 

whether and to what extent the 

transport sector is attractive to 

youngsters, and make 

recommendations to improve the 

situation. 

European Commission (2019) 

“Futureproof Skills for the 

Maritime Transport Sector” 

Skillsea is an ongoing project 

provided by Erasmus+ aiming to 

foster cooperation on a European 

level between the industry, education 

and training providers and authorities 

to develop a strategy to make the 

education and training for maritime 

professionals future proof, adaptable 

and attractive. Furthermore, it aims 

to provide maritime professionals 

with the correct skills for the labour 

market and to ensure sustainability of 

the European maritime industry. 

Besides development of the strategy, 

the project will support 

implementation of the strategy and 

products developed during and after 

the lifetime of the project. 

Statistics and 

figures 

EMSA (2018) Seafarers 

statistics in the EU – statistical 

review 

The report presents a snapshot of the 

European labour market in terms of 

the number of seafarers holding valid 

certificates and endorsements in 

2016. It shows that The total number 

of masters and officers holding CoCs 

slightly decreased compared to 2015.  

EMSA (2018) “Enforcement of EMSA has collected and assembled all 

https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01470470
https://www.panteia.com/uploads/2017/09/DG-MOVE_Study-Attractiveness-Transport_-Final-Report.pdf
https://safety4sea.com/new-project-launched-to-meet-future-skills-for-the-maritime-sector/
http://emsa.europa.eu/emsa-documents/latest/item/2779-seafarer-statistics-in-the-eu-statistical-review-2014-data-stcw-is.html
https://safety4sea.com/emsa-releases-eus-seafarers-statistics/
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MLC, 2006 at a global level - 

Analysis of Port State Control 

activity” 

available data concerning the 

enforcement of MLC 2006 by means 

of port State control. The ratification 

status in some MoU’s differs widely 

from other MoU’s. For example, in 

the Paris MoU only Iceland has not 

ratified the Convention, while in the 

Riyadh MoU none of the States have 

ratified it. 

BIMCO (2015) “BIMCO/ICS 

Manpower report predicts 

shortage of almost 150 000 

officers by 2025” 

   

A jointly five-year report by BIMCO 

and the ICS forecast future shortage 

of seafarers of 147 000 officers by 

2025 but a current shortfall on 

16 500.  

 

ANNEX 2: INVENTORY OF EU LEGISLATION 

 The desk research conducted in this study included the development of an 

inventory of EU legislation where seafarers are treated differently than other 

professions. This is presented in the table below. 

Table 1: Legislative inventory 

Legislation Purpose and key provisions 

Directive 1999/63/EC 

concerning the Agreement on the 

organisation of working time of 

seafarers concluded by the European 

Community Shipowners’ Association 

(ECSA) and the Federation of 

Transport Workers’ Unions in the 

European Union (FST) 

Since seafarers are exempt from the 

provisions of the Working Time Directive, this 

Directive serves to set minimum standards 

for the working time of EU seafarers. It 

applies to seafarers on board every seagoing 

ship, whether publicly or privately owned, 

which is registered in the territory of any 

Member State and is ordinarily engaged in 

commercial maritime operations.  

The Directive specifies the maximum hours of 

work as: fourteen hours in any 24-hour 

period; and 72 hours in any seven-day 

period; and minimum hours of rest as: ten 

hours in any 24-hour period; and 77 hours in 

any seven-day period. The Directive also 

specifies that musters, firefighting and 

lifeboat drills, as prescribed by national laws 

and regulations and by international 

instruments, shall be conducted in a manner 

that minimises the disturbance of rest 

periods and does not induce fatigue 

Directive 1999/95/EC 

concerning the enforcement of 

provisions in respect of seafarers' 

hours of work on board ships calling 

at Community ports 

The purpose of the Directive is to provide a 

mechanism for the verification and 

enforcement of compliance by ships calling at 

ports of Member States with Directive 

1999/63/EC (see provisions above). It also 

specifies the processes for inspections and 

corrective measures.  

http://www.ics-shipping.org/free-resources/manpower-report-2015.
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Legislation Purpose and key provisions 

Directive 2008/106/EC 

on the minimum level of training of 

seafarers 

The purpose of the Directive is to ensure a 

minimum level of training and competence 

standards on EU Member States-flagged 

vessels, in line with the Convention on 

Standards of Training, Certification and 

Watchkeeping for Seafarers. It includes 

provisions on the issue or revalidation of 

certificates for certain positions on board, 

with the purpose of providing for mutual 

recognition of diplomas and certificates. It 

also specifies rules on education and training 

of emergency situations, and medical aid. 

Specific vessels, such as tankers and roll-on/ 

roll-off passenger ships have special training 

provisions. The European Maritime Safety 

Agency is assigned to assist the Commission 

in verifying compliance. 

Directive 2009/13/EC 

implementing the Agreement 

concluded by the European 

Community Shipowners’ Associations 

(ECSA) and the European Transport 

Workers’ Federation (ETF) on the 

Maritime Labour Convention, 2006, 

and amending Directive 1999/63/EC 

The Directive implements the Maritime 

Labour Convention 2006, of the International 

Labour Organisation, into EU law. It sets up 

minimum harmonisation rules concerning 

health and safety protection as well as 

accident prevention. It provides rules on 

appropriate training of seafarers and on 

minimum level of medical care and sets 

minimum requirements and standards for 

accommodation, recreational, catering 

facilities. It also deals with contracts, 

repatriation, shipowners’ liability, on-board 

complaint procedures, etc. It amends 

Directive 1999/63/EC to take into account 

the MLC 2006 rules.  . The Directive applies 

to seafarers on board ships registered in a 

Member State and/or flying flag of a Member 

State. 

Directive 2012/35/EC 

amending Directive 2008/106/EC on 

the minimum level of training of 

seafarers 

The Directive reflects the amendments to the 

Maritime Labour Convention, specifically on 

the prevention of fraudulent practices for 

certificates, medical standards, training on 

security, including piracy and armed robbery, 

and with respect to training in technology-

related matters. 

Directive 2013/54/EC 

concerning certain flag State 

responsibilities for compliance with 

and enforcement of the Maritime 

Labour Convention, 2006 

Regulates flag State responsibilities for 

discharging member states obligations to 

oversee the living and working conditions for 

seafarers on ships that fly the flag of that 

member state. If standards are not met a 

ship may be prohibited to leave the port. 
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Legislation Purpose and key provisions 

Directive 2013/38/EC 

amending Directive 2009/16/EC on 

port State control 

Regulate port State responsibilities. Every 

ship is subject to control of officers duly 

authorised when in a port of another 

contracting state. The inspections are to be 

applied so that working and living conditions 

are met in accordance with Directive 

2009/13/EC 

Directive 2015/1794/EC 

amending Directives 2008/94/EC, 

2009/38/EC and 2002/14/EC of the 

European Parliament and of the 

Council, and Council Directives 

98/59/EC and 2001/23/EC, as 

regards seafarers 

Inclusion of seafarers in five EU labour law 

directives. This directive improves the 

protection of seafarers by enlarging to them 

the scope of five directives (Directive 

2008/94/EC  on the protection of employees 

in the event of the insolvency of their 

employer; Directive 2009/38/on the 

establishment of a European Works Council; 

Directive 2002/14 on informing and 

consulting employees; Directive 98/59 on 

collective redundancies; and Directive 

2001/23 on the safeguarding of employees’ 

rights in the event of transfer of 

undertakings) concerning working conditions 

and the information and consultation of 

workers.   

The possibilities to exclusion in earlier 

directives led to Member States interpreting 

the laws differently causing unequal working 

conditions.    

Directive 2018/131 

amending Directive 2009/13/EC on 

implementing the MLC 2006 

The Directive amends Directive 2009/13/EC 

in accordance with the amendments of 2014 

to the Maritime Labour Convention, 2006. 

 

ANNEX 3: STAKEHOLDER CONSULTATION REPORT 

11.5. Introduction 

The objective of study was to assess how the social dimension of maritime transport 

has developed and progressed since the ad hoc Task Force on Maritime Employment and 

Competitiveness (hereinafter referred to as “the Task Force”) presented its final report in 

2011, which included recommendations of both legislative and non-legislative nature.   

The study aimed to identify topics and potential initiatives (including both legislative and 

non-legislative) which can contribute to ensure adequate working and living conditions of 

seafarers and to guarantee the attractiveness of the seafarer profession.  

The main concern and indeed purpose of the study was to provide evidence to support 

the European Commission in policy-making. To this end, the study covered a 

comprehensive set of topics identified as important for future action (at EU or national 

level), including: 

 socioeconomic and technological developments in the maritime transport sector; 

 identification of impact and potential effects of digitalisation and automation in the 

maritime transport sector; 

 assessment of the extent to which EU seafarers and shipowners face social 

dumping and unfair competition from third countries; 

 a review of control and compliance issues under the Directives 2009/16/EC on 

port state control and 2013/54/EU on flag state compliance; 
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 follow-up of the recommendations of the 2011 Task Force, their relevance and 

impact; and 

 a review of the functioning of the EU sectoral social dialogue on maritime 

transport.  

Accordingly, the analysis primarily focused on issues of EU relevance and covered the 

2011 – 2018 period. EU seafarers and maritime transport activities by vessels under the 

beneficial ownership of European shipowners were the prime target of the study. 

In terms of the geographical scope, the study covered all EU Member States and EEA 

countries, unless otherwise stated under the specific topics that were investigated. 

The study started in January 2019 and took 11 months to finalise, making the results 

available for consideration before the next Commission and supporting further action 

when it takes office. 

This Stakeholder Consultation Report consists of three main parts. First, it presents the 

consultation activities undertaken, stakeholder groups targeted, and key topics that were 

the subject of the study. Second, it provides an overview of consultation results, 

including from an online survey of maritime stakeholders and workshop of stakeholders. 

11.6. Consultation strategy 

To maximise its value for future European Commission action, the study took a pragmatic 

approach, by focusing primarily on producing evidence that could feed into policy 

discussions. In practice, this meant implementing a mixed methods approach to collect 

evidence that could enable sound, evidence-based judgments and recommendations. The 

multitude of topics that had to be investigated required the review and analysis of 

diverse data-sets and key informants – as no single source was able to provide the 

evidence needed. The evidence was then triangulated and carefully interpreted from 

various sources to arrive at robust and useful results. 

The consultation activities that were undertaken consisted of the following: 

 Exploratory interviews with EU and international maritime stakeholders: 

We conducted 18 interviews with EU institutions, social partners and international 

organisations between 31 January and 19 March. The exploratory interviews 

allowed us to collect additional information on existing sources and the dynamics 

of the issues at play. They also provided additional information on the contextual 

and structural factors behind progress (or the lack thereof) in dealing with social 

aspects of maritime transport. While some interviewees were relatively new to 

their positions, and thus could provide less long-term retrospective views on 

progress or lack thereof, when combined with the desk review, they helped us to 

better understand the issues at play, and the opportunities and challenges in 

terms of collecting data for the study. As such, the exploratory interviews 

informed the finalisation of our approach to the study. 

 In-depth interviews with a wide range of maritime stakeholders at EU, 

national and international level: A total of 127 interviews were carried out 

between March and October 2019 to collect the views of stakeholders on the six 

main topics of the study. These were conducted over telephone, Skype or in 

person as part of task-specific case studies. The main purpose of this exercise was 

to supplement desk research in identifying factors impacting the social aspects in 

the maritime transport sector in the EU.  

 Case study interviews with maritime stakeholders at national level: A total 

of 30 interviews were carried out as part of four country case studies in Croatia, 

Denmark, Greece and the Netherlands. The interviews were used to gather 

stakeholders’ insights on the attractiveness of the maritime transport sector for 

EU youngsters and on gender issues in the sector, but also to inform the section 

of the study dealing with achievements and gaps of the SSDC-MT. 
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 Case study focus groups with students in maritime education: The focus 

groups (one per country case study) aimed to gather information from maritime 

students on the attractiveness of the maritime profession in the EU. The focus 

groups were organized by the study team and supervised in person as part of field 

work in Croatia, Denmark, Greece and the Netherlands between May and October 

2019. A total of 35 maritime students participated in the focus groups.  

 Case study interviews with EU and third country carriers: The main purpose 

of this activity was to learn about recruitment methods and practices and, to the 

extent possible, incurred labour costs. These interviews formed part of three 

thematic case studies covering freight transport, passenger service and crew 

management companies.  

 Questionnaire of flag State authorities: A survey was sent to the 26 EU flag 

State authorities that have ratified the MLC, 200697. The questionnaire was 

prepared following consultation with EMSA, to ensure it would touch on subjects 

that are relevant and current, in addition to being relevant to the study. The 

contact details of the EU Flag State authorities were obtained from EMSA98. The 

survey was made available online on EU Survey99 (the survey was not visible to 

users without the web link, i.e. it was not made ‘public’). The survey was open 

from 4 June to 19 July 2019. 13 responses from Flag State authorities were 

collected. 

 Online survey of maritime stakeholders at EU, national and international 

level: During the final phase of the study, we implemented another online survey 

to validate and test the findings emerging from all the topics under investigation 

in the study. The survey targeted European maritime stakeholders, including: 

representatives of seafarers’ trade unions, shipowners’ associations, European 

Commission officials, academics, and national administrations. The questionnaire 

was posted online on EU Survey100 on 18 September and remained open until 21 

October 2019. We emailed a link to the survey to 126 stakeholders, most of 

whom had participated in the study already, for example, in interviews with the 

study team. Since the launch of the survey, we sent weekly reminders to 

stakeholders to encourage participation. Section 1.3.1 presents the results of this 

survey.  

 Workshop of maritime stakeholders at EU, national and international 

level: As closure of the study, we organised a stakeholder workshop in Brussels 

on 15-16 October. Over 30 stakeholders from the EU maritime transport sector 

attended – from national authorities, through social partners to practitioners. Our 

objective was to share and discuss the emerging findings from the study and to 

work together with stakeholders to come up with concrete solutions to problems 

identified. Section 1.3.2 presents more details about this activity.  

The consultation activities targeted the following main stakeholder groups: 

 EU institutions: DG MOVE, DG MARE, DG EMPL, DG TAXUD, DG COMP, EMSA, 

European Agency for Safety and Health at Work.  

 Social partners: ECSA and shipowners’ associations from Denmark, the 

Netherlands, Belgium, Greece, Italy, Lithuania, Sweden, Slovenia and 

international level. ETF, trade unions from Belgium, France, Greece, Sweden, 

Romania, Poland, Croatia, and ITF.  

                                                 

97 This represents all EU Member States except for Austria and the Czech Republic 
98 The contact details of EU maritime administrations are available on EMSA’s website http://www.emsa.europa.eu/member-states-iceland-

norway.html 
99 https://ec.europa.eu/eusurvey/ 
100 https://ec.europa.eu/eusurvey/runner/SAMTSurvey 

http://www.emsa.europa.eu/member-states-iceland-norway.html
http://www.emsa.europa.eu/member-states-iceland-norway.html
https://ec.europa.eu/eusurvey/
https://ec.europa.eu/eusurvey/runner/SAMTSurvey
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 National authorities / enforcement bodies: Maritime authorities from the 

Netherlands, Denmark, Croatia, Greece, Spain, Portugal, France, Ireland, 

Belgium, Germany, Iceland, Norway, Sweden, Finland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, 

Poland, Italy, Malta, Slovenia, Cyprus, Bulgaria, the United Kingdom and 

Romania. 

 Private companies: Stakeholders contacted as part of this group asked to 

remain anonymous, however these included, but were not limited to, 

organisations from the following countries: Germany, Sweden, Denmark, the 

Philippines and Columbia.  

 Recognised organisations: Recognised organisations in Portugal and Norway. 

 International organisations: ILO, IMO, UN Economic Commission for Europe.  

 Academics / researchers: Academics from the following institutions: Marine 

Society, Constanta Maritime University, Institut Barcelona Estudios Internacionals, 

University of the Aegan, University of Evry, Cardiff University, Universite de 

Nantes, University of Edinburgh, Conference of Peripheral Maritime Regions, 

University of Brighton, NOVA Norwegian Social Research, Antwerp Maritime 

Academy. 

 Other maritime associations: IFSMA, EMPA, SeaEurope, European Sea Ports 

Organisation, European Network of Maritime Clusters. 

The consultation activities consulted stakeholders on the following key topics: 

 Socioeconomic and technological developments in the maritime sector: 

the purpose was to present a general overview of recent developments in the 

maritime transport sector, as well as a more detailed analysis of social aspects.  

 Impact and potential effects of digitalization and automation in the 

maritime transport sector: the purpose was to assesses how upcoming 

technologies may impact the social dimension of maritime transport in the next 30 

years (up to 2050).  

 Challenges / obstacles imposed by social dumping and unfair 

competition: the purpose was to examine the extent to which European 

seafarers and shipowners face social dumping and unfair competition, and if these 

issues constitute an obstacle to enter the profession.  

 Control and compliance issues related to EU Directives on Port State 

Control and Flag State Compliance: the purpose was to provide an overview of 

the overall compliance of the relevant provisions on social aspects under the MLC, 

2006, as implemented by the relevant EU Directives. We also meant to identify 

possible compliance and enforcement issues which require further policy action at 

EU level.  

 Relevance and impact of the recommendations of the 2011 Task Force: 

the purpose was to conduct an ex-post assessment of the 2011 Task Force’s 

recommendations. 

 Functioning of the social dialogue on maritime transport at EU level: the 

purpose was to examine the functioning of the Sectoral Social Dialogue 

Committee in Maritime Transport (SSDC-MT) and identify areas for improvement. 
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It should be noted that beyond the formal consultation strategy, we received ad hoc 

feedback from social partners at EU level (ECSA and ETF) on the discussion paper that 

was circulated before the workshop. 

Overall, the coverage of the consultation activities is deemed satisfactory. The most 

important maritime stakeholders at EU and Member State level were consulted through 

different means. While the total number of stakeholders consulted (over 160) cannot be 

described as representative in a statistical sense, broad consistency between the findings 

from different sources testifies to their validity and robustness. 

Summarising what was presented above, in Table 1 we present the methods used and 

stakeholders consulted under each of the topics that were investigated in this study. 
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Table 7: Methods and stakeholders consulted 

Study topics In-depth interviews Focus Groups (as part of 
case studies) 

Online surveys Final workshop 

Socioeconomic and 
technological 
developments in the 
sector 

40 in-depth interviews with: 

 5 Commission officials 

 16 national maritime authorities  

 12 representatives of social 

partners at EU and Member 

State levels  

 7 representatives of academia 

It also included 4 country case 
studies of coastal Member States 

(Croatia, Denmark, Greece and the 
Netherlands), which 6-9 interviews per 
case study with national maritime 
authorities, social partners, academics 
and employers. 

4 focus groups (one per 
Member State) that 
engaged a total of 35 
maritime students 

Final online survey of 
major stakeholders in the 
maritime transport sector 
in the EU 

 Social partners at EU 
and national level 

 National authorities 

 Maritime stakeholders 
at EU, national and 

international level 

 Academics 

 

Identification of impact 
and potential effects of 

digitalisation and 
automation in the 
sector 

A total of 19 interviews have been 
conducted, of which: 

 5 with shipowners/operators 
(four large-sized companies and 
one medium-sized company) 

 4 with academics / developers 
(2 leading commercial 
developers, 1 cluster association 
and 1 applied research institute) 

 3 regulators (2 transport 
authorities and 1 regulator) 

 7 stakeholder associations. 

 

N/A A follow-up 
questionnaire on the 

timeline of digitalisation 
and autonomous shipping 
was conducted among 

stakeholders. Out of 11 
collected responses, 7 
have been valid and useful 
for the study. 

Final online survey of 
major stakeholders in the 
maritime transport sector 
in the EU. 

 Social partners at EU 
and national level 

 National authorities 

 Maritime stakeholders 
at EU, national and 
international level 

 Academics 

 

Assessment of the 
extent to which EU 
seafarers and 
shipowners face social 
dumping and unfair 

A total of 15 interviews have been 
conducted, including: 

 3 with representatives of 
International Labour 
Organisation (ILO),  

N/A Final online survey of 
major stakeholders in the 
maritime transport sector 
in the EU 

 Social partners at EU 
and national level 

 National authorities 

 Maritime stakeholders 

at EU, national and 
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Study topics In-depth interviews Focus Groups (as part of 
case studies) 

Online surveys Final workshop 

competition from third 
countries 

 3 with representatives of 
International Transport Workers' 
Federation (ITF)  

 6 with senior staff from EU and 
third-country carriers 

 and 3 with national trade union 
representatives 

In addition, 4 thematic case studies 

were conducted. Three of these were on 
recruitment methods and practices that 
involved EU and third-country 

carriers101. The other one was a court 
case study which examined the extent 
to which EU Member States' jurisdictions 
are accessible to seafarers residing or 
not within the EU area of justice. 

international level 

 Academics 

 

Review of control and 
compliance issues 
under the Directives 

2009/16/EC and 
2013/54/EU 

A set of 8  interviews has been 
conducted, of which: 

 3 with EMSA officials,  

 1 with representatives 
Classification Society / 
Recognised Organisation (RO)  

 4 with Port State control (PSC) 
authorities in France, 
Netherlands, Denmark and the 
UK 

N/A Online survey of flag 
State authorities. Out of 
the 26 EU flag State 

authorities that have 
ratified the MLC-2006, 14 

provided their responses. 

Final online survey of 
major stakeholders in the 

maritime transport sector 
in the EU 

 Social partners at EU 
and national level 

 National authorities 

 Maritime stakeholders 
at EU, national and 
international level 

 Academics 

Follow-up of the 
recommendations of 
the 2011 Task Force 

A total of 18 interviews have been 
conducted, including:  

 2 with representatives of social 

partners (at EU level),  

 7 with Task Force members,  

N/A Final online survey of 
major stakeholders in the 
maritime transport sector 

in the EU 

 Social partners at EU 
and national level 

 National authorities 

 Maritime stakeholders 
at EU, national and 

                                                 

101 The case studies covered three different types of companies: freight transport, passenger service and crew management companies. Each case study included at least one EU and one third-country company to allow for a 
comparison. 
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Study topics In-depth interviews Focus Groups (as part of 
case studies) 

Online surveys Final workshop 

 2 with European Commission 
officials,  

 3 with academics/researchers  

 and 4 representatives of EU-
funded projects. 

international level 

 Academics 

Review of the 
functioning of the EU 

sectoral social dialogue 
on maritime transport 

A total of 32 interviews conducted, 
including: 

 6 with European Commission 
officials,  

 8 with representatives of 
workers and shipowners at 
European level,  

 13 with representatives of 
national social partners,  

 2 with academics  

 3 representatives from national 
authorities. 

N/A Final online survey of 
major stakeholders in the 

maritime transport sector 
in the EU 

 Social partners at EU 
and national level 

 National authorities 

 Maritime stakeholders 

at EU, national and 
international level 

 Academics 
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11.7. Consultation results 

The results of the consultation of stakeholders are woven into the main body of the 

report (chapters 3 to 9) as these are fundamental to our evidence base and to the 

conclusions and recommendations reached as part of the research process. Where 

relevant, reference has been made to the various consultation activities explicitly, but 

oftentimes this is implicit in the findings which are based on a triangulation of evidence 

from both consultation activities and desk research. 

In this section, we present the results of two consultation activities which provided an 

opportunity to all groups of stakeholders to express their views on the findings emerging 

from all topics that were investigated in the study: online survey and workshop of 

maritime stakeholders. 

11.7.1. Online survey 

Towards the end of the study, we developed an online survey targeted at European 

maritime stakeholders, including: representatives of seafarers’ trade unions, shipowners’ 

associations, European Commission officials, academics, and national administrations. 

The questionnaire was posted online on EU Survey on 18 September 2019. We emailed 

the link to the survey to 126 stakeholders, most of which had participated in the study 

already, for example, in interviews with the study team. 

In the next sections, we present the results of the online survey, which are based on the 

analysis of 49 responses (39 % response rate) that were submitted between 18 

September and 21 October. First, we provide a summary of key findings, followed by 

information on the profile of respondents. Then we provide a detailed analysis of results 

for each of the topics of the study. Each section provides descriptive statistics in the form 

of charts and tables, as well as commentary about relevant trends and relationships. 

11.7.1.1. Summary of key findings 

Profile of respondents 

 Respondents came from 16 countries, including 14 EU Member States, one 

European Economic Area State (Norway) and Switzerland. Of the 14 EU Member 

States, ten respondents were based in pre-2004 Member States and four in post-

2004 Member States. Moreover, most respondents were based in coastal 

countries. This shows a fair geographical spread of respondents. 

 The largest group of respondents were representatives of national trade unions 

(12 responses), followed by representatives of national administrations (eight 

responses) and representatives of national associations of shipowners (seven 

responses).   

Attractiveness of the sector, education and gender 

 Four of every ten respondents agreed that the attractiveness of the seafaring 

profession among youngsters is worse now than in 2011 (either a little worse (33 

%) or a lot worse (10 %)). Three of every ten respondents thought that the 

situation has improved (it is either a little better (16 %) or a lot better (12 %)) 

and over a quarter (27 %) thought there has been no change. 

 Most respondents considered that current systems for maritime education and 

training somehow meet the evolving needs of the seafaring profession. More 

specifically, over half of respondents (53 %) thought that current systems meet 

the needs to some extent and 18 % said it was to a large extent. 

Task Force Recommendations 

 There was a high level of agreement among respondents in terms of the 

usefulness of the Task Force exercise. A majority (68 %) either strongly agreed or 

agreed that the Task Force had been a useful exercise because it took stock of 

what was missing in 2011 and recommended actions to fill these gaps. Moreover, 

around six of every ten respondents (58 %) either strongly agreed or agreed that 
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repeating the 2011 Task Force exercise would be beneficial to the maritime 

transport sector. But three of every ten respondents disagreed. 

Functioning of the social dialogue 

 Of all respondents who had participated in the work of the EU Sectoral Social 

Dialogue Committee on Maritime Transport (SSDC-MT) since 2011 (19), 68 % 

said that they were satisfied with it (of these, 26 % said that they were very 

satisfied). But there were some differences in responses between stakeholder 

groups. Whereas all representatives of shipowners said that they were either 

satisfied or very satisfied with its functioning, 33 % of representatives of trade 

unions said that they were either dissatisfied or very dissatisfied. 

Social dumping and unfair competition 

 As much as 39 % of respondents didn’t know whether the European Court of 

Justice’s case law hinders the collective bargaining process in the sector, whereas 

38 % agreed or strongly agreed that it does. 

 Fifty-nine per cent (59 %) of respondents either disagreed or disagreed strongly 

that Flag State inspection is enough to enforce seafarers’ rights. 

Control and compliance 

 Over half of respondents (57 %) either agreed or strongly agreed that the 

provisions of the Maritime Labour Convention (MLC), 2006 are enforced in a 

harmonised way by Port State authorities across the EU – 35 % either disagreed 

or strongly disagreed with it. 

Digitalisation and automation 

 Almost all respondents (90 %) agreed that digitalisation and automation are 

incentivised by efficiency-related drivers. Also, 85 % agreed or strongly agreed 

that technology will be introduced slower in the sector than what the 

manufacturers and producers are proposing. Moreover, 79 % of respondents 

either agreed or strongly agreed that supply chain integration incentivises the 

adoption of technology on ships. 

 

11.7.1.2. Profile of respondents 

Naturally, as the survey was disseminated to stakeholders that had contributed to the 

study through interviews, the profile of survey respondents was in line with the profile of 

stakeholders that was relevant to this study.  

In terms of geographical coverage, we received answers from respondents in 16 

countries, including 14 EU Member States, one European Economic Area State (Norway) 

and Switzerland. Of the 14 EU Member States, ten respondents were based in pre-2004 

Member States and four in post-2004 Member States. Moreover, most respondents were 

based in coastal countries. This shows a fair geographical spread of respondents. Figure 

1 provides an overview of countries where respondents were based. 
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Moreover, the largest group of respondents were representatives of national trade unions 

dealing with maritime transport (12 responses), followed by representatives of national 

administrations (eight responses) and representatives of national associations of 

shipowners (seven responses).  There were also six representatives of private entities 

from the maritime transport sector, five academics studying maritime transport, four 

representatives of international organisations and four European Commission officials. In 

addition, there were three representatives of pan-European organisations who answered 

the survey, two representing workers and one representing shipowners. Figure 2 

provides the full breakdown of responses. 

 

 

11.7.1.3. Attractiveness of the sector, education and gender 

In this section, we present respondents’ views on the attractiveness of the maritime 

transport sector for young Europeans, the maritime education and training systems, and 

the situation of gender equality in the sector. 

Attractiveness of the maritime transport sector for young Europeans 

Figure 6: Question 1 - Where are you based? (N=19) 

Figure 7: Question 2 - Which of the following best describes you? (N=49) 
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Four of every ten respondents (43 %) thought that the seafaring profession is to 

some extent sufficiently attractive for youngsters to meet the needs of the 

maritime transport sector. An additional 10 % thought that the seafaring profession is 

to a large extent sufficiently attractive for youngsters. However, a quarter (24 %) 

thought it is to a small extent attractive for youngsters and 22 % that it is not at all 

sufficiently attractive (Figure 3).  

The survey also asked respondents to provide their views on how the attractiveness of 

the seafaring profession among youngsters has evolved since 2011. Four of every ten 

respondents (43 %) agreed that the attractiveness of the seafaring profession is 

worse now (either a little worse (33 %) or a lot worse (10 %)) and three thought it has 

improved (it is either a little better (16 %) or a lot better (12 %)). Over a quarter of 

respondents (27 %) thought there has been no change (Figure 4). 

The survey also presented a set of actions that could be undertaken to increase the 

attractiveness of the seafaring profession among youngsters. Stakeholders were asked to 

Figure 8: Question 5 - Do you think the seafaring profession is sufficiently attractive for youngsters to meet the needs of 

the maritime transport sector? (N=49) 

Figure 9: Question 6 - How has the attractiveness of the seafaring profession among youngsters evolved in recent years 

(2011-today)? (N=49) 
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rate the utility of those actions. Figure 5 overleaf illustrates the breakdown of responses. 

Most respondents considered that all the proposed actions were either very useful or 

useful. Among all the proposed actions, the ones that involved communication and 

promotional actions were among the most supported ones. This included: 

 communication campaigns promoting work opportunities in the maritime transport 

sector in regions with high unemployment (45 % of respondents thought this 

could be very useful and 43 % useful) 

 communication campaigns and promotional actions in secondary/high schools 

(three quarters of respondents (76 %) considered this could be either very useful 

or useful)  

 communication campaigns portraying a modern image of the sector (three 

quarters thought this could be either very useful or useful) 

Moreover, 86 % of respondents thought that promoting mobility and exchange of 

students between maritime academies could be either very useful or useful. At the 

same time, 76 % of respondents thought the same about enhancing maritime academies 

/ university curricula by increasing practical training on simulators. It should be noted 

though that representatives from trade unions were more supportive of this action than 

shipowners and national authorities, with 93 % who found it useful or very useful (this 

was 71 % among shipowners’ representatives and 60 % among national authorities). 

The actions that were relatively less supported by respondents were the promotion of 

mixed career opportunities for seafarers between roles ashore and onboard and the 

promotion of job mobility ashore and onboard. In both cases, 60 % of respondents 

thought these actions could be either very useful or useful, but 31 % considered these 

not very useful (29 %) or not at all useful.  

Finally, in an open-text question, respondents could propose alternative actions to the 

ones listed in the survey. Five respondents suggested that the attractiveness of the 

seafaring profession among youngsters could be improved by increasing the salaries 

offered onboard. Other actions mentioned included guaranteeing full Wi-Fi coverage on 

vessels, as this would facilitate workers’ communication with family and friends and 

increasing advertising on educational and training opportunities for maritime employees. 
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Maritime education and training systems 

The survey asked respondents about their views on maritime education and training 

systems. Most respondents considered that current systems for maritime education 

and training somehow meet the evolving needs of the seafaring profession. Over 

half of respondents (53 %) thought that current systems meet the needs to some extent 

and 18 % said it was to a large extent. The results are illustrated in Figure 6 overleaf.   

Figure 10: Question 7 - Please rate the utility of the following actions to increase the attractiveness of the seafaring profession 

among youngsters: (N=49) 

Figure 11: Question 8 - To what extent do you consider current systems for maritime education and training to meet the evolving 

needs (e.g. emerging from technological change) of the seafaring profession? (N=49)  
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Moreover, 80 % of respondents thought that the importance of life-long learning of 

seafarers to meet technological developments in the sector has increased since 

2011 (Figure 7). More specifically, around 51 % considered that it is a lot more 

important now and over a quarter (29 %) that it is a little more important. One of every 

ten respondents (12 %) thought it has remained the same and a 2 % said that it is a 

little worse now. 

 

We also asked respondents to provide a view on the extent of cooperation between 

maritime education and training institutions and the key players in the maritime 

transport sector (e.g. shipowners and trade unions). Over 70 % of respondents 

considered that cooperation is somehow sufficient to prepare students for a 

successful maritime career, with 39 % who thought it was sufficient to a large extent and 

33 % that it is to some extent (Figure 8). 

 

Figure 12: Question 9 - How has the importance of life-long learning of seafarers to meet technological developments in 

the sector evolved in recent years (2011-today)? (N=49) 

Figure 13: Question 10 - To what extent do you consider the cooperation between maritime education and training 

institutions and the key players in the maritime transport sector (e.g. ship owners and trade unions) to be sufficient to 

prepare students for a successful maritime career? (N=49) 
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However, respondents had mixed views about the extent to which this cooperation has 

evolved since 2011. Whereas 39 % considered that cooperation has improved (either it is 

a lot better now (6 %) or a little better now (33 %)), 37 % thought that it has remained 

the same. Adding to this, 12 % said it is a little worse now, 2 % that it is a lot worse and 

10 % were unsure (Figure 9). 

 

Gender equality in the sector 

Respondents were asked about the situation of gender equality in the sector. Around 80 

% of respondents agreed that the maritime transport sector has gender-related 

problems (e.g. lack of gender equality, gender-based harassment, stereotyping or 

discrimination), with 41 % who agreed to some extent and 37 % who agreed to a large 

extent (Figure 10). 

 

However, half of respondents (51 %) of respondents also indicated that the situation for 

gender equality in the maritime transport sector is a little better now than in 

Figure 14: Question 11 - How has the cooperation between maritime education and training institutions and the key 

players in the maritime transport sector (e.g. ship owners and trade unions) evolved since 2011? (N=49) 

 

Figure 15: Question 12 - To what extent do you consider the maritime transport sector to have gender-related problems 

(e.g. lack of gender equality, harassment, stereotyping, discrimination)? (N=49) 
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2011 and 8 % that it is a lot better (Figure 11). But a significant share of respondents 

(29 %) also said that the situation had remained the same in the last years.  

  

11.7.1.4. Task force recommendations 

At the beginning of the survey we asked respondents to say whether they were aware of 

the existence of the 2011 Task Force Report. Of the 49 survey respondents, 31 said that 

they were aware. Eleven of these were representatives of trade unions and seven each 

represented shipowners’ organisations and public authorities. Four respondents were 

members of academia.  

Respondents who were aware of the 2011 Task Force Report were asked two additional 

questions. In the first one, we presented a set of statements regarding several 

developments that had taken place in the sector since 2011 and asked them whether 

they thought these were a consequence of the 2011 Task Force Report. The opinions 

were generally mixed and there was a relatively high proportion of respondents who 

were unsure (between a quarter and one third in all cases (23 % to 32 %) said that they 

did not know if the stated developments had been a consequence of the Task Force’s 

Report). The breakdown of responses is presented in Figure 12 below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16: Question 13 - How has the situation for gender equality in the maritime transport sector evolved in recent 

years (2011-today)? (N=49) 
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In the second question (Figure 13), we asked respondents to say whether they agreed or 

not with a set of statements on the Task Force. There was a high level of agreement 

regarding the usefulness of the Task Force exercise. A majority (68 %) either 

strongly agreed or agreed that the Task Force had been a useful because it had taken 

stock of what was missing in 2011 and recommended actions to address these gaps. In 

line with this, around six of every ten respondents (58 %) either strongly agreed or 

agreed that repeating the 2011 Task Force exercise would be beneficial to the 

maritime transport sector. 

Moreover, over half of respondents (55 %) either strongly agreed or agreed that the 

Task Force’s actions had ensured that social aspects remained high in the 

European Commission’s priorities. It should be noted though that a third of 

respondents (35 %) disagreed with this. 

There was significant disagreement on the extent to which the Task Force’s 

recommendations could be credited for initiating legislative and non-legislative 

developments related to improving social aspects in the maritime transport sector. 

Around five of every ten respondents (53 %) either strongly disagreed or disagreed that 

this had been the case. There were still some supporters of this, with 10 % who strongly 

agreed with this statement and 27 % that agreed with it. 

Finally, there were mixed opinions regarding the extent to which EU-funded projects 

related to whether training and education in the maritime transport sector delivered since 

the Task Force’s recommendations have significantly increased. 19 % of stakeholders 

strongly agreed with the statement, 26 % agreed, 13 % disagreed, 19 % strongly 

disagreed and 23 % did not know. 

 

 

 

Figure 17: Question 14 - To what extent do you think that the following developments in the maritime transport sector 

have been a consequence of the Task Force’s recommendations? (N=31) 
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11.7.1.5. Functioning of the social dialogue 

At the beginning of the survey, we also asked respondents if they had participated in the 

work of the SSDC-MT. Of the 49 survey respondents, 19 said that they had participated.  

Figure 18: Question 15 - To what extent do you agree with the following statements on the Task Force? (N=31) 
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Of these, nine were representatives of trade unions and seven were representatives of 

shipowners’ associations.  

Around two thirds of respondents who had participated in the work of the SSDC-

MT claimed to be satisfied with it, with 26 % who said they were very satisfied and 

42 % who were satisfied. Two of every ten respondents were either dissatisfied or very 

dissatisfied with it (Figure 14). However, there was some variation in responses between 

stakeholder groups. Whereas all representatives of shipowners claimed that they were 

either satisfied or very satisfied with the functioning of the social dialogue, a third of 

representatives of trade unions (33 %) said they were either dissatisfied or very 

dissatisfied.  

We also asked respondents whether they agreed with five statements relating to the 

results of the social dialogue process (Figure 15). The responses were generally very 

positive in this regard, although there was some disagreement that it is worth noting. 

There was evident agreement that the financial and institutional contribution of the 

European Commission has been key to the functioning of the social dialogue, 

with 27 % who strongly agreed with this and 67 % who agreed. It should be highlighted 

that no respondents disagreed with this. 

Most respondents (80 %) also agreed that the Commission has consulted social 

partners on key policy developments impacting on social issues in the sector. 

However, it should be noted that in this case there was a 20 % of respondents who said 

they didn’t know whether the Commission had done so. 

There was also a high level of agreement that the SSDC-MT has contributed to the 

alignment of views between the ETF and ECSA. Over 10 % of respondents were yet 

unsure of this and 7 % said they disagreed. 

Seventy-three per cent of respondents (73 %) either strongly agreed or agreed that the 

social dialogue meetings have focused on the most important social issues in 

the sector. However, this was also one of the statements where there was more 

disagreement, with 20 % of respondents who either strongly disagreed or disagreed with 

it – all respondents who marked this option represented trade unions or the academia.  

Finally, 67 % of respondents either strongly agreed or agreed that social partners had 

shown political will to engage in the dialogue and identify changes needed in 

the sector. However, representatives of trade unions tended to disagree more on this 

than shipowners (whereas all representatives of shipowners either strongly agreed or 

Figure 19: Question 16 - Overall, how satisfied are you with what the EU Sectoral Social Dialogue Committee on 

Maritime Transport has achieved since 2011? (N=19) 

Figure 20: Question 17 - To what extent do you agree with the following statements on the results of the social dialogue 

process? (N=19) 



 

130 
 

agreed with this statement, this was 56 % in the case of representatives of trade 

unions). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We also asked stakeholders to provide a view on eight factors that we had identified as 

limiting the impact of the functioning of the SSDC-MT. Following Figure 16, we present a 

detailed overview of responses. 

 

Figure 21: Question 18 - To what extent do you think that the issues listed below have limited the functioning of the EU 

Sectoral Social Dialogue Committee on Maritime Transport? (N=19) 
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From all limiting factors identified, respondents tended to agree that the followings 

ones had limited the impact of the SSDC-MT: 

 diversity of industry players (e.g. in terms of diversity of size and nature of the 

businesses) 

 inadequate participation of Commission officials in social dialogue meetings 

Nearly seven of every ten respondents agreed that these factors have limited the 

functioning of the social dialogue either to a large extent or to some extent (67 % and 66 

%, respectively). 

Opinions were more polarised regarding two other factors: 

 imbalances between workers’ and employers’ organisations capacity to influence 

the dialogue’s agenda 

 limited capacity of workers’ and employers’ organisations to present concrete 

solutions to the problems identified 

Whereas over half of respondents (60 % and 53 % respectively) said that these factors 

limited the functioning of the SSDC-MT either to a large extent or to some extent, 40 % 

thought that they either limited it to a small extent or not at all. 

There were mixed opinions regarding three factors: 

 the imbalances between workers’ and employers’ organisations in resources and 

information necessary to prepare adequately for meetings 

 international nature of the sector (which has limited the extent to which social 

challenges can be addressed at the EU level) 

 limited capacity of workers’ and employers’ organisations to present concrete and 

precise solutions to problems identified 

In the first case, over a quarter of (27 %) agreed that the imbalances in resources have 

limited the functioning of the SSDC-MT to a large extent; 20 % that it limited it to some 

extent; 20% that it limited to a small extent and 13) that it not at all limited it. A 20 % 

were unsure about it.  

A third of respondents (33 %) agreed that the international nature of the sector has 

limited the functioning of the social dialogue to a large extent and 13 % to some extent. 

But 20 % thought it was to a small extent and 27 % that it had not limited it at all.  

There was some disagreement about the limited consultation of social partners by 

European Commission officials on policy developments has somehow limited the 

functioning of the SSDC-MT, with 47 % of respondents that said it had limited to some 

extent and 40 % that thought it was to a small extent. 

Similarly, four out of ten respondents (40 %) considered that differences in national 

approaches to the maritime transport sector limit the functioning of the SSDC-MT to a 

small extent and a third (33 %) thought this to some extent. Two (20 %) said it did not 

limit it at all and 7 % were unsure. 

In terms of actions that could be taken to improve the functioning of the SSDC-

MT in the future, we presented six options (Figure 17). Respondents were generally 

supportive of all the actions, but the actions which were considered more important to 

take forward were: 

 the possibility of having complementary mechanisms for engaging with social  

dialogue discussions held or actions taken at international level 

 improving policy proposals of social partners 

 dedicating more resources for preparatory work to facilitate or speed up decisions 

at meetings 
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In all three cases, most respondents (87 %) thought that these actions were either very 

important or important. It should be noted that in the case of the first two actions, 67 % 

considered that they were very important.  

Reviewing the role of Commission officials at meetings was considered important too by 

60 % of respondents and very important by 20 % of them. 

Creating working groups on specific topics of legislation, with participation of Commission 

officials and national authorities, was considered either very important or important by 

73 % of respondents. However, there was also 20 % who thought it was not very 

important. 

There were some mixed opinions about reviewing the structure, agenda-setting and 

profile of participants at social dialogue meetings. A third of respondents considered that 

this was very important and 40 % that it was important. But 20 % thought that it was 

either not very important or not important at all. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 22: Question 19 - Please indicate how important each of these actions is to improve the 
functioning of the EU Sectoral Social Dialogue Committee on Maritime Transport in the future: 
(N=19) 

 

11.7.1.6. Social dumping and unfair competition 

The survey was also intended to collect the views of respondents on issues of social 

dumping and unfair competition. For this, we included a question where respondents 

could indicate the extent to which they agreed with nine statements touching upon these 

issues. The results are presented in Figure 18 overleaf. As way of summary:  

Seventy-six per cent (76 %) of stakeholders either agreed or strongly agreed that 

Community Guidelines on State Aid for Maritime Transport should be reviewed with a 

view to strengthening the retention of maritime skills in the EU 
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Sixty-six (66 %) either agreed or strongly agreed that States should design transparent 

book keeping rules for shipping that separate labour costs from other operational costs.  

Sixty-six (66 %) either agreed or strongly agreed that avoiding the payment of social 

contributions by cross-border seafarers was an issue for the sector. 

Sixty-four per cent (64 %) either agreed or strongly agreed that the payment of personal 

income tax by seafarers was an issue for the sector.  

Sixty-one per cent (61 %) either agreed or strongly agreed that rules on social security 

schemes for workers in the sector in the EU protect seafarers, including in cases when 

they work for foreign-flagged ships. 

There were polarised views (i.e. no agreement) regarding the following statements: 

 Port State control is enough to enforce seafarers’ rights: 51 % either agreed or 

strongly agreed that this was the case, but 42 % either disagreed or strongly 

disagreed, and 6 % were unsure. 

 national courts to claim for wages and other emoluments being as accessible for 

seafarers residing in the EU as those from outside of the bloc: 42 % agreed or 

strongly agreed with it and 39 % either disagreed or strongly disagreed with it. 

 the European Court of Justice’s case law hinders the collective bargaining process 

in the sector: 39 % were unsure of this and 38 % either agreed or strongly 

agreed with it. 

 Last, there was high disagreement that Flag State inspection is enough to 

enforce seafarers’ rights, with 59 % that either disagreed or strongly disagreed 

with this.  

 

Most respondents either agreed or strongly agreed (57 %) that the provisions of the 

MLC, 2006 are enforced in a harmonised way by Port State authorities across the EU, 35 

% of respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed with this. There was less agreement 

Figure 23: Question 20 - To what extent do you agree with the following statements? (N=49) 
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in relation to the extent to which Port State control inspectors tend to focus 

more on checking the safety and environmental elements than on social aspects 

related to the sector. Although more than half of respondents (55 %) either strongly 

agreed or agreed that this was the case, 37 % disagreed or strongly disagreed and 8 % 

were unsure. 

There was disagreement on the extent to which this situation is changing. 

Whereas 47 % of respondents either strongly agreed or agreed that Port State inspectors 

are increasingly controlling social aspects related to the MLC, 2006, 37 % disagreed or 

strongly disagreed and 16 % did not know how to answer this question. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We also presented stakeholders with eight possible actions for harmonising the 

enforcement of the MLC, 2006 at Port and Flag State level and asked them to rate the 

effectiveness of these actions. 

All eight actions were considered to be effective for harmonising the enforcement of the 

MLC, 2006 by over half of respondents (Figure 20). 

Respondents were relatively more supportive of sharing good working practices and 

‘lessons learnt’ between EU Port State authorities and between EU flag state 

authorities, with 94 % who considered that this could be either very effective or 

effective.  

Feeding back to EU Port State authorities the outcomes and findings of EMSA’s 

visits to the Member States received high consensus too, with 86 % of respondents 

who considered it could be either very effective or effective. Moreover, 81 % of 

respondents claimed that continuing and enhancing the training provided by EMSA 

on harmonizing enforcement tools among Port State authorities could be either very 

effective (24 %) or effective (57 %). 

Figure 24: Question 21 - To what extent do you agree with the following statements on control and compliance issues in 

the sector: (N=49)  
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Respondents seemed to disagree more with two of the proposed actions: 

 raising awareness on seafarers’ rights 

 EU Member States participating at ILO and other relevant international fora to 

encourage non-EU states that have not ratified the MLC, 2006 to do so 

Nearly a third (29%) considered that the first one was not very effective or not at all 

effective and 26 % thought the same regarding to the second one. 
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Figure 25: Question 22 - Please rate the effectiveness of the following actions for harmonising the enforcement of the 

Maritime Labour Convention, 2006 at Port and Flag State level (N=49) 
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11.7.1.7. Digitalisation and automation 

The final section of the survey asked respondents to provide their views regarding 

digitalisation and automation in the EU maritime transport sector. 

First, we asked respondents to indicate if they agreed with 12 statements related to 

digitalisation and automation (Figure 21). Almost all respondents (90 %) either agreed or 

strongly agreed that digitalisation and automation are incentivised by efficiency-

related drivers and 85 % thought the same about technology being introduced slower 

in the sector than what the manufacturers and producers are proposing. Moreover, 79 % 

of respondents either agreed or strongly agreed that supply chain integration incentivises 

the adoption of technology on ships. 

However, there was high disagreement regarding digitalisation and automation 

changing the competencies required in the maritime transport industry in the 

EU. More than a half (55%) of respondents either disagreed or strongly disagreed that 

this is the case. 

There were also a few statements where respondents were unsure whether they agreed 

or disagreed, including: 

 digitalisation and automation leading to fleet-size polarisation (35 % said don’t 

know); 

 digitalisation and automation have had a profound effect on the maritime 

transport sector in the EU since 2011 (35 % said don’t know); 

 autonomous ship building blocks will be used by the sector to improve 

conventional ships (i.e. build SmartShips) (24 % said don’t know); 

 autonomous ships for deep-sea trades are not an attractive development for the 

next two decades (20 % said don’t know); 

 autonomous ships will first be deployed for inland waterways (16 % said don’t 

know). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

138 
 

 

Last, we asked respondents to indicate whether they agreed with seven statements on 

the impact of digitalisation and automation-related developments on the maritime 

transport sector in the foreseeable future (Figure 22). 

As way of summary, most respondents agreed that: 

Figure 26: Question 23 - To what extent do you agree with the following statements? (N=49) 
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 if maritime education and training proactively provide seafarers with the right 

tools, European officers will acquire an edge in high-tech knowledge (91 % said 

they agreed either to a large extent or to some extent) 

 digitalisation and automation will require seafarers to be trained beyond what is 

currently in the curriculum of the STCW (88 % said they agreed either to a large 

extent or to some extent) 

 maritime education and training systems will need to be reassessed so that EU 

seafarers can have the edge on mastering new technologies (85 % said they 

agreed either to a large extent or to some extent) 

 digitalisation and automation will bring benefits to higher qualified seafarers (70 

% said they agreed either to a large extent or to some extent; but 15 % agreed 

to some extent and 12 % were unsure) 

But there were a few statements were opinions were more mixed: 

 Fleet support centres will improve the careers of seafarers by bringing them 

closer to their homes (56 % agreed either to a large extent or to some extent, 

24 % either to a small extent or not at all, and 21 % were unsure); 

 Digitalisation and automation will put a burden on the maritime transport sector, 

forcing employers to retrain their employees (48 % agreed either to a large 

extent or to some extent, 47 % to a small extent or not at all, and 6 % were 

unsure); 

 Digitalisation and automation will have a positive impact on working conditions 

(47 % agreed either to a large extent or to some extent, 35 % to a small extent 

or not at all, and 18 % were unsure). 
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Figure 27: Question 24 - To what extent do you agree with the following statements on how digitalisation and 

automation related developments will impact the maritime transport sector in the EU in the foreseeable future? (N=49) 
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11.7.2. Workshop of maritime stakeholders 

The workshop of maritime stakeholders was also part of the final phase of the study and 

was used to share and discuss the emerging findings from the study and to work 

together with stakeholders to come up with concrete solutions to problems identified. The 

workshop was based on a discussion paper which was circulated in advance and which 

provided an initial view of the problems and possible ways of addressing these that 

emerged from the study. The workshop took place in Brussels on 15 and 16 October 

2019. 

The workshop was organised around five themes addressed during two discussion 

sessions, the first one focusing on substantive aspects and the second on procedural 

aspects. As follows: 

Table 2: Mechanics of the Stakeholders' Workshop 

Themes Sub-themes / issues 

DAY 1: Substantive aspects (15 October, 14.00 to 17.00) 

Education and 
employment prospects 

 Recruitment and retention of EU seafarers 

 Digitalisation and automation  

 Maritime education and training systems  

 Gender equality 

Wages, social security 
and taxation issues 

 Main areas of non-compliance (wages and late payment of 

salary) 

 EU social security rules 

 Double taxation issues  

DAY 2: Procedural aspects (16 October, 9.00 to 13.00) 

Justice  Difficulties in establishing law applicable to SEA 

 Seafarers' access to justice 

 Legal problems in transnational collective bargaining  

Enforcement  Enforcement of MLC, 2006 provisions 

 Difficulties in State cooperation and coordination  

 Port State and Flag State control and inspections 

Policy mechanisms  Utility of Task Force going forward 

 Social dialogue (gaps / limitations exposed by the study) 

The workshop was attended by 31 stakeholders representing shipowners, trade unions, 

academics, EU institutions and national maritime authorities.  

Each session started with a presentation of the theme by a member of the study team. 

This was followed by a 30-minute discussion between participants, who we split in five 

groups of between 6 and 8 participants each. The groups were mixed in terms of 

stakeholder groups and profiles and were moderated by members of the study team. 

After the group discussions, which were structured around questions proposed by the 

study team, each group presented the points of agreement/disagreement to the rest of 

the groups.  

In the next section we present a snapshot of the main points discussed at the workshop, 

as reported in the feedback sessions. These illustrate areas of agreement and 

disagreement within and between the groups  

Theme 1: Education and employment prospects 

Trade union representatives mentioned that the scarcity of jobs in the sector is the major 

problem related to employment prospects. A representative of a national authority added 

that, for this reason, although Member States educate seafarers, those skilled workers 

pursue their careers on third country ships. An academic added that maritime education 
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is outdated, as there is a trend to put in new aspects in curricula without taking outdated 

aspects out. These views were contradicted by a representative of shipowners from a 

different Member States, who said that the problem lies in supply of workers and 

shortages of skills rather than shortages of jobs – in their view there are not enough 

well-educated people or engineers in the market.  

There was also strong agreement on the need of robust data on education and 

employment. The MapMar project that started two years ago was considered as a good 

joint initiative by ECSA and the ETF. Stakeholders agreed that collecting data at Member 

State-level is extremely important and that MapMar is a starting, not an end point. 

In terms of gender, stakeholders thought that this should be addressed as gender and 

diversity. More diversity in the industry is what makes it more sustainable too. There was 

a point also that attracting more women to the sector is tied to improving living and 

working conditions. The latter affect the attractiveness of the sector generally, not only 

for women.  

Theme 2: Wages, social security and taxation issues102 

There was a common understanding between representatives of all backgrounds that 

decent work is broader than the issues covered and there was a need to review the 

framing of these theme. 

Representatives of organisations associated in the ETF thought that social security issues 

lie within the competencies of Member States and hence it is understandable that there 

are divergences in social security systems in the EU. This was envisaged in the MLC, 

2006, which only provides minimum standards for social security issues. ECSA-affiliated 

representatives further elaborated on that point that the main role of the MLC, 2006 is to 

take into account all different social security systems in the world.  

Regarding taxation issues, EU institutions’ representatives remarked that the OECD 

Model Tax Convention featured too prominently in the discussion paper, without enough 

consideration of internal market aspects. Their view was that it was especially important 

to bear in mind is that taxation is an area where unanimity is required at EU level. 

Theme 3: Justice 

Regarding justice, stakeholders from various backgrounds agreed that the issue of 

unpaid wages was the most frequent problem for the sector. Representatives of national 

authorities added litigation should not be encouraged. Instead, the way forward is to 

make seafarers aware of their rights and ways for redress. This was reiterated by the 

ETF, who also said that the sector cannot rely solely on litigation as this is an action of 

last resort. ECSA representatives suggested that the message of this study should be tell 

is that there are rights and several ways for addressing issues of non-compliance, but the 

problem is that not all seafarers are aware of rights, obligations and control procedures. 

Empowering seafarers is the solution; making them aware of their rights. 

Representatives of national authorities also argued that some Member States have a 

scarcity of judges who are competent in maritime law. Examples from the Netherlands 

and Germany were provided in this regard, where specific courts (in Rotterdam and 

Hamburg) are designated to deal with maritime law cases – these courts also provide 

legal aid if needed. ETF-affiliated representatives commented that it would beneficial to 

the sector if this help was available more widely.  

                                                 

102 In the discussion paper prepared by the study team for the workshop, this theme was called “Decent work (wages and social security 

issues)”. Based on comments of participants, we changed the name of the theme so that it reflected more accurately the scope and topics 

covered within this theme. 
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Theme 4: Enforcement 

ETF representatives agreed that currently, there are differences in Member States 

interpretations of the MLC, 2006 and that there is a need to close gaps. This could be 

done by training port State control (PSC) inspectors on social aspects of the sector and 

how to inspect those. The same group of stakeholders added that it would beneficial to 

examine the role of manning agencies in enforcing the MLC, 2006. In this regard, they 

suggested that there could be a certification or recognition of manning agencies, either at 

EU or international level and that EMSA could play a role at EU level.  

By contrast, ECSA-affiliated counterparts were more supportive of tools that would help 

to enforce existing law, rather than new legislation or regulations. Also, they said it 

would be good for PSC to be able to exchange data on cases detected in different 

jurisdictions; encourage cooperation and sharing of knowledge. EMSA has a role to play 

on this too. National authorities suggested to enhance cooperation between the network 

of ITF inspectors and PSC authorities, as ITF inspectors are generally more aware of 

social issues. Both ECSA and ETF thought this was a very good idea.  

Theme 5: Policy mechanisms 

Discussion on Theme 5 covered issues related to policy mechanisms at EU level (Sectoral 

Social Dialogue in Maritime Transport and Task Force). There was a divergence of 

opinions between social partners regarding the functioning of the social dialogue. 

Representatives of the ETF agreed to a large extent that the social dialogue has focused 

on the less controversial issues and non-binding initiatives. On the contrary, ECSA 

believed that the social dialogue in maritime transport has proven to be one of the most 

effective social dialogue committees in the EU – according to them, it is active, delivers 

products and discussions which have resulted in the adoption of EU legislative acts.   

Additionally, representatives of the ETF seemed to agree with most the ideas for 

improvement presented by the study team, including the Commission assuming a more 

active role in the social dialogue process. ECSA representatives also expressed their 

willingness to consider ways of improving policy mechanisms at EU level. However, they 

did not believe that further engagement of the Commission in the social dialogue was 

necessary. ECSA representatives added though that the social dialogue has not made 

sufficient use of the possibility of agreeing on autonomous agreements, which should be 

implemented by social partners and not submitted for implementation through EU 

legislation. ECSA considered this as an area with further room for improvement. 

ANNEX 4: COUNTRY CASE STUDIES 

This annex presents case study reports for: 

 Croatia (section 4.1) 

 Denmark (section 4.2) 

 Greece (section 4.3) 

 The Netherlands (section 4.4) 

4.1. Croatia 

4.1.1. Purpose of case study 
The present report on the Croatian maritime sector forms part of the foreseen case studies of four 
coastal Member States and aims to complement data collection under the latter (desk research and 
EU- and national-level interviews) in the following ways: 
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I. Paint a more comprehensive picture for Croatia, complementing statistics and data for the 
EU as a whole on seafarer employment, education, recruitment and retention. 

II. Explain the trends identified, through the examination of the Croatian context and 
dynamics and the in-depth insights into stakeholders’ experiences. This will help to identify 
challenges, opportunities and bottlenecks to enhance working and living conditions for 
Croatian seafarers and create job opportunities for youths in the country. 

4.1.2. Methodology and data sources used 
Data for the case study was gathered through a fact-finding mission to Zagreb and Rijeka between 
6-9 May. As part of the fact-finding mission, interviews were conducted with relevant stakeholders 
representing national authorities, academia, employers and the national trade union organisation 
for seafarers. In addition to the interviews, a focus group interview was conducted with eight 
students (six men, two women) enrolled in maritime education at the Faculty of Maritime Studies 

at the University of Rijeka. The students had various educational backgrounds from both maritime 
high school and ordinary gymnasium and were all enrolled in Nautical Studies and Marine Transport 
Technology at both the undergraduate and graduate levels. Additional material and statistical data 
were gathered through desk research. The present version of the report has been read, revised 
and validated by Professor Damir Zec at the Faculty of Maritime Studies at the University of Rijeka. 

4.1.3. Structure of the report 
In the next chapter we present the main findings of the case study. The chapter is divided into 
three sub-sections: i) Overview of the national maritime sector; ii) Government policies and 
initiatives, and iii) Maritime education and training and the attractiveness of the sector. In the last 
chapter, we present our conclusions formed as a synthesis of the main findings. 

4.1.4. Main findings  

Overview of the national maritime sector 

The overview of the maritime sector shows that the sector is of significant strategic and economic 
importance to Croatia. This is despite a recent decline in the national shipbuilding industry and a 
decrease in freight traffic in Croatian ports. Croatian seafarers make up one tenth of the total 
number of EU/EEA seafarers, however, the share of female seafarers has remained low over the 
years, and with no political ambitions to attract more women to the sector. There is generally high 

consensus between the social partners and the government, partly due to the agreement on the 
economic importance of the sector. 

The maritime sector has significant importance to Croatia’s economy  

The Croatian maritime sector is of significant importance to the country’s economy and 
employment. The country’s national development strategy103  for the maritime sector highlights the 
strategic importance of the maritime sector by outlining the vision (“Croatia – developed and 

recognizable maritime country”), the general objective (“Developed and competitive maritime 
sector of the Republic of Croatia”) and two strategic objectives (“Sustainable growth and 
competitiveness of the maritime economy…” and “Safe and environmentally sustainable maritime 
transport, maritime infrastructure and maritime domain of the Republic of Croatia.”) for the 
Croatian maritime sector. Attached to the strategy is an action plan that determines the 
appropriate implementation activities, their designated authorities and the implementation method 
and financing sources for each strategic measure. 

The Croatian maritime sector, with its key economic activities being fisheries, shipbuilding and 
repair, and short sea shipping, is of significant importance to Croatia’s economy. While estimates of 
the direct share of fisheries in the gross domestic product (GDP) range between 0.2 per cent and 
0.7 per cent, the sector’s real contribution, including different accompanying activities, is believed 

to exceed 1 per cent. It is estimated that approximately 14 000 people are directly employed in the 
fisheries industry.104 

The industrial sector in Croatia is dominated by the shipbuilding industry, which accounts for about 
10-15 per cent of exported goods. Shipbuilding represents an important industrial sector, both in 
terms of its share of total employment (directly 1-3 per cent, indirectly up to 8 per cent) and of 
GDP (0.5-0.8 per cent).105 However, a considerable decline in production has been observed in 
Croatian shipyards in the last decade as a result of new market trends (e.g. increased production of 
offshore wind farms, dams and energy containers) increased market competition and pressure 

                                                 

103 Maritime Development and Integrated Maritime Policy Strategy of the Republic of Croatia for the Period from 2014-2020. 
104 https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/sites/fisheries/files/docs/body/op-croatia-fact-sheet_en.pdf 
105 SUPREME. 2018. Spatial demands, future trends for maritime sectors and related cumulative impacts. 

https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/sites/fisheries/files/docs/body/op-croatia-fact-sheet_en.pdf
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from the EU to restructure Croatian shipbuilding companies. Increased market competition is also 

highlighted as a threat in the national development strategy for the maritime sector. A report on 

the future trends for the maritime sectors in the Eastern Mediterranean has pointed to the need to 
for Croatian shipyards to differentiate their production to maintain their competitiveness on the 
international market. 

Maritime transport is the most important industry in the Croatian maritime sector. A calculation 
made by the Seafarers’ Union of Croatia estimates that Croatian seafarers in the international 
shipping trade contribute to approximately EUR 1 billion in gross national income (GNI) each year. 
Table 1 displays trends in the seaports of Croatia for the period 2011-2016. Freight traffic recorded 

18.5 million tons in 2016, which is a reduction of almost 20 per cent compared to 2011. On the 
other hand, the total passenger traffic increased with almost 10 per cent in the same period.106 The 
significant increase in passenger traffic is primarily due to the recent increase of tourists in Croatia 
- with passenger traffic intensifying during the summer months (June-September).  

Table 8: Trends in the seaports of the Republic of Croatia for the period 2011-2016.  

Category 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

Arrival of ships 250,918 247,571 246,939 258,670 314,145 332,047 

Freight traffic (in ‘000 ton) 21,862 18,972 19,366 18,603 18,930 18,551 

Total traffic of passengers (in 
‘000) 

28,929 28,095 28,791 24,711 28,513 30,983 

- Domestic traffic (in ‘000) 26,283 26,157 26,939 22,981 26,838 29,236 

- International traffic (in ‘000) 2,009 1,938 1,852 1,730 1,675 1,747 

Source: Croatian Bureau of Statistics  

Figure 1 illustrates the different types of ships in Croatian seaports by categories. The figure 
underlines the dominance of the maritime passenger and cargo transport industries. 

Figure 28: Ships in Croatian seaports by categories in 2016.  

 

Source: Croatian Bureau of Statistics. 

Croatia is mainly a labour supplying country in the maritime transport 

sector 

                                                 

106 Ibid. 
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Data from the latest BIMCO/ICS Manpower Report107 shows that in 2015 there was a total of 
27,246 Croatian seafarers. A majority of these seafarers (63 per cent) were officers, whereas the 

remaining minority (37 per cent) were ratings. In 2015, Croatian seafarers made up 10 per cent of 
the total number of EU/EEA seafarers, which highlights the size and importance of the maritime 
transport sector for the Croatian economy and for employment opportunities in the country. 

According to the Seafarers’ Statistics in the EU108, Croatia was ranked as number four in the 

EU/EEA in terms of absolute numbers of masters and officers in 2016. In relation to population 
size, Croatia had the highest number of masters and officers in the EU/EEA. On the other hand, 
Croatia ranked low in the number of masters and officers holding valid EU Member State attested 
Recognitions (EaRs). 

The share of female seafarers in Croatia has remained small over the 

years 

Only 1-2 per cent of the people employed in the Croatian maritime transportation are women, and 
interviewees indicate that the vast majority of these are hired on the domestic ferries. There is no 
current government strategy to increase the share of women in the sector. When asked about the 
low number of female seafarers in Croatia, most interviewees emphasise the combined factors of 
stereotype gender roles and insufficient maternity rights and childcare in Croatia. Many 

interviewees state that being away from the family is the main reason why Croatian women choose 

not to become seafarers. This reason seems to apply especially to women, whose role in the family 
building is more central in the Croatian culture than the role men have. 

On the other hand, a representative from one of the private companies interviewed stated that the 
demand for female seafarers is increasing, with international shipping companies increasingly 
looking to recruit female seafarers. Students in the focus group share that international shipping 
companies that visited their university asked to speak with female students specifically, hoping that 

they could attract more women to work onboard their ships. 

When asked about the low share of female seafarers, one student, expressing the views many of 
the other students in the focus group, stated that: 

I personally think that most women want to be a mother and 
have a family and live onshore. That is the main reason for 
the low number of female seafarers… Also, people have 
judgements about women onboard ships, that they are not as 

capable, that they lack knowledge, especially on cargo ships… 
In Croatia, I would say that it's a taboo to have a female 
master on a cargo ship. 

Despite emphasising the need for increased gender equality in the maritime transport sector, the 
students argue that equal opportunity and no quotation has to be prioritised over an equal number 
of male and female seafarers. Furthermore, the students argue that the change to improve the 
situation for gender equality has to come from the government and that such a change is needed 

to create a healthier work environment and to supress harassment onboard ships. 

The cooperation between the social partners and the Government is 

perceived as good  

Croatian seafarers are covered by a national collective bargaining agreement (CBA)109, that is 
negotiated between The Seafarers’ Union of Croatia and the Croatian Shipowners’ Association 

(Mare Nostrum). The CBA complies with the Maritime Labour Convention (MLC). It also takes 
account the implementation of Regulation (EC) No. 883/2004 on the coordination of the social 
security systems. According to the union representative, cooperation between the social partners is 

good and is motivated by their shared view on the importance of the international shipping trade 
for employment and the Croatian economy. 

In addition to negotiating the CBA, the social partners are engaged in tripartite negotiations with 

the government when changes are made to national legislation that affects the sector or when 
relevant strategies are developed. Both the union representative and the ministry representatives 
perceive this cooperation as good. 

                                                 

107 https://www.bimco.org/news/priority-news/20160517_bimco_manpower_report 
108 EMSA. 2016. Seafarers’ Statistics in the EU. Statistical review (2016 data STCW-IS). 
109 National Collective Agreement for Croatian Seafarers on board ships in the international shipping trade (2019-2020). 

https://www.bimco.org/news/priority-news/20160517_bimco_manpower_report
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Government policies and initiatives 

International and European legislation for seafarers is fully transposed in the national legislation of 
Croatia. The interviews and desk research indicate that Croatia’s membership in the EU in 2013 has 
had both positive and negative effects on the country’s maritime sector. On the one hand, the 
Croatian maritime sector has been further integrated with the European transport network. On the 
other hand, the coordination of social security systems with other Member States has resulted in 
that many Croatian seafarers onboard EU Member States-flagged ships remain without social 
protection. Nevertheless, the social protection of Croatian seafarers has been overall strengthened 

through recent national reforms that includes a tax exemption, basic health and pension care for 
Croatian seafarers. 

Croatia’s EU membership had ambiguous effects on the national maritime 

sector 

By joining the EU in 2013, Croatia became subject to sector-related European strategies and 

guidelines such as the Maritime strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian seas, EU’s Guidelines for an 
Integrated Approach to Maritime Policy, and the Integrated Maritime Policy of the EU. Croatia’s 
membership in the EU is highlighted in the national development strategy for the maritime sector 

as an opportunity for the Croatian maritime sector. On the one hand, the EU membership entailed 
further integration into the European transport network, a higher degree of coordination and 
cooperation with other EU Member States, harmonised regulations, improved efficiency and 
relevant procedures, and the possibility to receive EU funding for research and development 

projects. 

On the other hand, the interviewees representing the Ministry and one of the private companies 
raised concerns about the implementation of Regulation (EC) No 883/2004 on the coordination of 
social security systems. The regulation provides that a Croatian seafarer serving on an EU/EEA or 
Swiss-registered ship is entitled to social security coverage in the flag state of the ship. According 
to the representatives from the ministry and one of the private companies interviewed, there are 

problems with the system relating to Croatian seafarers not wanting to pay social contribution in 
other Member States. There are also problems related to the high costs, slow handling and non-
approvals of A1 forms. In total, the implementation of regulation has implications on four levels: i) 
European shipowners looking to employ non-EU seafarers rather than Croatian seafarers due to the 
high cost of Croatian seafarers; ii) The Croatian Government having to bilaterally negotiate 
deviations from the regulation with other Member States; iii) An increased administrative burden 

for crewing agencies that administer the A1 forms for Croatian seafarers; and iv) Croatian 

seafarers remaining without social protection in case they do not pay social contribution to the 
flagship country. 

Recent reforms have strengthened the working and living conditions of 

Croatian seafarers 

In 2008, Croatia implemented a reform referred to as the “Social reform for seafarers” through the 

introduction of a new National Maritime Code110. The reform included a comprehensive social 
insurance scheme for Croatian seafarers sailing in international shipping trade, including (but not 
limited to) the below components111: 

 183 days tax free policy: The policy states that seafarers are exempt from paying taxes 
if they work for at least 183 days in a calendar year. The intention of the policy is to 
promote the seafarer profession in Croatia in light of the maritime sector’s substantial 
contribution to the Croatian economy. The 183 days include, among other things, days 

spent travelling or at school, if they seafarer is injured or held in captivity abroad. 

 Basic health care insurance: The insurance is based on a yearly index wage level (i.e. 
not the actual salary of the seafarer) for the seafarer and his/her family. The insurance 
covers primary health care, specialist health protection, hospital care, access to 
medication, dental care, etc. 

 Extended pension insurance: Entitlement to old-age pension (granted at least 15 years 

of sea service) and early retirement at the age of 60 (compared to 65 for most other 

                                                 

110 Maritime Code (Official Gazette, Nos. 181/04, 76/07, 146/08, 61/11, 56/13, 26/15, 17/18). 
111 Other relevant legislation is the Pension Insurance Act, Mandatory Health Insurance Act and Labour Act. 
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professions). The seafarer is also entitled to invalidity pension in case of general incapacity 
to work. 

Later amendments have been made to the Maritime Code to further strengthen the social situation 
for Croatian seafarers. These amendments include the inclusion of sick-leave, captivity and death 
in the 183 days tax free regime. 

The students interviewed in the focus group all shared the view that the situation for Croatian 

seafarers has changed to the better over recent years. They mentioned especially that the length 
of stays ashore have shortened – from 6-7-month for the previous generation of seafarers to 2-
month for the current generation - and that the working conditions on board ships have improved 
substantially. 

Maritime education and training and the attractiveness of the sector 

The review of maritime education and training points to that Croatia has a well-established MET 

system in place that has been harmonised with international declarations and requirements for 
certifications. A new initiative to promote the lifelong learning of seafarers has increased the 
flexibility of the MET system, but did supposedly have negative effects on the quality of education 
in MET. In spite of this claim - and a perceived lack of cooperation between MET institutions and 

maritime industries - MET remains attractive to young Croatians. 

Maritime education and training in Croatia have a long history 

Maritime education and training (MET) in Croatia have a long history dating back the mid-1800s. 
The first MET institution in Croatia was the secondary maritime school in Bakar (Pomorska škola 
Bakar) established in 1849. The first higher MET institution (MHEI) was established in 1949 in 
Rijeka (Viša pomorska škola u Rijeci). Today, MET is offered by several institutions at three 
different levels: i) Maritime training centres; ii) Secondary schools; and iii) Universities. In total 
there are eight maritime high-schools and four maritime universities in Croatia112. Since 1962, 

higher maritime education has been mandatory for senior deck officers and marine engineers, 
establishing Croatia as one of the first European countries requiring higher education for top 
ranking positions onboard merchant ships.  

The present system of higher education at MHEIs was launched in 2005 and is highlighted as a 
strength in the national development strategy for the maritime sector. The system has been 
harmonised with the provisions of the Bologna Declaration, starting with three years of 

undergraduate study (180 ECTS), followed by two years of graduate study (120 ECTS) and three 

years of Postgraduate study (Ph.D. degree). Undergraduate study is primarily aimed at jobs 
onboard ships, whereas graduate study aims at enabling graduates to perform complex onshore 
jobs at the management level. 

Croatia is on the STCW (The International Convention on Standards of Training, Certification and 
Watchkeeping for Seafarers) White List for nations that have displayed and established a plan of 
full compliance with the STCW Convention and Code. Until recently, all content subject to the 
STCW Convention were deployed within the first two years of undergraduate study. Since the 

academic year 2013/2014, the courses with mandatory STCW contents are deployed through all 
three years of undergraduate studies, requiring students to finish the full degree to take all 
mandatory STCW courses. This change has resulted in more students finishing their degree, rather 
than leaving after two years of study with a certificate allowing them to work as ship officers.113 

New initiative to promote lifelong learning of seafarers  

In 2011, a programme called the Special Education Programme (SEP) was introduced at MHEIs to 

promote the lifelong learning (LLL) of Croatian seafarers. The SEP allows seafarers to acquire 

SEO/CE or CO/MM STCW qualifications without the completion of maritime higher education, and 
allows seafarers to actively continue their sea service while attending the SEP. A minimum 
requirement for admission to the SEP is more than 36 months of sea service as a deck/marine 
engineering officer. 

Whereas the advantage of the SEP is its flexibility, a study of recent trends in the Croatian MET 

system points to SEP as a possible threat to the quality of MET in Croatia. The study argue that the 

                                                 

112 The maritime universities providing nautical and marine engineering education are Sveučilište u Dubrovniku (Dubrovnik), Sveučilište u 

Rijeci - Pomorski fakultet (Rijeka), Sveučilište u Splitu - Pomorski Fakultet (Split), and Sveučilište u Zadru - Pomorski odjel (Zadar). 
113 Gundic et al. 2015. Recent developments in higher maritime education in Croatia. 
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introduction of the SEP has resulted in decreased educational standards at Croatian MHEIs also in 

the traditional undergraduate and graduate study programmes.114 

Figure 2 presents the process of acquiring the STCW qualifications using the example of marine 
engineer officers. The same system applies to deck officers. 

Figure 29: Organisation of the Croatian MET and STCW Certification System for Marine 
Engineers 

 

 

Seafaring remains an attractive career choice to young Croatians 

Compared to many other EU Member States, there is no shortage of seafarers in Croatia. According 
to the academic representative interviewed, the number of applications to MET institutions has 
remained high in the recent decade. Despite the lack of national level data on MET enrolment, this 
indicates that the maritime sector remains attractive for young Croatians.115 A combination of three 
factors were emphasised by interviewees and the students in the focus group as central for the 

attractiveness of the maritime sector: 

I. Tradition and culture: Croatia has a long tradition of seafaring. The seafarer profession is 
often carried on from one family generation to the other – from father to son (or 
daughter), especially in families living along the coast. Around half of the students 
participating in the focus group had parents, uncles or grandparents that were seafarers, 
and stated that this motivated them to choose a maritime career. The other half had no 

prior experience of the maritime transport sector. 

II. Micro and macroeconomic incentives: At the micro economic level, the high salaries of 
seafarers relative to onshore professions in Croatia combined with the good reputation of 
the profession and scholarship opportunities for Croatian MET students motivate young 
Croatians to choose a maritime career. At the macroeconomic level, a recent study on 
application rates at two of the major maritime faculties in Croatia, found a significant 
positive correlation between economic depressions and upswings in the number of 

                                                 

114 Frančić, V., Zec, D., Rudan, I.: Analysis and Trends of MET System in Croatia – Challenges for the 21st Century. 
115 There is no official data on the number of students applying to, being enrolled in or graduating from maritime education in Croatia. 
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applications to MET institutions.116 Most recently, the prolonged period of economic 
recession following the 2007/2008 economic crisis boosted the application numbers. 

III. Government initiatives: In 2006, the Croatian Government decided to support a 
scholarship programme for MET students, with financial resources ensured in the Croatian 
State Budget each year. The main purposes of the scholarship is to ensure encouraging 
conditions for choosing maritime professions and to stimulate enrolment in nautical high 

schools and faculties of maritime education. Another purpose is to encourage employment 
onboard Croatian flagged ships, with the scholarship requiring the recipient to work 
onboard a Croatian flagged ship for at least two years after graduation. Persons selected 
for the scholarship are entitled to funding for the entire education process (maximum of 
four years in maritime high schools or maximum of three years in a MHEI) in amount of 
800 HRK (approximately 110 EUR) for students in maritime high schools and 1200 HRK 
(approximately 160 EUR) for students in maritime faculties. The scholarship is conditional: 

seafarers that attended MET with financial support from the scholarship are required to 
work onboard Croatian flagged ships after finishing their education.117, 118 

Students in the focus group especially emphasised the combined factors of high remuneration of 
seafarers compared to onshore jobs in Croatia and family members being seafarers as key 
incentives for enrolling in MET. The students described seafaring as a “honourable” and highly 

respectable profession that allows for a comfortable and life with “high standards”. Some students 

mentioned the opportunity to visit other countries and to learn about cultures in different parts of 
the world as a benefit of the seafarer profession. 

Seafaring gives you the opportunity to live with a higher 
standard and to have a better life than you do with an 
onshore job… You get to explore other countries and meet 
with different cultures… 

The students also underlined the working conditions onboard ships as important when choosing 

what type of maritime industry to work in. As it turns out, the popularity differs between different 
types of industries and ships, with the liquefied natural gas industry (LNG) and LNG ships being the 
most popular among the students in the focus group. According to the students, employment on 
LNG ships offers a combination of high remuneration and good working conditions such as 
onboard-facilities and benefits such as spaces to exercise, socialise and free internet connection. 

The reason for some of the students choosing to move on to graduate studies is mainly to be 
eligible to onshore jobs directly after graduating. In this regard, a graduate degree from a Croatian 

MHEI functions as a gateway to onshore jobs reaching beyond the maritime transport sector. Some 
of the students argue that a graduate degree is needed for Croatian seafarers to stay competitive 
in the international maritime labour market, whereas others saw the possibility to work for a few 
years before they pursue a graduate degree.  

Speaking of how their perception of the seafarer profession has changed during the course of their 
education, some of the students mentioned that life as a seafarer is more hectic than they first 

thought, inducing more responsibilities on each individual crew member and especially that the 
amount of paperwork is heavier than they initially thought. While reflecting on this, one student 
stated that: "I imagine that I have to carry a bag full of check-lists and papers all the time". 

Despite the positive attitude shown by the students towards work in the maritime sector, they 
described the current job market for Croatian seafarers as “challenging”, although, dependent on 
which industry you are aiming for. According to one student: “You have to stand out in one way or 
the other. You either have to send 800 emails to all companies you know of, have the best grades 

or get a recommendation from someone you know.” 

Lacking cooperation between MET institutions and the maritime transport 

industry 

                                                 

116 Gundic et al. 2015. Recent developments in higher maritime education in Croatia. In: Scientific Journal of Maritime Research 29 (pp. 
115-121). 
117 Information based on email correspondence with representatives of the Ministry of the Sea, Transport and Infrastructure 
118 None of the students that took part in the focus group interview received funding from the scholarship programme. The student’s 
estimated that 1/3 of their classmates received funding from the programme. 
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Sharing their experiences from the Croatian MET system, most students expressed that they were 

satisfied with their education so far, referring to the teacher quality, a high number of foreign 

teachers and teachers with experience from the industry.  

On the other hand, some of the students argued that MET in Croatia is “too theoretical” compared 
to other countries such as the United Kingdom. Most students underlined the need of giving a 
greater importance to the practical aspects of maritime education, for example, preparing students 
for real-life situations through maritime simulations, virtual training and through increased 
workplace-based learning. The same students argued that increased industry engagement and 
opportunities for students to do workplace-based training as part of their education is the biggest 

room for improvement in Croatian MET: 

In my programme there is only one week of workplace-based 
training onboard a ship during three years of study. In my 
opinion that’s not enough, but the faculty doesn’t have the 
funds to provide more workplace-based training… It comes as 
a big shock from many students to go directly from studies to 
work onboard ships - from book to work. 

Lacking cooperation between MHEIs and the industry was also highlighted in an analysis carried out 
as part of the KIKLOP project119. The analysis found that MET programmes in Croatia are often 
tailored to the capabilities and availabilities of the teaching staff, without consultation with other 
stakeholders (employers, different state institutions and bodies, etc.) and with no systematic 
analysis of the actual labour market needs. 

4.1.5. Conclusions 
This chapter presents a list of conclusions drawn from the empirical results of the case study: 

 The maritime sector has significant importance to Croatia’s economy, in spite of 
negative trends observed in recent years – The case study has pointed to the crucial 
importance of the maritime sector, including fisheries, shipbuilding and maritime transport, 
to the Croatian economy. Croatian seafarers make up one tenth of EU/EEA seafarers, and 
there are indications that the maritime sector remains attractive to young Croatians 

entering the job market. In spite of recent negative trends in the shipbuilding industry and 
freight traffic recorded in Croatian ports, the maritime sector has maintained its position as 

an important priority for the Croatian Government and the social partners in negotiations 
on national strategies and the social protection of Croatian seafarers. 

 The social situation for Croatian seafarers has been strengthened, but problems 
remain for seafarers onboard EU Member States-flagged ships, and the share of 
women is still low – The case study has found that Croatia’s membership in the EU had 

negative implications on the social situation for Croatian seafarers onboard EU Member 

States-flagged ships. Because of issues related to Regulation (EC) No 883/2004, many 

Croatian seafarers remain without social protection. Nevertheless, the overarching trend for 
the social protection of Croatian seafarers is positive, mostly due to a reform in 2008 which 
introduced a favourable tax system and provided basic health and pension care for Croatian 
seafarers. However, because of insufficient maternity rights the number of female seafarers 
remains low, with little indicating that the situation is going to change in the short term. 

 Despite shortcomings to the Croatian MET system, maritime education remains 

attractive to young Croatians – In addition to strengths of Croatian MET such as the 
harmonisation with international declarations and the recent initiative to promote lifelong 

learning, the case study has showed that there is a lack of integration of the MET 
institutions and the maritime transport industry. This has resulted in limited connection to 
working life for Croatian maritime students and education programmes that are loosely 
anchored in actual industry needs. Despite these shortcomings, maritime education has 
remained for Croatian youths. The combined factors of a long tradition as a seafarers’ 

nation, economic incentives and government initiatives to promote the sector’s 
attractiveness explain the steady inflow of students to the MHEIs. 

                                                 

119 The KIKLOP project was a project running from 2007 to 2013 with funding from the European Social Fund (ESF). The projected aimed 

at enhancing the quality of educational programmes for maritime and logistics professions in Croatia and adapt them to market needs. 
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Ministry of the Sea, Transport 
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Ana-Marija 
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Head of Department 2019-05-06 

Ministry of the Sea, Transport 

and Infrastructure 

Roko Mrvica Head of Department 2019-05-06 

University of Rijeka, Faculty of 
Maritime Studies 

Damir Zec Professor 2019-05-06 

CMA CGM Croatia Jakov Karmelić General Manager 2019-05-07 
Zorovic Maritime Agency Mario Zorović** Managing Director 2019-05-07 
Zorovic Maritime Agency Roni Krmpotić Deputy Managing 

Director 
2019-05-07 

Seafarers’ Union of Croatia Dorotea Zec*** Legal advisor, 
International Department 

2019-05-07 

 

* Additional email correspondence with Ana-Marija Batinović 

** Additional email correspondence with Mario Zorović 

*** Additional email correspondence with Dorotea Zec 
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4.2. Denmark 

4.2.1. Purpose of case study 
The present report on the Danish maritime sector forms part of the foreseen case studies of four 
coastal Member States and aims to complement data collection under the latter (desk research and 
EU- and national-level interviews) in the following ways: 

I. Paint a more comprehensive picture for Denmark, complementing statistics and data for 
the EU as a whole on seafarer employment, education, recruitment and retention. 

II. Explain the trends identified, through the examination of the Danish context and dynamics 
and the in-depth insights into stakeholders’ experiences. This will help to identify 
challenges, opportunities and bottlenecks to enhance working and living conditions for 
Danish seafarers and create job opportunities for youths in the country. 

4.2.2. Methodology and data sources used 
Data for the case study has been gathered through interviews conducted in Denmark in April and 

May 2019. Interviews were conducted with relevant stakeholders representing national authorities, 
academia, employers and two of the national trade unions organising for seafarers. In addition to 
the interviews, a focus group interview was conducted with seven students (four women and three 
men) enrolled in maritime education at the Svendborg International Maritime Academy (SIMAC). 
The students were enrolled in different educational tracks (mainly navigation and marine 
engineering) and were at different stages of their education. Additional material and statistical data 
were gathered through desk research. 

4.2.3. Structure of the report 
In the next chapter we present the main findings of the case study. The chapter is divided into 
three sub-sections: i) Overview of the national maritime sector; ii) Government policies and 
initiatives, and iii) Maritime education and training and the attractiveness of the sector. In the last 
chapter, we present our conclusions formed as a synthesis of the main findings. 

4.2.4. Main findings  

Overview of the national maritime sector 

Denmark has a relatively large maritime transport sector which is characterised by its integration 

into the global maritime economy. The main state objective has been, for some decades, to keep a 
lead position as an attractive country for shipping companies and to give Danish shipping 
companies optimal framework conditions in the international competition. A consequence of this 

has been a liberalisation of the labour market and Danish ships now employ more foreign labour 
than Danish. The Danish international fleet almost exclusively use Danes at the officer level, and 
the labour market for ordinary Danish seamen is severely decreasing. Although there is a 
widespread satisfaction with the cooperation between the social partners, there is differing 
perspectives on the development particularly among the labour unions.  

The maritime sector has strategic importance for the economy and 

Denmark’s international position 

In a case study on the Danish maritime sector, it is difficult not to mention the container shipping 
company “A.P. Møller – Mærsk A/S”. Known nationally and globally as “Mærsk”, the company was 
founded in 1904 and has played a significant role in the formation of the Danish maritime transport 
sector as well as in the shaping of national maritime policies and educational system. With a 

revenue of 34 billion Euros in 2018 it is not only Denmark’s biggest company, but also the biggest 
container shipping company in the world. However, Mærsk is not alone, with Torm, Norden and 

DFDS being other prominent shipping companies in Denmark drawing on a long tradition as an 
influential sea power. 

The main objective for the Danish state in the recent decades has been to keep Mærsk activities in 
Denmark through creating competitive conditions for shipping companies. As a result, Denmark 
holds and promotes a position in the global economy as an attractive place for shipping companies. 

The national strategy and subsequent changes to the legislation in 2018 confirms this direction 
(see further below). The other side of this strategic focus is, however, a decline in the share of 
Danish labour aboard Danish ships and legal restrictions for Danish labour unions in organising 
foreign labour employed in Danish shipping companies. 
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Central to the current situation and understanding of the Danish maritime sector is the 
establishment of the “Danish International Register of Shipping” (DIS) in 1988. In light of the 

increased international competition at the time and the need to cut costs in the Danish shipping 
companies the Danish International Shipping Register introduced two important advantages for 
Danish shipping companies. First, the wages paid to the Danish employees are considered a net 
salary and thus exempted from national taxes. This means a significant cost reduction for 

companies when employing Danish labour. Secondly, the DIS stated that workers on board Danish 
vessels could only be represented by unions in the country of their residence. This is a noticeable 
exemption compared to almost all other Danish sectors. 

Thus, the maritime transport sector is regulated by a set of unique regulations for the Danish 
labour market. However, tax exemptions and restrictions on unions are (along with reduced 
company (tonnage) taxes) not uncommon instruments in the international competition between 
nations for maritime activities. In addition to the economic activity, which is generated, the strong 

position of the Danish maritime sector is politically considered important for international political 
influence. 

Denmark is supplying leadership and competences to a global fleet 

According to the Danish Shipping organisation the Danish shipping sector employs approximately 

23,000 people, where of only 7,640 are Danish seafarers. 2,642 are EU citizens and another 6,516 
are seafarers of other nationalities. The numbers include vessels not sailing under Danish flags. 

The remaining 6,157 are employed in the land-based activities in Denmark. Accordingly, the 
Danish shipping industry is well integrated into the global economy and important as a base of 
national economic activities. Within the last five years, the total employment as well as the ratio 
between Danish, international and EU seafarers have been stable.  

The numbers above are for the sector in total. If we look at the ships registered in the Danish 
International Shipping Register (DIS) the total employment amounts to approximately 9,000 

persons. As can be seen in the table, out of these only 32 % are from Denmark (in this regard 
including the Faroe Islands and Greenland), while 68 % are from other nationalities. A close look at 
the different positions reveal that while more than 70 % of the captains are from Denmark only 27 
% of the ratings are Danes. Of these 27 %, the majority part is employed in the ferry traffic 
between Denmark and other countries. 

Over the last 20 years the number of seafarers from Denmark, Faroe Islands and Greenland 
(onboard vessels in the DIS) has declined with 16 %, while the total amount of seafarers has 

increased with 32 %. Seafarers from the three countries now constitute only 32 % of the work 
force (compared to 57 % in year 2000). The decline is not uniform across job categories.  

Since 2000, the number of ratings has decreased with 38 % to 750 persons, and the remaining 
part is now mainly employed in the domestic sectors (mainly ferries and offshore). Their share of 
the total number of seafarers have dropped from 19 % to 9 %. In comparison, the number of 
officers has only dropped 9 % since 2000 (in total 1889 officers were employed on board DIS 
vessels in 2018).  
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Position 

Denmark (including the Faroe Islands 

and Greenland)  

EU Other 

nationalities 

Total 

Captains 433 103 59 595 

Navigation officers 573 336 604 1.513 

Machine officers 642 323 917 1.882 

Other officer positions 241 304 902 1.447 

Ratings 750 513 1.516 2.779 

Students 271 67 536 874 

Total 2.910 1.646 4.534 9.090 

People employed on board ships in the Danish International Shipping Register (2018). Source: Søfartsstyrelsen. 

 

 

The major change however has been in the composition of labour and mix of nationalities. In 2000, 

86 % of the officers onboard DIS vessels were from Denmark, Faroe Islands or Greenland while 
this was only the case for 35 % in 2018. Ratings are almost exclusively employed in the domestic 
sector, while many officers are now engaged in multinational workplaces. For the latter group, this 
has had major impact on their basic working conditions and the skills that are requested to lead 
large multicultural and international vessels. With  regard to the international maritime transport, 
Denmark supplies leadership as well as competences to the fleet and is an attractive country for 
advanced shipping companies. At the same time fewer and fewer Danes are employed in the lower 

positions as ordinary seamen or ratings. 

Differing perspectives among labour unions 

Looking back at the development, the union representatives for the ratings express that the 
introduction of the DIS “was the beginning of the end for ordinary Danish seaman”, and point out 
that, accordingly, the last Danish rating on a Mærsk vessel retired earlier this year. They see this 

as an active strategic choice by the government and a consequence of the “competition between 

nations”. In their view, the restrictions on the union to represent only Danes on board international 
Danish vessels, meant that cheaper labour were quickly introduced and working conditions 
worsened for the non-Danish labour. They point to the uneven rights workers have regarding 
accidents and work-related injuries for example. In the union representing the officers the 
assessment is more optimistic. They too would like to be able to represent the whole workplace, 
but they would like so in order to take a larger role in planning ongoing training and optimising the 

operation and economic performance of the vessel. After all, they express, they too have a shared 
interest in the continued existence of companies and jobs, and the current situation is a hindrance 
to cooperation on that point. The two unions represent different opinions based on very different 
experiences in the preceding years. For one of the remaining few companies that still use and 
recruit Danish ratings, and which were interviewed for this case study, the development is seen as 
problematic. The certain trend where major Danish shipping companies are not hiring Danish 
ratings gives a bad image to the job position in general and this makes it hard for the maritime 

schools to recruit students: “It is hard to keep a positive focus on the jobs when other companies 
are using cheaper foreigners”, the company expresses. The company still sees Danish ratings as 
competent, independent in problem-solving and therefore worth the extra cost – but they need to 

constantly sustain these qualities and a sound recruitment to maritime schools is an important part 
of this. Despite differing perspectives on the development, the unions and employer organisation 
are satisfied with the cooperation around collective agreements. 

Government policies and initiatives 

The main objective of the Danish government is to improve the conditions for shipping companies 
in Denmark. This has been done in recent years through digitalisation and through reducing 
registration fees and by expanding the tax exemptions in the Danish regulations. There is an 
increasing focus on soft aspects of the working conditions including harassment and gender 
aspects.  
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Improved competitiveness is the main objective 

As a global key player in maritime transport Danish regulation is in line with international 

regulations and conventions. EU cooperation is considered fine by the authorities but given the 
global scale of maritime transport the United Nations level is perceived as the appropriate place to 
negotiate changes to the marine laws and conventions. In Denmark there is an increased focus on 

mental aspects of the work environment such as bullying and harassment as well as gender 
aspects. This work is supported by the government but driven by the social partners. To further 
improve the competitiveness of Danish registered shipping companies, the employer organisation 
argues that more state funding for research is necessary as the competitive edge in Denmark will 
be new technologies, data and know-how.  

As mentioned above, the establishment of the Danish International Shipping Register (DIS) set the 
framework and course for the Danish position in the global maritime economy, with the main 

objective being to remain an attractive country for shipping companies. To further strengthen this 
position and to reverse a trend of “out-flagging” the Danish government recently published a new 
strategy for the maritime industries named “A global maritime centre of excellence” (2018). The 
new strategy described 36 initiatives to strengthen the framework conditions for the “blue 
economy” in areas such as digitalisation, education and international promotion.  

As part of the new strategy, the government introduced a range of changes to improve the overall 
framework conditions. First, the DIS was expanded so that the tax exemption now also cover 

vessels working in the offshore sector. In addition to this, practical sides of the DIS has been 
digitalised and registration fees for new ships has been eliminated. This and other initiatives have 
boosted the number of ships and tonnage registered in the DIS. Accordingly, the total tonnage 
grew almost 25 % from April 2017 to April 2018 to a total of 19.4 million gross tonnage.  

Only 2 % of the people employed in the Danish maritime transportation are women, and the vast 
majority of these are hired on the domestic ferries. The employer organisation considers this a 

missed opportunity of talent and has pushed for a national task force, which was recently initiated 
to explore the issue.  

Maritime education and training and the attractiveness of the sector 

Though modern in its content, maritime educations in Denmark still reflect the practical aspect of 
sailing and the different maritime educations are typically designed with large periods of work on 
board commercial vessels. Some of the students who were interviewed had seafaring family 

members, while just as many had no prior experience with the maritime work environment. The 
ship as a multicultural workplace was a great concern and challenge to many with an uneven use of 
hierarchies and cultural barriers. Looking at the career, family life and physical tear were critical 
aspects to their future career choices. In the educational system, it is expected that technological 
developments will influence work life and the necessary skills, however, the development is 
happening at a slower pace than expected. 

Maritime education and recruitment 

The maritime educations in Denmark date back to the mid-18th century and even basic training for 
ratings was introduced early in the 20th century as well. In Denmark the maritime educations 
include: 

 Two maritime schools and two school ships that train ratings only  
 One navigation school educating skippers and ship managers for the commercial fleet 
 A maritime educational centre focusing on officers in both navigation and engineering 

 A maritime centre offering training for engineers, ratings, skippers and ship managers for 
both the commercial fleet as well as commercial fisheries 

 Three schools offering marine engineering at four locations 
 

In addition to these schools a few upper secondary schools offer a maritime track as a preparation 
for the above-mentioned proper qualifying educations. The different educations are ranked in three 

levels, whereof the highest level (ship managers, ship officers and chief engineers) give access to 
university level studies. However very few percent (approx. 2-3 %) make use of this opportunity 
(according to Teknologisk Institut 2016). A better integration into the university and research level 
would, some stakeholders claim, be beneficial for the attractiveness of the sector – especially for 
women. As it stands now, the vast majority of maritime students are men all though this is 
beginning to change slightly. In 2014, 85 % of ship manager students were men compared to 91 
% in 2001. Still 99 % of engineering students are men (Teknologisk Inistitut 2016). 
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Over the last decades the maritime industry has worked to increase the intake and output of the 

maritime educations. The intake is regulated and was in 2019 set at 1,200 engineers (however the 

number reflect both land and marine engineers) and 267 navigation officers. Since 2000 the output 
has been between 350 and 600 maritime candidates annually (including ratings, skippers, officers 
and ship managers). However, because of retirement the net development in the maritime labour 
force has been negative in the recent years.  

The main obstacles to recruitment are believed to be the difficulties with balancing long voyages 
with modern family life expectations, as well as the decreasing demand for Danes in the lower 
ranked positions. The basic training as a rating on board one of the school ships sometimes serves 

for some youngsters as a way to get back on the educational track or as a break from the existing 
pattern. In general, the maritime education functions as a gateway to jobs on land reaching 
beyond the “blue sector”. One of the reasons for this, is that the leadership experience and 
professional skills obtained in Danish shipping companies are valued for their high standards. This 
of course points back to the maritime schools as well as the companies themselves being of a high 
international and competitive standard. According to one of the interviewees, today founder and 
CEO of the waste-water management company Marine Partner, he had a job waiting for him on 

shore as soon as he had his final exam completed: 

The maritime education is an open door to jobs on land, while 
it is more or less closed the other way. You can easily find 
jobs in ship broking, agencies, charters, operational or 
commercial managers. On top of that there are all the 
traditional land-based jobs. 

He further adds that uneven working conditions and constant shifts from one vessel to another 
were some of the key factors for quickly seeking a career on land: “You have little to say in relation 
to which ship you will be signed on to, and many places there is still a ‘do this, do that’ culture. Out 
of his class of 13 recruits, only 4 are still engaged at sea, 8 working in the maritime sector and two 
have completely shifted career path. 

Attractiveness of the maritime transport sector and education 

One of the initiatives to improve the recruitment base has been an information and branding 
campaign called “World careers” launched by a range of stakeholders in the “Blue Denmark” cluster 
in 2007. The campaign is still running and generally aims to illustrate the interesting, challenging 

and exciting variety of job potentials in the maritime transport and its related sub-sectors. Over the 
years the campaign team have been active at education fairs and produced brochures as well as 
online material. Recently, the campaign has produced a board game as well as targeting 
youngsters at social media and Counterstrike-competitions. The board game has been used in 

schools as an alternative way to teach and learn about the maritime sector. Students and teachers 
have received it well, even though it appears rather technical at first sight. 

Explaining why they had chosen a maritime education, students participating in the focus group 
almost fell half and half into two different categories. One group had one or more family members 
who had been seafarers, while the other half had been intrigued by the maritime stand at an 
educational fair. In the latter group, the exotic uniform and the adventurous travelling was the key 

pull factors, while the group with family was keener on the “being at sea” part and actual the work 
content. Across the two groups they found the mix of theory and practice appealing. The maritime 
educations in Denmark include long periods of practical training on board commercial vessels 
rather early in the study plan. There was also a wide acknowledgement that working for one of the 
big shipping companies, especially Mærsk, was good for your CV and proof of your leadership skills 
and determination. Indeed, they all saw this as important for “Plan B”: a land-based career. They 

also expressed that the maritime labour market was lucrative (easy to get a position and a good 

pay) and with many different career choices. Another point that was raised was the large amount 
of spare time you have in the holiday periods on land, while others pointed to the long periods 
away as problematic in relation to family and friends. Those in the group who had seafaring family 
members were warned to remember that even though “it might look fun and adventurous here and 
now, remember, it is a real job”.  

First experiences at sea: loneliness and multicultural workplaces 

All the students have extended periods at sea as part of the practical training in their educations 
and their experiences have quickly given them a view into the workplaces that will influence their 
future work life. The Danish case study therefore gives some insights into the new generation of 
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maritime officers and their perspectives on the current trends and development. While they quickly 
realized that the industrial harbours of the world and logistic efficiency of container shipping did not 

always offer the expected adventures, it is probably the situations and experiences on board which 
are the most telling. 

For most of the students, those who were involved in the long voyages, they arrived at extremely 
complex workplaces with a wide variety of workplace cultures. On some ships their superiors were 

keen on enforcing the hierarchy between ranks also in social settings, while on other ships the 
captain tried to ignore the ranks as much as possible. This meant that on some ships people did 
not eat together or kept conversations in their national languages, only using English for giving 
orders. Sometimes students were only allowed to ask the next in rank if they had questions (which 
they obviously had, as the trip was part of their training). In addition to this, there were different 
cultural background influencing gender roles and expectations, such as female Danish student 
giving orders to a male subordinate. Add to that the differences in pay level, which sometimes 

meant that parts of the Asian crew did not participate in the events (and visits to land) that Danish 
students could afford. These experiences were challenging to many and they expressed that they 
did not feel equipped by the school courses to tackle these situations.  

On other ships an effort was made to reduce hierarchical and cultural barriers through common 
activities such as watching movies together, indicating that with the proper competences at the 

officer level, the multicultural workplace can be successful and offer employees rewarding 

experiences on a personal level as well. A barrier to this kind of training, which was mentioned, is 
that “course” days will be taken from your holiday, not the period at sea. Another factor that was 
brought up was loneliness and performance pressure.  

I was surprised to how much I was left alone on my first 
voyage. It was a rather unsocial ship. Back when my parents 
sailed it was completely different. The crew was bigger, and 
everyone was Danish. 

While ships have grown the crew has been reduced in size and has become multinational. The 
increase in productivity is a universal trend and means that in the actual work environment you 
now have fewer colleagues to chat with or to discuss a certain work task. The ship relies on your 
work alone to be good enough and this results in increased performance pressure at individual 
level. Loneliness was experienced on the vessels with strong hierarchy and “closed” national and 
language groupings. In this regard, internet connections are both a solution and a problem as it 
enables people to retreat to their cabin and connect with their family and friends, while leaving the 

galley deserted. 

Career choices and the reputation of the maritime sector 

When asked to their future in the maritime transport sector the responses were widely differing. 
Some already knew by now that they would not pursue a maritime career. Others were hesitant 
and claimed that family and friends would have to support it, while others had their eyes on land-
based jobs related to the maritime businesses. Looking longer into their careers, physical tear was 

mentioned as a negative aspect while the possibility to rise through the ranks were crucial for 
others in their career choices.  

Another aspect that was brought up in one of the interviews is the “golden cage”. The golden cage 
means that if you stay too long at sea in a ship manager position, you cannot at some point switch 
to a land-based job and keep your salary level. You will have to accept a salary cut. To avoid “the 
golden cage” there is an incentive to make a career move early on.  

Better working conditions, such as sound and perhaps more collective incentives in relation to the 

KPIs as well as improved catering, was also seen as ways to improve retention in the sector. On a 
general level they expressed a wish that the maritime transport could take a greater role in 
reducing pollution and greenhouse gas emissions to improve the image of their future workplaces.  

A new future awaits 

The educational setup in Denmark is still rather traditional and perhaps not aware of the future 

disruption that might be awaiting. While the students had difficulties imagining their jobs being 
made redundant, the industry is expecting future technologies to change the operation of maritime 
transport. For example, what will drones be able to do and how will 3D printers change the ways of 
operation? If you can print spare parts on the ship what will that do to the engineer position and 
the needed skills? Technological developments like these are expected to have a great influence on 
the sector even though the experience has been so far that it is happening at a slower pace than 
first expected.  
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What is certain is that the competences asked for are changing. The above-mentioned technologies 

are some of the reasons, as is also the increased productivity and the globalisation of the 

workplace. There will be a rising demand for digital skills, including the ability to transform current 
practices into new IT platforms and to work with automation. However, soft skills like leadership, 
change management, organisational understanding and communication will also be increasingly 
important.  

4.2.5. Conclusions 
This section presents a list of conclusions drawn from the empirical results of the case study: 

 The maritime sector has strategic importance to Denmark’s economy and 
international position – The main objective of the Danish government has been to offer 
good framework conditions for shipping companies. This involves keeping up with the race 
between nations to be the most attractive nation for shipping companies. In addition to 
further reducing registration costs and expanding tax exemptions, this also means 
improving and digitalising the government services to shipping companies. 

 With an international labour market, it is difficult to uphold the diversity of the 

national labour market – Denmark has traditionally supplied both ordinary and officer 
level seamen to the commercial fleet. With the increased internationalisation of the sector 
and the salary costs of Danish seafarers, ordinary seamen/ratings have been largely 
substituted with foreign labour to such a degree that Denmark is now predominantly 
supplying officer level workers to the international fleet. This has negative consequences 
for the job reputation and the few companies inside Denmark that still recruit Danish 

ratings. Another thing is that while the number of new recruits from maritime schools 
might be satisfactory, there is a large share that quickly take on jobs or further education 
on the land side. 

 Constant push for increased productivity requires cooperation between social 
partners, educational system and the state – The relatively high salary costs for 
Danish seafarers means that they constantly need to be “top of the class”, competent, 
independent in problem solving and contributing to higher productivity. A high level of 

cooperation between state, social partners and educational system are needed in order to 
uphold these qualities. Stakeholders express satisfaction with the current cooperation, but 
also point to some gaps that can be addressed to improve the collaboration in the future. 

One concern is the general knowledge level in relation to future technologies and the 
increased use of data in the operation. An improved integration of maritime schools into 
university studies and research could be one way to approach this. The officers’ union, on 
the other hand, claim they would be able to contribute much more to improving operational 

performance if they could organise the whole ship. 

 Multicultural workplaces and work conditions demand new soft skills – On the 
actual work places the Danish students’ experiences give insight into young aspiring 
officers’ concerns. They experience the multicultural workplaces with a mix of hierarchies 
and nationalities to be a major challenge, and feel unequipped to tackle the difficult 
situations, while in the good cases it is rewarding on the personal level. The point is that 

skills like change management, understanding of cultural barriers, inclusive leadership and 
organisational insights must be given a higher priority in the basic training of officers. 

4.2.6. List of data sources used 
Interviews: 

Danish Maritime Authority Karen Louise 
Andersen 

Administrative officer 2019-04-
27 

Copenhagen School of Marine 
Engineering and Technology 
Management  

Lisa Froholdt Research and Development 
manager 

2019-05-
21 

Esvagt Nick Vejlgaard 
Ørskov 

Chief Human Resources 
Officer 

2019-05-
20 

3F Seamen (labour union for 
ordinary seafarers) 

Gert Christensen 
Flemming Thiesen 

 

Union secretary 
Union staff 

 

2019-06-
03 

Ledernes Søfart (labour union Sune Blinkenberg CEO 2019-06-
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for officer level seafarers) 06 
3F Seamen (labour union for 

ordinary seafarers) 

Henrik Berlau Retired from 3F, but used to 

be involved in the EU social 
dialogue. 

2019-06-

04 

Danish Shipping  Anne Windfeldt 
Trolle 

Director for labour market 
and recruitment 

2019-05-
03 

Marine Partner Theis Rinaldo CEO 2019-05-
09 
2019-07-
11 

Literature: 

Danske Rederier. 2018. Danish Shipping – Facts and figures.  

Erhvervsministeriet. 2018. Det blå Danmark – et globalt maritimt kraftcenter 

Mærsk. 2018. Annual Report 2018  

Teknologisk Institut (2016). Adgang til kvalificeret arbejdskraft i Det Blå Danmark. (English 
summary)  

Web sources: 

Danish Marine Authority https://www.soefartsstyrelsen.dk 

Expansion of the Danish International Shipping Register: 

https://www.soefartsstyrelsen.dk/Presse/Nyheder/Sider/Udvidelse-af-DIS-loven-med-offshore-
aktiviteter.aspx 

Information on the maritime education system 

https://ufm.dk/uddannelse/videregaende-uddannelse/maritime-uddannelsesinstitutioner/om-de-
maritime-uddannelsesinstitutioner 

4.3. Greece 

4.3.1. Purpose of case study 
The present report on the Greek maritime sector forms part of the foreseen case studies of four 
coastal Member States and aims to complement data collection under the latter (desk research and 
EU- and national-level interviews) in the following ways: 

I. Paint a more comprehensive picture for Greece, complementing statistics and data for the 

EU on seafarer employment, education, recruitment and retention. 

II. Explain the trends identified, through the examination of the Greek context and dynamics 
and the in-depth insights into stakeholders’ experiences. This will help to identify 
challenges, opportunities and bottlenecks to enhance working and living conditions for 
Greek seafarers and create job opportunities for youngsters in the country. 

4.3.2. Methodology and data sources used 
The case study consisted of a document review to take stock of the Greek maritime sector and 
examine its social dimension in more detail. This included a review of (i) Greek legislation in place; 
(ii) statistics and figures to provide an up to date, accurate and comparable picture regarding 
trends, problems and progress in the Greek maritime sector; and (iii) reports, evaluations, studies 
and position papers to identify good practices, challenges and opportunities for working conditions 
and employment opportunities in the sector.  

The document review was complemented with a fact-finding mission which took place from 20-25 
May 2019 and included interviews with (i) national authorities; (ii) social partners; (iii) employers; 
(iv) academics; and (iv) other relevant actors. Moreover, we organised a focus group with 14 
students of the Maritime Academy of Aspropyrgos (13 men, 1 woman). All the students 
participating in the focus group had completed at least one semester of on-board training. Around 
one third of the students had immediate or extended family who was in the seafaring profession. 

https://www.soefartsstyrelsen.dk/
https://www.soefartsstyrelsen.dk/Presse/Nyheder/Sider/Udvidelse-af-DIS-loven-med-offshore-aktiviteter.aspx
https://www.soefartsstyrelsen.dk/Presse/Nyheder/Sider/Udvidelse-af-DIS-loven-med-offshore-aktiviteter.aspx
https://ufm.dk/uddannelse/videregaende-uddannelse/maritime-uddannelsesinstitutioner/om-de-maritime-uddannelsesinstitutioner
https://ufm.dk/uddannelse/videregaende-uddannelse/maritime-uddannelsesinstitutioner/om-de-maritime-uddannelsesinstitutioner
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Overall, the data collection process involved key stakeholders and ensured good coverage of the 

local context. 

4.3.3. Structure of the report 
In the next chapter we present the findings of the desk research and country visit. The findings are 
structured around the following topics: (i) characteristics of the Greek maritime sector; (ii) 
government priorities and initiatives to enhance the attractiveness of the sector; (iii) supply of 
Greek seafarers; (iv) maritime education and training in Greece; (v) attractiveness of the seafaring 
profession to youngsters. In the last chapter, we present our conclusions formed as a synthesis of 

the main findings. 

4.3.4. Main findings  

Overview of the national maritime sector 

Greece is a maritime nation by tradition, with shipping being arguably the oldest form of 
occupation of the Greeks and a key economic activity since ancient times (Polemis). Today, 

shipping is the country’s most important industry; in the period 2000-2013, annual net 
receipts from maritime transports accounted for circa 4% of Greek GDP on average, covering 17% 

of the annual imports of goods. The contribution of the Greek shipping to the country is 
multifaceted and not limited to the receipts in the Services Balance of Payments from maritime 
transport services. It ranges from indirect economic investments, to employment opportunities and 
to raising the profile of the country internationally by being a strategic trade partner of major 
economic and political forces, such as the EU and the United States of America (USA). Greek 

shipping is a truly entrepreneurial sector, primarily comprising small and medium-sized 
family businesses, which are involved mainly in bulk / tramp shipping. Due to its inherent 
features, Greek shipping maintains characteristics of perfect competition and exhibits great 
flexibility and adaptability in the ever-changing world economic environment. The Greek fleet is 
highly responsive to shifts in trade patterns or the reorientation of trade flows and contributes to 
the building of new trading partnerships between suppliers and importers in a cost-effective way 

(Union of Greek Shipowners, 2018). 

LEGISLATION 
Overall, Greece has a comprehensive legislative framework in place, regulating maritime 
investments and maritime and coastal tourism, port policy, port and building infrastructure, ship 
control, maritime labour, maritime safety and security, port staff and maritime education (Greek 

Ministry of Shipping and Island Policy, 2018). 

The main regulatory national framework covering the seafaring profession includes Law No. 
4078/2012 by which the Maritime Labour Convention (MLC), 2006 was ratified in 2012120. 
Further national regulations were issued for the implementation of the requirements of the MLC; 
these have been approved by Ministerial Decisions121. The aforementioned are also complemented 
by the provisions of Presidential Decree 171/2014, by which Directives 2009/13/EC122 and 
2013/54/EU123 were embodied in national law and the relative provisions of the Hellenic Public 
Maritime Law Code and Private Maritime Law Code.  

STATISTICS 
When looking at the Greek maritime sector the numbers are indeed impressive; the Greek 
population represents only 0.15% of the world population, but the ships that carry 20% of the 
global seaborne trade are controlled by Greeks. Moreover, Greek shipping continues to hold 
the first position globally in terms of ownership of the World Fleet in deadweight tonnage (dwt) 
(UNCTAD, 2017). According to 2018 data, the fleet amounts to 4,746 vessels (ships over 1,000 

gross tons - gt) of over 365 million dwt, representing an increase of circa 7% from 2017. Greek 

                                                 

120 Greece is the 32nd ILO member and the 10th EU Member State to have ratified this convention. 
121 Ministerial decisions (Joint) No. 3522.2/ 08/ 2013 and No. 4113.305/01/2013 
122 Council Directive 2009/13/EC of 16 February 2009 implementing the Agreement concluded by the European Community Shipowners’ 

Associations (ECSA) and the European Transport Workers’ Federation (ETF) on the Maritime Labour Convention, 2006, and amending 

Directive 1999/63/EC 
123 Directive 2013/54/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 20 November 2013 concerning certain flag State responsibilities 

for compliance with and enforcement of the Maritime Labour Convention, 2006 Text with EEA Relevance 
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ships also represent 49% of the total EU fleet, which makes them indispensable for the EU’s export 
– import trade124. 

Moreover, the Greek-flagged fleet ranks seventh internationally and second in the EU (in 
terms of dwt). The Greek Register accounts for 753 vessels (of over 1,000 gt), amounting to circa 
42 million dwt. Adding to this, Greek shipowners control 29% of the world crude oil tankers’ fleet, 
22% of the world dry bulk carriers’ fleet and 15% of the world chemical and products tankers’ fleet 

(Union of Greek Shipowners, 2018). 

The Greek fleet is also one of the safest fleets worldwide, with less than 1% of the fleet (based 
on number of ships) involved in accidents (Union of Greek Shipowners, 2018; Hellenic Statistical 
Authority, 2017). Also, the age profile of the Greek-flagged and Greek-owned fleet is lower than 
the world average (World Shipping Encyclopaedia, 2016). In 2017, the Greek-flagged age profile 
was less than 14 years and 11 years for the Greek-owned fleet, whilst the average age of the world 
fleet was circa 15 years. Greece is also on the IMO’s “List of confirmed Standards of Training, 

Certification and Watchkeeping for Seafarers (STCW) Parties” and on the White Lists of the Paris 
and Tokyo Memorandum of Understanding.  

Greek seafarers are in the fifth place of the number of masters and officers holding valid 

Certificates of Competency (CoCs) issued by EU Member States (over 17,000 seafarers). They are 
also in the eighth place regarding the number of officers holding original CoCs issued by non-EU 
countries with endorsements issued by EU Member States attesting their recognition (about 5,000 

seafarers) (Seafarers’ Statistics in the EU, 2016). 

Finally, it is worth noting that the slow down and erratic performance of the global economy and 
international trade since 2008 led to a slowdown in the global demand for shipping across most 
sectors. However, Greek shipping managed to weather both the international and Greek 
financial crisis relatively well125. For instance, the total Greek fleet rose from 237 million dwt in 
2009 to circa 264 million in 2012, demonstrating the continuous growth capacity of the Greek fleet 
(Petropoulos, 2012). It is remarkable that in such challenging times, the main figures of the Greek 

shipping remained largely unaffected. Adding to the specialisation of the industry and the 
increasing requirements for safety, digitalisation and environmental sustainability, the demand for 
well-qualified seafarers’ services did not show a decline either, on the contrary it is still increasing, 
as witnessed by the last BIMCO-ITF Manpower report126. 

Government priorities and initiatives 

Following a series of suggestions by the then Minister of Shipping and Island Policy Panagiotis 

Kourouplis, in 2017, the Governmental Council of Economic Policy developed a national strategy 
to strengthen and achieve further growth in the shipping industry. The main points of the 
government’s vision for the maritime sector can be summarised as follows: (i) increase of Greek-
flagged ships from 750 to 1,000 over a period of three years; (ii) ensure a stable institutional 
maritime framework and highlight the advantages of the Greek model at EU level; (iii); increase 
steadily the employment of Greek seafarers, aiming to employ at least 10,000 seafarers more as a 
result of the increase of ships sailing with the Greek flag; and (iv) cover a significant share of 

global demand (150,000 spots in the next decade) for frontline executives by Greek captains, 
engineers and technicians. In addition, the strategy says that the State will consider reducing the 
taxation of seafarers’ salaries and exploring the possibility of providing incentives for retired 
seafarers to return to the profession when there is a clear shortage of active seafarers, in 
cooperation with the Ministry of Finance and Employment. 

Overall, the strategy aims to strengthen the Greek flag, which should result in an increase in the 

employment of Greek seafarers and, indirectly, stimulate offshore activities too. It will also boost 
the influx of insurance contributions, shipping and direct tax revenues (Naftemporiki, 2017). 

The national authorities also informed us that Greece’s latest priorities for the sector are as follows: 

                                                 

124 Greece is also a Council Member of the IMO. In 2018-2019, Greece was among the top 10 IMO States providing international shipping 

services, also including China, Italy, Japan, Republic of Korea, Russian Federation, UK and USA. 
125 The exception to this is Greece’s shipbuilding and repair industry, which suffered a severe decline in activity during these years. The large 
shipyards of Skaramagas, Elefsis and Neorion Syros were particularly affected, which impacted heavily on the numerous small and medium-

sized shipyards that depends significantly on the facilities and projects of large shipyards. Despite this decline, the shipbuilding and repair 

industry continues to play an important role for the Greek economy in terms of production and employment shares, linkages to activities of 
other sectors, growth and diffusion of technology, local community development, maritime transport safety, and national defence 

(Athanasiou and Koutrouli, 2018). 
126 The Manpower Report is a comprehensive update on the global manpower situation in the shipping industry prepared by the Baltic and 
International Maritime Council (BIMCO) and the International Chamber of Shipping (ICS). 
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 the promotion of seafaring as an attractive option for young people with career 

ambitions, which can provide them with long-term prospects at sea and in the broader 

maritime industry. 

 the proper implementation of the international maritime labour regime, namely the 
MLC, 2006 through Port State Control and the revised IMO STCW Convention; and 

 the adoption of IMO and ILO Guidelines on the fair treatment of seafarers127, and 
(iv) the implementation of simplification measures to reduce the administrative burden on 
senior officers on ships. 

The extent to which the 2017 strategy and the abovementioned priorities have been (or are being) 

implemented, as well as the actions undertaken to implement them, could not be verified during 
the research. 

Supply of Greek seafarers 

Despite the number of Greek seamen enlisted on merchant ships under Greek or foreign flag 

appearing to be steady in recent years (Figure 1), stakeholders interviewed explained that there 
has been a sharp decline of Greek seamen during the last four decades, from roughly 

150,000 to 14,000-15,000 globally. 

Figure 30: Greek Seamen enlisted on merchant ships of 100 GRT (gross registered 
tonnage) and over, under Greek and foreign flag 

 
Source: Hellenic Statistical Authority, 2017 

According to interviewees, Greek seamen are currently not enough to cover the needs of 
the Greek-owned and -flagged fleet, and especially of the Greek-owned fleet which represents 
49% of the European fleet and 21% of the global fleet. Adding to this is the limited capacity of the 
Greek Maritime Academies to increase admissions due mainly to shortages in infrastructure and 

training personnel, which is elaborated in the following section. 

Stakeholders’ views are in line with a study conducted in 2009 by the Hellenic Chamber of Shipping 
on the adequacy of the number of Greek navy officers. Projections for the year 2010 (based on 
2009 data) revealed a substantial shortage of Greek seafarers to cover the needs of Greek-
owned ships. Indeed, the study found that the existing workforce of Rank A navy officers sufficed 
for as little as 31% of the needs of the Greek-owned ships (4,900 officers), with the shortage being 
of 11,084 officers. The study found the same “particularly worrying” trend for Greek flagged ships 

                                                 

127 These aim to ensure that seafarers are treated fairly following a maritime accident and during any investigation and detention by public 

authorities and that detention takes place for no longer than necessary. 
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since the number of active Greek Rank A ship officers could only marginally meet the needs of the 
Greek flagged ships (Hellenic Chamber of Shipping, 2012). 

Recent statistical data suggest that the findings of the aforementioned study remain relevant 
today, given that: (i) the number of Greek seafarers has remained relatively steady throughout the 
last decade (Figure 1); (ii) the number of Greek-flagged vessels has slightly decreased in 
number128, but has increased in tonnage129 during 2009-2019; and (iii) the number of Greek-

owned vessels has increased since 2009130. 

It should be noted that during the economic crisis, particularly in the period 2010-2013, there was 
a rise in the number of seafarers entering or returning to the profession (Table 4). This upward 
trend peaked in 2013, but gradually decreased from 2014 onwards to return to pre-crisis levels in 
2019.  

Table 9: Number of seafarers entering the profession per year (2008-2019) 

Year No. of seamen’s books issued 

2008 2255 

2009 2939 

2010 4216 

2011 4093 

2012 4104 

2013 4117 

2014 3536 

2015 3311 

2016 3492 

2017 4043 

2018 3584 

2019 2146 (until 04/19) 

Source: Seafarers’ Labour Directorate, 2019 

Social partners held opposite views in relation to the factors that explain the generally low 
number of Greek seafarers in relation to market needs. Trade unions highlighted that 
working and living conditions, particularly remuneration and safety standards, were far from 
making the profession attractive to youngsters. They underlined the need to provide higher 

remuneration and tax exemptions to employees working in the sea, particularly to the low-ranking 
employees. For example, they said that:  

The number of ship officers has fallen dramatically- this is 

true not just for Greece but for most EU countries. The wages 
are low, and the working conditions are extremely hard. It is 
a profession that requires you to live in isolation, away from 
the shore, away from your family, away from your social 
circles. You need incentives, very strong incentives, high 
wages and privileges to survive this life. 40 years ago, during 
the glorious times of Greek shipping, there were 150,000 

seafarers globally, and now we have just around 15,000’. 

Employers expressed the view that the portrayal of the seafarer as a man living in isolation, 
without a satisfactory personal and social life, is nowadays by and large a stereotype negatively 
impacting the seafaring profession and its image among youngsters. Shipowners’ associations 
emphasised that the situation could be reversed by improving the image of the seafaring 

profession, which they currently perceive as negative. This could be done through highlighting: (i) 

the highly improved working and living conditions on board (for example, in terms of safety, 
accommodation, food, entertainment, telecommunications, etc.); (ii) the higher salaries of the 
sector in comparison to most on-shore professions; and (iii) the importance of shipping for our 
everyday lives. They also underlined the importance of proper professional orientation in high 
schools so that students can make informed decisions about entering the seafaring profession. 

                                                 

128 From 2 091 ships in 2009 to 1 873 ships in 2019 (Hellenic Statistical Authority, 2019) 
129 From 41 299 142 Gross Registered Tonnage (GRT) in 2009 to 43 075 071 GRT in 2019 (Hellenic Statistical Authority, 2019) 
130 Data from the Annual Reports of the Union of Greek Shipowners show an increase from 4 585 ships in 2009 to 4 746 ships in 2018, while 
data from the Greek Maritime Cooperation Committee of London report a steadier trend (4 161 ships in 2009 and 4 148 ships in 2018). 



 

Study on social aspects within the maritime transport sector 

165 

 

Most stakeholders however agreed that the country lacks a national comprehensive strategy 

to enhance the attractiveness of the sector. There are nevertheless some government 

initiatives that can be highlighted in this respect, for example, the recent restoration of the feeding 
allowance for students from Merchant Marine Academies (or AEN Academies) by law 4504/2017. 

The explanatory report of the relevant law states that “The proposed Article 14 seeks to provide 
financial support to AEN students in order to support the timely completion of their studies, 
particularly of those that come from low-income families, thus substantially upgrading the maritime 
education provided. In this way, current Article 145 is enhanced, since its beneficiary regulatory 
scope is extended not just to in-house students but to students of mixed (internal and external) 

study mode. At the same time, (the measure) safeguards equal participation of people belonging to 
vulnerable social group in the higher social layers’’131. 

Among social partners’ initiatives to increase the attractiveness of the sector, it is worth 
highlighting the SkillSea project (Futureproof Skills for the Maritime Transport Sector), a new EU-
level project funded by Erasmus+ project aimed at producing a sustainable skills strategy for 
maritime and related activities, both at sea and ashore132. The project is an initiative of ECSA and 
ETF in which the Greek Eugenides Foundation is responsible for the development of strategies to 

identify and meet future skills needs for the EU maritime shipping sector. Drawing from this 
analysis, it will draft recommendations to (i) make the seafarer profession more attractive to 
youngsters; (ii) reinforce retention rates (iii) increase the productivity of seafarers; (iv) decrease 
the rate of human errors; and (v) make available better educated seafarers.  

The SkillSea project is perceived positively by Greek shipowners’ associations. They think that it 
presents an important opportunity for European maritime education. However, they highlighted 

that the project should focus on the needs of ships and seafarers and not create programmes that 
encourage youngsters to return to onshore professions after a short on-board service. 

Maritime education and training in Greece 

Greece has a comprehensive maritime educational system in place to train navy officers. Education 
for navy officers is offered both at secondary education and higher education (Greek Ministry of 
Shipping and Island Policy, 2018). In addition, Marine Training Centres for Navy Officers 

(K.E.S.E.N.) offer further training opportunities to higher education graduates. Below we provide 
further details on the Greek maritime education system, as well as on the views of students and 

stakeholders regarding quality of the education offer. 

VOCATIONAL HIGH SCHOOLS (SECONDARY EDUCATION)  
As opposed to General High Schools, these schools have a navy department where, in addition to 
the general courses, students also attend specialised courses in sailing, stability, emergency needs, 

bridge team management, naval communications, maritime English etc. Graduates of vocational 
high schools have the following professional choices: 

 becoming Rank C navy officers, after completing a two-year on-board service and 
graduating from special schools that operate within the AEN Academies for Vocational High 
School graduates. Students that follow this route do not have the opportunity for further 
professional development, i.e. going on to progressively become Rank B and Rank A 
officers.  

 applying for admission directly to the higher education institutes (AEN 
Academies) without the need to go through the Panhellenic examinations system133. This 
category makes up for 25% of AEN yearly admissions134. Graduates of vocational high 

                                                 

131 Explanatory Memorandum to the draft law of the Ministry of Shipping and Island Policy ‘Integration in the Greek legislation of EU 

Directive 2015/1794 and other provisions’ 
132 The work for this four-year project started in January 2019 (ECSA website). 
133 Panhellenic examinations (or Panhellenic exams) is the official system of the Greek state for admission of high school students to higher 

education institutes. They are organised every May by the Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs. Exam questions are identical for all 

students across Greece taking part in these exams and are transmitted centrally by the Ministry of Education to all schools to ensure 
transparency. The results of the panhellenic exams are announced on the same date for all students online but also through their high schools. 
134 After a recent joint ministerial decision of the Ministry for Education and Religious Affairs and the Ministry of Shipping and Island 

Policy, the option of applying directly to the AEN Academies will be abolished from the academic year 2020-21 onwards. Admission to the 
AEN Academies will be taking place only through the Panhellenic examinations system for all graduates of 

vocational high schools. 
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schools can also opt to sit the central Panhellenic exams to gain admission to an AEN 
Academy. 

AEN ACADEMIES (HIGHER EDUCATION) 
They are the main training centres for navy officers in Greece and offer study programmes 
for navy engineers and/or captains135. They are public higher education institutes, under the 

auspice and administration of the Greek Ministry of Shipping and Island Policy and supervised by 
the Seafarers’ Training Division of the Hellenic Coast Guard. 

Studies in AEN last for 4 years (8 teaching semesters) and students alternate between 
theoretical and practical education (paid on-board training on a ship for a total duration of 12 
months). Attendance at AEN is free of charge and student accommodation is available to all AEN 
students, except for AEN Aspropyrgos and AEN Macedonia (Hellenic Chamber of Shipping). 

AEN Aspropyrgos is the centre of maritime education in Greece136. Until 2008 it was the 

only maritime school that accepted female students. Today female students can enrol to any 
AEN school (isalos.net). 

The following figure illustrates the structure of studies in the AEN Academies, with semesters 

alternating between theoretical and practical education: 

Figure 31: Structure of studies in AEN Academies 

 

MARINE TRAINING CENTRES FOR NAVY OFFICERS (K.E.S.E.N.) 
K.E.S.E.N. centres offer training courses to navy officers graduating from the Marine Academies. 
Specialised training courses are also offered to those serving on specialised vessels (e.g. tankers or 
passenger ships). There are three K.E.S.E.N. centres in Greece (one for captains, one for 
engineers, and one for radio electronics and communication). After being trained at a K.E.S.E.N. 
centre and on-board service, graduates are promoted from Rank C Captains or Rank C Engineers 
(which they gain upon graduation from an AEN Academy) to Rank A Captains or Engineers. 

As way of summary, the figure below illustrates the professional development of AEN graduates. 

Figure 3: Professional development of AEN graduates 

                                                 

135 In total, there are 11 AEN Academies in Greece, operating in various cities and islands in Greece: AEN Aspropyrgos (captains and 

engineers); AEN Macedonia (captains and engineers); AEN Ipiros (captains); AEN Kimi (captains); AEN Ionian Islands (captains); AEN 
Chios (engineers); AEN Ydra (captains); AEN Oinousses (captains); AEN Syros (captains); AEN Crete (captains, engineers); AEN 

Kalymnos (captains). 
136 The Maritime Academy of Aspropyrgos was founded in 1951 and is located 20 km far from Athens and Piraeus. It represents the largest 
faculty in Greece and has the most students. 
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Source: Eugenides Foundation 

VIEWS OF STUDENTS AND STAKEHOLDERS REGARDING THE MARITIME 

EDUCATION OFFER IN GREECE 
Interviews with stakeholders as well as the focus group with students showed that the content of 
the maritime education programme at AENs is perceived as being “too theoretical” and 
sometimes obsolete. While it was broadly accepted by stakeholders that books comply with IMO 
standards, students and educators agreed that in certain cases the content of the books is too 
complex for students to comprehend. Most stakeholders and students underlined the need to give  
greater emphasis to the practical aspects of maritime education, for example, preparing students 

for real-life situations through maritime simulation and virtual training. 

The focus group also pointed to the outdated AEN Aspropyrgos education and training 

facilities. Students referred to other AEN Academies (e.g. AEN Chios and AEN Kimi) which have 
more modern infrastructure and equipment as a result of donations from shipping companies and 
the Union of Greek Shipowners. In relation to the facilities of AEN Aspropyrgos, a student said: 

Our books are old-fashioned… our infrastructure is very bad; 
the building is very old and with holes in the walls. The good 

thing is that we have professors that know their job and try 
their best and so we have a solid theoretical knowledge of 
things; however, we do not know the practical side of things 
which is very important for our profession, as we have no 
access to simulators, and you can only learn so much from 
books’. 

In line with the above, employers and shipowners’ associations observed that upgrading and 

modernising educational programmes and infrastructure is necessary to ensure a good 
level of alumni and will also help attract more youngsters to the profession. 

Attractiveness of the seafaring profession to youngsters 

Around 1,150-1,300 students gain admission to the AEN Academies every year. Stakeholders 
reported that application rates have increased in the last years, attributing this tendency to 
the financial crisis that hit the country since 2011 and to the sector offering job security and a 

higher starting salary than most onshore professions in Greece. The students that participated in 
the focus group confirmed this, as they all mentioned remuneration was a key factor behind 
their decision to become a seafarer. At the same time, however, students also shared the view 
that the remuneration provided in the sector does not reflect the hardships they have to endure 
and the personal sacrifices that are expected of them. A student stated: 

Upgrade

Rank A Captain Rank A Engineer

K.E.S.E.N. training

on-board service for 24 months

Upgrade

Rank B Captain Rank B Engineer

K.E.S.E.N. training

on-board service for 24 months

Professional development of AEN graduates
Rank C captain Rank C Engineer
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It’s true, what we make is a lot of money compared to typical 
Greek wages and to what most people our age make and 

that’s why we chose this job; money was a very important 
factor for all but a few of us. Still, it doesn’t make up for all 
the sacrifices you have to make, [living without] your friends, 
your family. 

It should also be pointed out that in all AEN academies, 40% or more of students that took part in 
the survey said that the financial situation of their families was ‘very difficult’ or ‘difficult’, 
which confirms the importance of remuneration as a factor for selecting the seafaring profession. 
Tables 2 and 3 illustrate the socioeconomic background of students that responded to the survey. 

Table 2: AEN student survey (programme for captains): How would you 

describe the financial situation of your family? (% of respondents) 

 Aspropyrgos Macedonia Ipiros Kimi Ionian Islands Ydra Syros Crete 

Very difficult 10.8 18.9 19 7.5 15.3 12.8 9.3 14.4 

Difficult 27 32.8 35.7 43.3 45.9 34 44.4 32 

Tolerable 38.7 41.8 36.9 32.8 31.8 36.2 27.8 40.2 

Comfortable 18.9 4.9 8.3 14.9 7.1 13.8 18.5 13.4 

Very comfortable 4.5 1.6 - 1.5 - 3.2 - - 

Source: Survey of AEN Academies, 2013 

Table 3: AEN Student survey (programme for engineers): How would you 

describe the financial situation of your family? (% of respondents) 

 Aspropyrgos Macedonia Chios Crete 

Very difficult 19.1 19.1 16.2 11.8 

Difficult 27.8 31.5 35.1 50.4 

Tolerable 41.7 36.5 37.8 26.9 

Comfortable 9.6 11.8 8.1 10.9 

Very comfortable 1.7 1.1 2.7 - 

Source: Survey of AEN Academies, 2013 

The AEN Academies have faced certain difficulties retaining their students; almost one in three 

students will drop out during their training. According to admission and graduation rates for 
the period 2008-2016, 10,168 students entered the AEN Academies and 6,843 graduated (67%) 
(Naftemporiki, 2017). The table below shows the number of admitted AEN students and graduates 
for nine consecutive academic years, starting from 2008-2009. 

Table 3: Admitted students and graduates from AEN, academic years 2008-09 

until 2015-16 

Admitted students 2008-

09 

2009-

10 

2010-

11 

2011-

12 

2012-

13 

2013-

14 

2014-

15 

2015-

16 

Programme for captains 877 813 537 804 681 798 827 668 

Programme for engineers 444 642 381 561 480 563 577 515 

Total 1321 1455 918 1365 1161 1361 1404 1183 

 

Graduates  2008-

09 

2009-

10 

2010-

11 

2011-

12 

2012-

13 

2013-

14 

2014-

15 

2015-

16 

Programme for captains 586 567 501 509 508 453 525 563 

Programme for engineers 320 303 315 315 298 318 331 430 

Total 906 870 816 824 806 771 856 993 

Source: ‘Naftemporiki’ newspaper, 2017  

Stakeholders and students attributed the drop-out rate to the limited information and 
professional orientation provided at naval high schools, especially in relation to the 
hardships of the profession. Moreover, according to interviews and the focus group with students, a 
significant percentage of the students that drop out does so after their first on-board experience. A 
participant of the focus group, expressing the views of many other students of the group, stated: 
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I knew the challenges [when I applied], but I could not 

imagine the extent of it at the time. It is only after your first 

on-board experience that you realise what you have really 
gotten yourself into. Theory becomes practice and the 
mentality towards your studies changes. A lot of discipline is 
required on the ship, and things can get quite stressful at 
times. 

In terms of demographics and the gender dimension, a survey carried out by the Athens 
University of Economics and Business in 2013 showed that female students enrolled in the 

programme for captains made up 17% of the total number of students in AEN Aspropyrgos, 22% in 
AEN Macedonia, 37% in AEN Ipiros, 9% in AEN Kimi, 22% in AEN Ionian Islands, 14% in AEN Ydra, 
5% in AEN Syros and 31% in AEN Crete (Survey of AEN Academies in Greece, 2013). 

The number was significantly lower in the case of female students enrolled to the programme for 
engineers, with only 5% female students in Aspropyrgos, 5% in Macedonia and 5% in Crete. 

Even though the percentage of women in the profession remains low, all stakeholders and students 

expressed the view that women in the profession are well-respected and treated equally to 

their male colleagues in the day-to-day professional life. However, several stakeholders reported 
that very few women manage to obtain managerial positions within the sector. An academic 
interviewed stated: 

Shipping companies view women as threats because they 
know that eventually many of them will go on to become 
mothers and this means a financial loss for them. The 

companies see their employees as an investment, they train 
their employees to keep them and put them later in executive 
positions, so women are heavily disadvantaged in this regard. 
I know of very few women that hold positions of responsibility 
in the sector. 

4.3.5. Conclusions 
This section presents a list of conclusions drawn from the empirical results of the case study: 

 The Greek maritime sector has significant importance not only to Greece’s 
economy, but also globally - Greek shipping continues to feature in the first position 
globally, while the Greek-flagged fleet ranks seventh internationally and second in the EU. 
Due to its innate characteristics, Greek shipping remains highly competitive and 
demonstrates flexibility and adaptability, as evidenced by the performance of the industry 
during the recent global shipping crisis. Overall, the Greek-owned fleet provides a 

significant service to the country, Europe and the world, and constitutes a major 
achievement for Greece.  

 However, the country suffers from a shortage of seafarers. The number of Greek 
seafarers has been generally steady in the last decade; however, it has shown a significant 
decrease in the last four decades. This has generated an unmet need of seafarers for the 
Greek-flagged and, especially, the Greek-owned fleet. There are a number of factors that 

contribute to this shortage, the most prominent ones (according to evidence collected in 
this study) being: (i) the low or inadequate remuneration (which was considered 
unsatisfactory by many even though it is higher than in most on-shore professions); (ii) 
the innate hardships of the profession (time away from family and social life, safety 

concerns, hectic on-board life); (iii) the negative image of the seafaring profession among 
the general population; (iv) the lack of a comprehensive national strategy to enhance the 
attractiveness of the seafaring profession, especially among youngsters; (v) the limited 

capacity of maritime academies to increase admissions due mainly to shortages in 
infrastructure and training personnel. 

 Seafaring remains an overwhelmingly male profession, with women representing just 
20% of students in AEN Academies for captains and 5% for engineers. Moreover, several 
stakeholders reported that, to their knowledge, the number of women in high managerial 
positions within the sector is very limited.  
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 Greece has a well-established and comprehensive system of maritime education 
and training; however, some shortcomings have been identified by stakeholders. 

The maritime education and training offer in Greece comprise of 11 AEN Academies spread 
across the mainland and the islands, training centres for navy officers and vocational high 
schools. However, retention rate for admitted students at AEN Academies is relatively low 
(67%) considering the shortage of Greek seafarers and the global demand for Greek navy 

officers. According to students and stakeholders consulted, Greece needs to improve its 
maritime education system by strengthening the practical (non-theoretical) elements of the 
study programmes to provide students with the practical skills required on ships. Moreover, 
there is a need to upgrade and modernise the existing infrastructure and equipment to be 
able to increase admissions and retain students. 

4.3.6. List of data sources used 
Interviews 

Panhellenic Seamen’s 
Federation 

Giannis Chalas Secretary General 20-05-2019 

Merchant Marine 
Academy of 

Aspropyrgos 

Nikos Tsitsos Professor of 
Engineering 

20-05-2019 

University of Piraeus Maria Boile Associate Professor, 

Department of 
Maritime studies 

21-05-2019 

Eugenides Foundation Leonidas Dimitriades-
Eugenides 

Eugenides Foundation 
President 

23-05-2019 

Anangel Maritime 
Services Inc 

John Platsidakis Managing Director 24-05-2019 

Stakeholders providing written input  

Merchant Marine 
Academy of 
Aspropyrgos 

Konstantinos Vasileiou Director of Studies, 
Deck Department 

24-06-2019 

Merchant Marine 
Academy of 
Aspropyrgos 

Vasileios Tsoukalas Director of Studies, 
Engineering 
Department 

24-06-2019 

Ministry of Shipping, 
Hellenic Coastguard 

Agis Anastasakos Rear Admiral 04-07-2019 

Union of Greek 
Shipowners 

  18-07-2019 
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olo.pdf 

https://www.ugs.gr/media/13490/annual-report-2018_eng.pdf
https://www.ugs.gr/en/greek-shipping-and-economy/greek-shipping-and-economy-2018/
https://www.ugs.gr/en/greek-shipping-and-economy/greek-shipping-and-economy-2018/
https://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/rmt2017_en.pdf
https://www.ecsa.eu/news/european-maritime-sector-receives-eu-funding-skillsea-project-sectoral-co-operation-maritime
https://www.ecsa.eu/news/european-maritime-sector-receives-eu-funding-skillsea-project-sectoral-co-operation-maritime
https://www.yen.gr/nautike-ekpaideuse
https://www.yen.gr/web/guest/nomothesia-organismos
http://nee.gr/%CE%BD%CE%B1%CF%85%CF%84%CE%B9%CE%BA%CE%AE-%CE%B5%CE%BA%CF%80%CE%B1%CE%AF%CE%B4%CE%B5%CF%85%CF%83%CE%B7/
http://nee.gr/%CE%BD%CE%B1%CF%85%CF%84%CE%B9%CE%BA%CE%AE-%CE%B5%CE%BA%CF%80%CE%B1%CE%AF%CE%B4%CE%B5%CF%85%CF%83%CE%B7/
http://www.statistics.gr/documents/20181/93ffad47-e11f-4da5-82c3-0db2fc6a493d
http://www.statistics.gr/en/statistics/-/publication/SMA27/2009-M12
https://www.statistics.gr/en/statistics/-/publication/SMA27/-
https://www.isalos.net/naftiki-ekpaidefsi/oi-akadimies-emporikou-naftikou/aenp-aspropyrgou/
https://www.isalos.net/naftiki-ekpaidefsi/oi-akadimies-emporikou-naftikou/aenp-aspropyrgou/
http://kesen.hcg.gr/
https://www.naftemporiki.gr/finance/story/1270426/perissoterous-ellines-aksiomatikous-exei-anagki-i-agora
https://www.naftemporiki.gr/finance/story/1270426/perissoterous-ellines-aksiomatikous-exei-anagki-i-agora
https://www.naftemporiki.gr/finance/story/1268420/nautilia-se-3-aksones-i-kubernitiki-stratigiki
https://www.hellenicparliament.gr/UserFiles/2f026f42-950c-4efc-b950-340c4fb76a24/e-od-eis-olo.pdf
https://www.hellenicparliament.gr/UserFiles/2f026f42-950c-4efc-b950-340c4fb76a24/e-od-eis-olo.pdf


 

172 
 

Council Directive 2009/13/EC of 16 February 2009 implementing the Agreement concluded by the 
European Community Shipowners’ Associations (ECSA) and the European Transport Workers’ 

Federation (ETF) on the Maritime Labour Convention, 2006, and amending Directive 1999/63/EC 
(2009), L 124.  

Directive 2013/54/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 20 November 2013 
concerning certain flag State responsibilities for compliance with and enforcement of the Maritime 

Labour Convention, 2006, L 329. 

Hellenic Public Maritime Law Code (PD 187/1973, Α΄ 261] 

Joint ministerial decision 2231.2-6/41052/2018-ΦΕΚ 2047/Β/6-6-2018) (2018). Ratification of 
regulation for the admission of students to the merchant navy academies for the school year 2018-
19. 

Law 4504/2017- Official Government Gazette Issue 189/Α/8-12-2017, Enlargement of the 
competence of the Ministry of Shipping and Island Policy, enhancement of transparency and 

meritocracy in matters of competence of the Ministry of Shipping and Island Policy, enhancement 
of social participation in cabotage, issues of civilian personnel, completion of provisions for port 

operations and other provisions 

Law 4078/2012-Official Government Gazette 179/A/20-9-2012, Ratification of the Maritime Labour 
Convention, 2006, of the International Labour Organisation 

Ministerial Decisions (Joint) No. 3522.2/ 08/ 2013 and No. 4113.305/01/2013 [Official Government 

Gazette (G.G.) Issue B' 1671 and B΄ 1553 correspondingly] 

Presidential Decree 171/2014 (G.G. Α' 268) 

Private Maritime Law Code. (LAW 3816/1958, Α΄ 32) 
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4.4. The Netherlands 

4.4.1. Purpose of case study 
The present report on the maritime sector in the Netherlands forms part of the foreseen case 
studies of four coastal Member States and aims to complement data collection under the latter 
(desk research and EU- and national-level interviews) in the following ways: 

I. Paint a more comprehensive picture for the Netherlands, complementing statistics and data 
for the EU as a whole on seafarer employment, education, recruitment and retention. 

II. Explain the trends identified, through the examination of the context and dynamics and the 
in-depth insights into stakeholders’ experiences of the Netherlands. This will help to 
identify challenges, opportunities and bottlenecks to enhance working and living conditions 
for seafarers from the Netherlands and create job opportunities for youths in the country. 

4.4.2. Methodology and data sources used 
Data for the case study was gathered through interviews conducted between June and September 

(by phone), as well as in the Netherlands in October 2019. Interviews were conducted with 
relevant stakeholders representing Dutch authorities, maritime education, employers and the trade 
union organising seafarers. In addition to the interviews, a focus group interview was conducted 
with six students (all male) enrolled in maritime education at the Maritime Institute Willem 
Barentsz (MIWB), part of NHL Stenden University of Applied Science. The students were enrolled in 
the maritime officer programme (some with technical specialisation and some nautical) and were 
all in the fourth grade, with the aim of graduating in the summer of 2020. Additional material and 

statistical data were gathered through desk research. 

4.4.3. Structure of the report 

In the next chapter we present the main findings of the case study. The chapter is 

divided into three sub-sections: i) Overview of the national maritime sector; ii) 

Government policies and initiatives, and; iii) Maritime education and training and the 

attractiveness of the sector. In the last chapter, we present our conclusions formed as a 

synthesis of the main findings. 

4.4.4. Main findings  

Overview of the national maritime sector 

Compared to the shore-based economy, the maritime sector in the Netherlands has not yet fully 
recovered from the recession. Even so, this overview of the maritime sector shows that the sector 
is of significant importance to the Dutch economy. In terms of employment in the sector, the 
Netherlands is heavily dependent on foreign labour. The maritime industries are male dominated. 

Social partners in the sector have a good and constructive relationship and are regularly consulted 
by the government in issues relating to the sector’s development. 

The maritime cluster – a huge contribution to the Dutch economy, but 

still affected by recession 

The Dutch maritime sector has played an important part in the Dutch economy for many centuries. 

The Netherlands has a long history as a prominent trading nation and is currently among the top 
ten exporting countries, a position very much reliant on it being a global maritime nation, e.g. 
being home to Europe’s largest port. 

The ‘Dutch maritime cluster’ includes industries such as ports, offshore, maritime suppliers, 

shipbuilding, maritime shipping, dredging, maritime services (including maritime education and 
knowledge institutes), inland shipping, water sport industry and the fishing industry, as well as The 
Royal Netherlands Navy. In 2017, the direct and indirect production value of the maritime cluster 

amounted to EUR 55.1 billion, while the total value added was EUR 22.8 billion. That same year, 
the cluster had a share of 3.9% in total Dutch exports of goods and services, and the total export 
of the cluster amounted to nearly EUR 26 billion.137 

                                                 

137 van den Bossche et al. (2018) De Nederlandse Maritieme cluster: Monitor 2018. 
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The maritime cluster generates around 3.1% of Dutch GDP and 2.85% of total employment in the 
Netherlands.138 The sub-sectors contributing the most to the overall added value of the sector are 

dredging, maritime equipment supply, offshore, maritime services, and the port sector. In recent 
years, the maritime services sector, the navy, and inland shipping all show positive trends while 
fishing, shipbuilding and shipping are not doing as well.  

For the shipping industry specifically, the Royal Association of Netherlands Shipowners (KVNR) 

reports that the last decade has not been easy from an economic point of view. While the Dutch 
economy overall recovered in a few years’ time after the financial crisis in 2009-2009, and is now 
booming in some sectors, the shipping industry has not yet fully recovered, and many companies – 
owners of container feeders, dry cargo and multi-purpose vessels particularly – are still struggling 
financially. The recovery of the shore-based economy does not seem to have resulted in the same 
volumes of goods to be carried as prior to the crisis, and profit margins in shipping have stayed 
consistently low. Overcapacity, resulting from the boom experienced in the sector in 2005-2006, 

means that freight prices have not recovered, and offshore oil and gas has been severely affected 
by the sharp fall in oil prices.  

On the other hand, the KVNR reports growth in other parts of the shipping industry, including the 
cruise market, gas transport, and an offshore wind sector due to the construction of large-scale 
wind farms. 

Employment and working conditions – the challenges of manning 

Employment in the maritime sector as a whole has developed considerably between 2006 and 
2017.139 For example, employment in ports have increased by almost thirty percent. But in the 
navy, in fishing and in shipbuilding, employment has decreased. Overall, the sector labour force is 
aging and there is a shortage of technical staff in the sector. Many technical functions in the 
maritime sector require skills that are also demanded in other sectors, and this will likely create 
further pressure on the market for skilled technicians.140 According to one of the stakeholder 

interviewed, this also means that there is a lot of competition within the maritime sector for the 
same workers. 

In shipping, where employment has increased only slightly since 2006, the KVNR reports manning 
as one of the main challenges faced by Dutch shipowners. The number of Dutch master and 
officers is currently so low that they usually also man the ships with masters and officers from 
other countries, both EU and non-EU. The number of Dutch seafarers (including captains, officers, 
ratings, non-maritime personnel and cadets) was 5,000 in 2017, having remained fairly stable over 

the past ten years. That year, the number of EU and non-EU seafarers was around 22,000, the 
latter being the much larger group, as illustrated in Figure 32 below. The most common non-EU 
nationality of seafarers working onboard Dutch flagged ships is Philippine.  

Figure 32: Nationalities of seafarers on vessels registered under the Dutch flag 

 

Source: The Maritime Monitor 2018 

                                                 

138 Ibid. 
139 Ibid. 
140 Ibid. 
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Figure 2 shows that the composition of Dutch and foreign labour vary with ranks. Dutch captains 

are still more common than EU or non-EU captains onboard ships under the Dutch flag. There are 

more foreign officers than Dutch. The same is true for ratings and non-maritime personnel, but the 
lower the rank, the higher larger the disparity between Dutch and foreign employees (with the 
exception of cadets, of which the majority are Dutch). 

Source: The Maritime Monitor 2018 

Based on the interviews conducted as part of this case study, there seems to be wide agreement 
among the sector stakeholders that the large share of foreign labour in the sector is necessary and 

that the industry would not survive without it. One reason for this is that most Dutch seafarers only 
work for 5-7 years at sea before they start to look for work on shore. The main factor behind this, 
according to the stakeholders, is most likely the difficulties having a fulfilling social life when 

spending long periods away from home. This is believed by the stakeholders to be especially 
important in explaining the low share of women in the sector. The sector is both currently and 
historically male dominated, although there have not yet been any initiatives to increase the share 
of women in the sector, neither by the government, the social partners nor the nautical colleges. A 

positive trend highlighted by several stakeholder is that is becoming easier to stay in touch with 
one’s family, due to smart phones and that more and more ships now have internet connection.  

There is a long-term trend of automation of ships. While maintenance is still needed, less people 
are required onboard the ships, and thus crews have become smaller compare to 15-20 years ago, 
which in turn might increase the responsibility of each of the remaining crew members. One factor 
discouraging a long career at sea might, according to one social partner representative, be the long 

and tough hours, also pointing out that rest hours are often not respected and that the crew are in 
fact often pressured to falsify rest hour documentation. Changes in the working conditions over the 
last few decades have also included less time in the harbours. This means that here is now very 
little time to visit foreign countries, something which used to serve as one of the great appeals of 
the profession. 

The Netherlands implemented the Maritime Labour Convention (MLC) in 2013. Respondents differ 
in their views on what impact the MLC has had in terms of improving the working conditions for 

Dutch seafarers. Some find the impact to have been limited, mainly because the standard onboard 
Dutch flagged ships was already very high, and that the MLC is more or less a consolidation of 
several existing ILO conventions, most of which were already ratified and implemented in the 
Netherlands. Others point to new and important aspects of life at sea that the MLC ensures, such 
as right to medical care on board and protection of seafarers with long-term incapacity. 

Both employer and union representatives report that the MLC has increased the administrative 
burden for seafarers as both the mandatory amount of paperwork and the number of inspections 

have increased. However, all the stakeholders interviewed agreed that the MLC helped level the 
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playing field between the Dutch flag and other national registries, as it has forced other countries 
to invest in better working conditions for their seafarers. 

Constructive and well-established social partner relations 

As is common in the Netherlands in general, collective bargaining coverage in the maritime sector 
is high and the relationship between trade unions and the employers’ organisations is seen as 

constructive by all parties involved. Social partners are also regularly consulted by the government 
on issues concerning the sector.  

The social partner landscape in the Dutch maritime transport sector is fragmented – more so than 
in other EU Member states.141 However, this is mainly the case for employers’ associations, and is 
because employers in different sub-sectors are organised by different organisations. This also 
reflects the size of the sector in total and of the different subsectors. Collective agreements are 
concluded for freight water transport and passenger water transport separately. In addition, there 

are collective agreements specifically concluded for foreign employees from countries such as 
Indonesia or the Philippines.  

Social partners in the sector also work together promote of the seafaring profession and to develop 
maritime education in collaboration with the nautical colleges. 

Government policies and initiatives 

The government of the Netherlands works closely together with the maritime industries as well as 

the nautical colleges to ensure sustainability of the sectors’ human capital. The government’s view 
on challenges facing the sector as well as its policy agenda for it is summarised in the Dutch 
Maritime Strategy 2015-2025. 

The Dutch Maritime Strategy – measures to strengthen maritime human 

capital 

In cooperation with the Maritime Cluster, the Dutch Government has formulated the Dutch 
Maritime Strategy 2015-2025.142 Each year the strategy is discussed between stakeholders in all 
maritime industries (port related industries, sea vessel owners, trade union organisations, ship 
builders, etc.). This includes themes such as the training of young people, the size of the industry, 
what the challenges are and how to meet them. The strategy is updated every fifth year and every 
third year there is a report on developments, based on which the strategy is adjusted if deemed 

necessary. 

One of the main focus areas of the strategy is to improve competitiveness, by, for example, 
creating a level playing field and an attractive shipping register. A comparative study 
commissioned by the Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management has shown that the 
Dutch shipping register is less competitive than registers from other countries. The KVNR is 
therefore working together with the government to improve the situation, e.g. by making 
registration and certification procedures more efficient; improving accessibility; making 

interpretation of, and improved information about, new regulations faster; and improving 
promotion of the shipping register. 

In the field of human capital, the Dutch Maritime Strategy highlights the importance of continuing 
the efforts to encourage more people to choose maritime professions. To this end, there have been 
initiatives taken from the industry, educational institutions and the government to recruit more 
young people for technical and maritime education, such as maritime introductory internships and 
the ‘Technology Pact’. Another important aspect of ensuring sufficient human capital for the future 

is also retention of current personnel, both for the continuity of the enterprises and for the 
preservation of high-quality maritime expertise. The strategy thus points to the need for companies 

of all sizes to offer their employees development opportunities and attractive career prospects. It is 
also pointed out that the possibilities for labour mobility within the Dutch maritime cluster must be 
increased, and that the government will set out to, where possible, remove obstacles in national 
legislation and regulation for transitioning between maritime professions. 

In order to ensure that maritime education is up to date and that maritime graduates have the 
skills and knowledge actually required by the companies in the sector, the strategy emphasises the 
need to adapt the curricula in accordance with innovations of the maritime cluster. The process of 
revising the curricula is currently ongoing. 

                                                 

141 Eurofound (2016) Representativeness of the European social partner organisations: Maritime transport sector. 
142 Government of the Netherlands (2014) The Dutch Maritime Strategy 2015-2025.  
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Tax refund for shipowners supports sector employment 

The Dutch government offers Dutch shipowners a tax refund (rebate) in order for them to stay 
competitive in the global shipping market. According to the KVNR, the system contributes to the 
overall competitiveness of the Dutch flag and, therefore, to levels of employment. Already, many 
Dutch seafarers continue their careers working onshore after only a few years at sea and the KVNR 
fears that without the tax rebate, Dutch seafarers would go to onshore positions even sooner or 
would not consider working at sea at all.  

Maritime education and training and the attractiveness of the sector 

Maritime education in the Netherlands is offered on two levels – higher education and vocational 
education. Reflecting the diversity of skills needed in the maritime cluster, there is a vast array of 
specialisations available for students looking to take up a maritime career. This is believed by the 
stakeholders to be a key factor in staying attractive as a sector. To keep up with technological 
development, maritime education is evolving to incorporate new practical elements, e.g. through 
simulator training. Students enrolled in the maritime officer programme, while pleased with their 

education overall, request an even stronger focus on the practical aspects of the seafaring 
profession.  

The Dutch Maritime education system 

Dutch maritime academies offer a diverse range of courses which are either given as part of a 
higher vocational education or higher education. Depending on their level of education, students 
can choose from a large variety of careers including deckhand, engineer and maritime officer. 

Higher vocational education (MBO) is offered on levels 2, 3 and 4. Level 2 allows for work as a 
helmsman/engineer in areas limited to Dutch waters, Dutch exclusive economic zone or 
international coastal voyages. Generally, this means working on vessels for port services, coast 
guard or offshore. Level 3 graduates become helmsmen/engineers for ships smaller than 3,000 ton 
and/or with installed power of less than 3,000 kW, while level 4 means you can work as a 
helmsman/engineer on all ships. 

Higher professional education (HBO) offer training as a maritime officer, including technical, 
mechanical and nautical programmes. HBO is offered at four locations in the Netherlands, while 
MBO 2-4 is offered at 8 locations. There are currently no courses for ratings in the Netherlands. 

The current enrolment rate in maritime education (HBO and MBO) is just over 600 new students 

per year. There was an increase in enrolment of freshmen in the nautical colleges from 2011, 
peaking in 2014 with 1100 new students. This industry believes the primary cause was that the 
shore-based economy was in a recession and youngsters were looking for other sectors with better 

job opportunities. But since 2015 the enrolment is decreasing again, likely a result of a boom in the 
shore-based economy which is pulling potential maritime students away from a seafaring career. 
Female students currently make up approximately 6.5% of all students in maritime education. The 
rate is higher in some programmes, such as the hydrographic surveying programme. There are 
currently no initiatives specifically aimed to attract female students. 

About the Maritime Institute Willem Barentsz 

As part of this case study, we visited The Maritime Institute Willem Barentsz (MIWB). The institute 
is located on the island of Terschelling in the Friesland province but is part of the NHL Stenden 
University of Applied Science. The school has three bachelor programmes (HBO): one for maritime 
officers, one in ocean technology/hydrographic surveying and a naval architecture programme. A 
master’s programme in marine shipping innovation was also recently launched. The school also 
accommodates a simulator training centre. As it is a national facility, it draws around 1,000 
maritime students a year, also from the other colleges. 

The school currently has around 600 students, almost double compared to 12 years ago when it 
only offered the maritime officers’ programme and the programme in ocean technology. There are 
currently 48 FTEs employed at the school, which makes it one of the larger ones in the Netherlands 
together with Rotterdam. The fact that many students continue living on the island after finishing 
their education also makes it easier to attract staff to the school compared to other colleges. 

The interviewed students all gave similar answers to why they had chosen the MIWB over the three 

other maritime institute. Some were from the area (Friesland), some had family members who had 
studied there and recommended it, but all found the fact that it was the highest rated maritime 
academy to be an important selling point. 
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Maintaining high-quality education and training while adapting to 

technological development 

Technological development in the maritime sector is quick. Trends such as increased sustainability 
requirements and automation not only demand large investments from the companies, but also 

requires seafarers to have knowledge about new equipment and new regulations.  

According to the Director of the MIWB, these developments will likely impact not only what 
students are taught, but also how they are taught. Content-wise, mathematics and physics are still 
important and subjects like ICT, automation and data science are becoming increasingly so, as well 
as ‘soft skills’ such as leadership, teamwork, cultural awareness, etc. But at the institute, they also 
aim to prepare the students for being able to tackle new problems, with research skills becoming a 
larger part of the course content. Together with the other nautical colleges and the social partners 

in the sector, the MIWB is currently in the process of revising the curriculum. 

A key part of all maritime education is practical learning. Historically, apprenticeships have played 
a major part in this. According to The International Convention on Standards of Training, 
Certification and Watchkeeping for Seafarers (STCW), the convention which sets the minimum 
requirements in the fields of education and training, maritime students need to spend a minimum 
of 360 days at sea. However, as pointed out by the Director of the MIWB, if automation were to 

result in smaller crews, that would mean less time available to be spent on training the students 

onboard. Finding apprenticeships for all students is already a challenge, although even more so in 
vocational education. As many companies in shipping are struggling financially, few want to 
prioritise spending time on training students.  

With onboard training becoming increasingly hard to come by, the use of simulators could become 
a more important part of the education. In the Netherlands, 60 out of the required 360 days of sea 
time has been substituted for three weeks of intensive simulator training. The Simulator Training 

Centre located at the MIWB houses a full range of state-of-the-art simulator systems. These 
include full mission ship bridges, virtual engine room and cargo handling simulators, Dynamic 
Positioning simulator, High Voltage simulator, radar navigation, ARPA systems and a GMDSS 
simulator. Dutch research has found that the learning curve of students who have both spent time 
at sea and trained with simulators is steeper that of students who have only trained at sea.143 One 
reason for this might be that the quality of training received at sea depends a lot on the captain 
and crew and on how much time they are able to spend on training the students, and on what 

types of jobs the students get onboard. On a simulator, the students can train for many different 
scenarios (such as dangerous situations that do not occur very often) and train STCW competences 

specifically. While it is not currently on the agenda, discussions about whether to reduce the 
required amount of sea time for students in exchange for simulator training can be expected in the 
years to come. 

Nevertheless, despite an increased focus on practical knowledge through simulator training, a 
majority of the interviewed students stated that they found their programme to be more focused 

on theoretical knowledge compared to what they had initially expected. One student illustrated the 
issue by explaining that they had had to spend weeks learning everything about how a pump works 
in terms of e.g. thermodynamics but had not actually seen one before going on a ship for their first 
apprenticeship. According to some of the students, the fact that their knowledge was mostly 
theoretical when starting the apprenticeship made for some awkward situations, where the crew 
onboard were surprised at their lack of knowledge of what they viewed as basic tasks. As for the 

simulator training, one student explained that while it is useful, you only get the very basic 
knowledge, such as sailing a ship on the open sea, but not sailing it into a harbour which requires a 
lot more skill. Much of the time working with the simulators is spent learning to navigate by radar. 
Furthermore, the new focus on learning specific research skills – viewed by the school as necessary 
in order to be able to tackle new problems and to stay personally up to speed in a fast-changing 

environment – was not seen as practically useful by the students.  

Overall, all the interviewed students were pleased with the programme they were enrolled in but 

wished the practical aspects of the seafaring profession make up a larger portion of the curriculum. 
On the other hand, they reasoned it was also likely a budgetary issue as the number of students in 
practical classes usually needs to be a lot smaller, which also makes it more expensive. 

Technological development requires higher degree of specialisation 

                                                 

143 See e.g. Stiekema, F. et al. (n.d.) Effectiviteit van simulatortraining: Het effect van simulatortraining en prakijkstage op de ontwikkeling 

van scheepswerktuigkundige vaardigheden; and MarineSafety International Rotterdam bv & TNO Human Factors Research Institute (1994) 
Simulator time and its sea time equivalence. 
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Until a few years ago, graduates of the bachelor maritime officer programme became dual-purpose 

officers, meaning they graduated with two certificates of competence, one as nautical officer and 

one as technical officer. At the bachelor level, it has now been made obligatory to choose a 
specialisation. The MIWB’s Director explained that this decision was made because there became 
too many new things for an officer to handle if dual-purpose, and that they needed more time for 
the students to develop proper research skills. According to new system, the students have to 
choose between nautical or technical specialisation after their first apprenticeship, around 2.5 years 
into the programme. On the technical side there is also an electro-technical specialisation being 
developed. 

A similar development is taking place at vocational level, but with a differentiation between 
management level and operational level. According to the STCW, you can only become first officer, 
captain, second engineer or chief engineer if you have a management level certificate of 
competence. With an operational level certificate, you stay on operational level.  

On the other hand, it is often very useful to have dual-purpose officers onboard as they can both 
work in the engine room and on deck. This is also why the bachelor programmes are still fully 
integrated for 2.5 years, before specialisation courses start. Several of the students who began 

their education thinking they would become nautical officers have over time felt more drawn to 
engineering and have thus opted for the technical specialisation. 

Making the sector attractive for youngsters by offering multiple 

opportunities 

Both the industry and the nautical colleges seem to be in agreement that a key to attracting 

youngsters to the maritime sector is showing young people that the seafaring profession does not 
have to be for life, and that skills learned in maritime education are transferrable to other 
workplaces, both within and outside the maritime cluster. Maritime education in the Netherlands is 
diverse in several respects – both in terms of themes and orientation of skills acquired and in terms 
advancement levels. For instance, the MIWB recently launched a master’s degree in shipping 
innovation. The programme, which is open for people with a bachelor’s degree who have spent a 

few years at sea, is a part-time programme specifically adapted for seafarers to complete while 
working. There are also ongoing discussions in the Netherlands about making it possible for 
students with a master’s degree in applied sciences to do a PhD. If made possible, it would open 
for maritime officers to become researchers, something which is not currently possible if not 
combined with another education. These, according to the Director of the MIWB, are all ways of 

attracting young people to the sector – by offering multiple opportunities and career routes. 

To market their education programmes, the MIWB has two Open Days per year, usually attracting 

around 600 visitors. In addition, staff from the school also market the institute at different student 
events on the mainland and the school also has an active presence on social media including 
special campaigns. The school also has a close cooperation with the KVNR as well as with the 
employers’ associations for the dredging, offshore and shipbuilding industries. Together they are 
currently preparing a new campaign about the maritime labour market in order to attract more 
young people to the sector. 

Additionally, the social partners in the sector run an “ambassador programme” where seafarers 

visit elementary schools to tell children aged 10-12 about life at sea. This is done to raise 
awareness of the sector overall and in the hope of inspiring future career choices. 

Students’ perspectives on the seafaring profession 

When asked what drew them to maritime education, the interviewed students mentioned a family 

history of maritime work and previous education in related fields (e.g. shipbuilding). All were 

attracted by the adventurous lifestyle that comes with the seafaring profession and the fact that it 
is not an ordinary ‘9-to-5’ job. Disadvantages mentioned were the long periods spent away from 
home and difficulties communicating with friends and family. Although they pointed out that both 
the length of time spent at sea and the quality of communications technology differs vastly 
between companies. 

What the students stated as their reasons is very much in line with the results from an interview 
study conducted 2008-2012 with nautical students.144 The researcher found that a key factor to 

                                                 

144 Rost-Ernst (2013) Longitudinal study on student choices and expectations of students in nautical colleges. 
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becoming interested in a nautical education in the first place was the information the students 
received from family members, friends and information provided about and by the nautical 

colleges. Most of the interviewed students had also collected information about the nautical 
education by visiting open house days of nautical institutes. The main reasons for choosing a 
nautical education was that the education appeared interesting, and students believed they would 
enjoy sailing and to be at sea and see something of the world. Another reason mentioned was that 

the work is varied with a lot of freedom and responsibility and that it would not be an office job. 
The author also concluded that the majority of the students were positive about the nautical 
education in general and that their expectations did not vary significantly in the course of the four 
years. As for the MIWB student interviewed, the majority of the students in the older study also 
considered their programme to be more theoretical and less practical than expected. The 
traineeship was considered an important phase within their study and most students became more 
positive after the traineeship due to the fact that they could use their knowledge and skills gained 

from school in practice. 

The students at MIWB interviewed for this case study had all spent between five and six months at 
sea as a first of two apprenticeships. Their experiences of time at sea varied, depending a lot on 
the type of company they had worked for. Those working closer to shore (e.g. on coastal ships, 
tugboats or general cargo vessels) were all very pleased with their experiences and would all 
consider working for the same or a similar company again. They regularly went into ports and were 

able to see and experience a lot on land as well. Others (e.g. those working in offshore) who 
rarely, if ever, visited any ports found it overall less enjoyable, although were still pleased with the 
working experience. One of the students who did his apprenticeship onboard a container feeder 
ship stated that he would definitely be looking for other types of companies for his upcoming 
second apprenticeship. He had found the working conditions to be very poor with little to no rest 
due to the constant pressure put on the crew by the captain. Most of the students felt prepared for 
what life onboard would be like as they had done shorter sailing trips as part of the education. 

Campus life had also served as a form of preparation as you live closely together and do most 
things together. Overall, most of them found their first experience at sea rewarding, but also 
mentioned they had several classmates who has dropped out after or even during their 
apprenticeship, realising the work did not suit them. 

Looking to the future, all of the students are planning to find a job at sea as soon as they graduate. 
None of them think they will have any problems finding work, at least not in the short-term. 
Maritime students are covered by a job guarantee, meaning that as soon as they graduate from a 

nautical college, they are guaranteed a job aboard a ship under Dutch flag. In the long-term, most 
of them though seafarers will still be needed for many years to come, regardless of increased 

automation. All of the students could also see themselves taking an onshore position, but not for a 
number of years. As one of them put it: “I don’t see why you would have chosen this education if 
you did not want to go to sea”. 

4.4.5. Conclusions 
This chapter presents a list of conclusions drawn from the empirical results of the case study: 

 Despite still recovering from the recession, the Maritime Cluster plays an 
important role in the Dutch economy and is reliant on foreign labour. The recession 
is still noticeable in the maritime sector, and in sub-sectors like shipping especially. But the 
maritime cluster has both historically and currently stood for a significant contribution to 
the Dutch economy. Manning is difficult, which means the share of foreign labour is very 

high (although lower in higher ranks) – a fact is not viewed as a problem by stakeholders, 
but as a necessity. Behind this is the tendency among Dutch seafarers to move to onshore 
positions after only a few years at sea. 

 Both bipartite and tripartite cooperation well-functioning in working to ensure 

sustainable human capital in the maritime sector. The government of the Netherlands 
works closely together with the social partners in the sector in a vast array of issues that 
affect both maritime employers and employees. One important focus area is that of human 

capital in the sector, where the different parties also work together with the nautical 
colleges to promote the sector and ensure that the content and structure of the education 
reflects the competence needs of employers in the maritime cluster. Several initiatives 
have been launched over the years to increase attraction of the sector. No initiatives have 
been designed to target women specifically, despite the fact that they make up only a small 
part of the total sector employment. The low share is seen by the stakeholders as a matter 
of fact rather than a problem, based in lack of interest for the sector, possibly due to 

difficulties combining work and family life.  
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 Technological development is driving change in maritime education. New skills 

requirements in the industry is behind several of the new maritime education programmes. 

An increased need for specialisation can also be seen in the move from dual-purpose to 
single-purpose officers. Innovative solutions to problems such as too few apprenticeship 
positions available and an ever-increasing need for ICT skills include extensive use of 
simulators in training. Students request an even heavier focus on practical knowledge. 

4.4.6. List of data sources used 
Ministry of Social Affairs and 
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Monique Raquet Senior Policy Advisor 2019-05-
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Ministry of Infrastructure and 
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ANNEX 5: THEMATIC CASE STUDIES 

This annex presents the following case study reports: 

 Court case study (section 5.1) 

 Case study on freight transport companies (section 5.2) 

 Case study on passenger service companies (section 5.3) 

 Case study on crew management companies (section 5.4) 
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1.1.1. 5.1. Court case study145 

This annex provides an overview of court cases on seafarer's employment agreements 

with a focus on the available heads of jurisdiction and the approach to conflict of laws 

issues dealt with by courts seated in EU Member States, which is based on evidence 

collected mainly through desk research. 

 

5.1.1 Introduction  

 

Access to justice is essential to ensure compliance with labour and employment laws. The 

purpose of this court case study is to examine to what extent EU member States' 

jurisdictions are accessible to both seafarers residing, and not, within the EU area of 

justice. As to the shipowner, this study will assume that it is seated in an EU member 

State while the ship is registered in a country other than the State of seafarer’s domicile. 

The typical case in employment contract matters is brought by the employee as claimant 

against the employer as defendant, usually claiming for unfair dismissal, although the 

non-payment of wages is also a recurrent claim in shipping.  

 

In view of the geographical location of the case, the next section will provide an overview 

of the available heads of jurisdiction in individual employment contract matters, in 

particular to claim for the abovementioned discussed matters. Section 5, Chapter II, of 

Regulation (EU) No 1215/2012 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 12 

December 2012 on jurisdiction and the recognition and enforcement of judgments in civil 

and commercial matters (recast),146 also known as Brussels I Recast Regulation, is the 

essential instrument as it lays down uniform heads of jurisdiction that apply if the forum 

selection clause allocates the case to a member State's court, the habitual workplace is in 

a member State or the shipowner defendant is domiciled in a member State.147 If none of 

these situations arises, the relevant heads of jurisdiction are to be found in national 

legislation.148  

 

For the case of payment of wages and other emoluments, seafarers may also avail 

themselves of the International Convention of 10 May 1952 relating to the Arrest of 

Seagoing Ships (Ship Arrest Convention),149 or the Ship Arrest Convention of 12 March 

1999,150 that has not been as successful as expected.151 Both conventions apply 

regardless of the flag State having ratified one of them, and live with Brussels I Recast 

Regulation to the extent that the regulation “shall not affect any conventions to which the 

Member states are parties and which in relation to particular matters, govern 

jurisdiction”.152  
                                                 

145 Report prepared by Laura Carballo Piñeiro, Professor, Nippon Foundation Chair on Maritime Labour Law and Policy. World Maritime 

University.  
146 [2012] OJ L 351/1. Brussels I Recast Regulation replaces Regulation (EC) No 44/2001 of 22 December 2000 on international jurisdiction 

and recognition and enforcement of decisions in civil and commercial matters, [2001] OJ L 12/1, which in turn superseded the 1968 

Brussels Convention of the same title. 

147 See, respectively, articles 24 and 25, 21(2) and 4 and 6 of Brussels I Recast Regulation. As to the shipowner’s domicile, article 20(2) 
thereof is also relevant as it broadens up the concept of domicile by including employment contracts concluded by a shipowner’s 

agency seated in a EU member State. 

148 See article 6(1) of Brussels I Recast Regulation. 

149 439 UNTS 193 

150 International Convention of 12 March 1999 on Arrest of Ships, 2801 UNTS Doc. A/CONF.188.6, C.N.112.2011.TREATIES-2 of 14 

March 2011 (entry into force) 

151 Albania, Algeria, Benin, Bulgaria, Congo, Denmark, Ecuador, Estonia, Finland, Latvia, Liberia, Norway, Pakistan, Spain and the Syrian 

Arab Republic. 

152 The 1999 Ship Arrest Convention has entered into force after Brussels I Regulation, meaning that only the EU holds exclusive legislative 
competence to ratify the convention to the extent that it not only deals with substantive, but also international jurisdiction rules which 

are covered by Brussels I Regulation, nowadays the Recast. See Opinion No. 1/03 of 7 February 2006. However, Spain ratified this 

convention on 7 June 2002, before the said Court of Justice’s Opinion. As to other member States, EU authorization is essential to join 

it.  
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The third section will examine court cases that follow the abovementioned pattern and 

apply the indicated instruments. France, Italy, Germany, Spain and the UK are the 

countries where most court cases have been identified. Countries have been selected on 

language availability grounds. In addition to case law databases, specialised journals 

such as Droit Maritime Francais and Il Diritto Marittimo have been consulted. 

 

5.1.2  Access to justice in the EU area of justice 

 

5.1.2.1 Brussels, I Recast Regulation 

 

Section 5, Chapter II, of Brussels I Recast Regulation seeks to ensure access to justice to 

workers by providing them with several heads of jurisdiction. Seafarers as any other 

worker can, first, resort to tacit or express choice-of-forum agreement if it favours 

them,153 and second they can bring their claim before the jurisdictions of the shipowner’s 

domicile or the habitual workplace, or, failing the identification of the latter, that of the 

business that engaged the seafarer, or the jurisdiction of a branch of the shipowner if the 

claim is related to it.154  

 

These heads of jurisdiction largely overlap with the connecting points provided in the 

conflict rule laid down in article 8 of Rome I Regulation, in an attempt to secure that the 

seized courts apply their national law. In this vein, both article 21 of Brussels I Recast 

Regulation and article 8 of Rome I Regulation use concepts that require an autonomous 

and common interpretation, thereby the considerations made in the study on conflicts of 

laws in individual employment matters are of avail here.  

 

Nevertheless, and despite the lawmaker's intention of making forum and ius coincide, 

deviations occur, and the seized court might need to apply a foreign law in a number of 

cases. First, parties may choose a foreign law while forum selection clauses do not have 

to coincide with the selected law, and more importantly they are only effective if they 

favour the employee. Second, the role of the escape clause laid down in paragraph 4 of 

article 8 of Rome I Regulation is not matched by any head of jurisdiction in article 21 of 

Brussels I Recast Regulation allowing for potential deviation if the seized court is located 

in the country of the habitual workplace, but finally a closer law to the employment 

relationship is applied. In short, despite the common concepts, the application of a 

foreign law is feasible in employment cases to the extent that international jurisdiction 

and conflict rules have different objectives. The former seek to ensure access to justice 

by providing several heads of jurisdiction to the claimant, the second aim at determining 

the closest law to the employment relationship.   

 

Seafarer and shipowner may agree on submitting their case to a jurisdiction in a member 

State, either tacitly or expressly. If the seafarer brings the claim before a court and the 

shipowner enters an appearance, international jurisdiction is vested upon that court. 

However, if the forum selection clause is in accordance with article 25 of Brussels I 

Recast Regulation, the agreement will only be effective either if it has been entered into 

after the dispute between the seafarer and the shipowner had arisen, or it allows the 

seafarer to bring proceedings in courts other than the otherwise applicable, i.e. 

shipowner’s domicile or branch, and habitual workplace or, failing it, the business that 

                                                 

153 See articles 25 and 26, respectively, the latter only applicable if the conditions laid down in article 23 are met. 

154 See articles 20 and 21. Article 22 of the Brussels I Recast Regulation lays down the available heads of jurisdiction to the shipowner as 

claimant and thus they will not be addressed in this case study. However, it is to note that this provision only allows the shipowner to 

claim against the seafarer in the latter’s domicile or counter-claim where appropriate. Counter-claiming is not considered in any of the 
provisions dealing with the seafarer as a claimant, but this head of jurisdiction might be construed for him/her upon article 22(2) 

(Carballo Piñeiro 2015, 120-121). 
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engage the seafarer.155 The worker protection principle is behind these provisions that 

seek to ensure the seafarer is fully aware of his/her choice of forum to the extent that, as 

a worker, (s)he can only be brought as a defendant before the courts of his/her 

domicile.156 

 

In the absence of tacit or express choice of forum, the seafarer may choose to bring the 

claim before the courts of the shipowner’s domicile, or agency, or the courts for the place 

where or from where (s)he habitually discharges his/her duties towards the shipowner, 

or, failing that, the place where the business which engaged him/her is or was 

situated.157  

 

Habitual workplace and business that engaged the seafarer are two concepts that need 

interpretation in maritime employment. As already discussed as regards to article 8 of 

Rome I Regulation, the habitual workplace is in principle located in the flag State 

jurisdiction in line with the allocation of all matters on board to it made by PIL. However, 

a specific reference to the flag State jurisdiction is missing in either article 8 or article 21 

of Brussels I Recast Regulation leaving the issue open for interpretation. In this vein, the 

Court of Justice did not mention this jurisdiction in its judgment Voogsgeerd v 

Navimer,158 but interpreted that the place from which the seafarer habitually discharges 

his/her duties towards the shipowner is the habitual workplace. While such a broad 

interpretation is not in line with the role of flag States in shipping matters, it can be 

restricted to cases of mobile workers, ie. those seafarers that work on more than one 

vessel. The same judgment restricts the jurisdiction of the business that engaged the 

seafarer to the extent that underlines that every worker has a habitual workplace. In 

addition to this, the judgment clarifies that that place is where the SEA was concluded, 

i.e. a place that easy to manipulate by the shipowner. In short, the latter should be 

avoided as a head of jurisdiction while the habitual workplace might be the flag State 

jurisdiction or another country from the seafarer discharges his/her duties towards the 

shipowner. 

 

The concept of domicile covers, in accordance with article 63 of Brussels I Recast 

Regulation, the place where the shipowner legal person has a registered office, central 

administration or principle place of business. Accordingly, the seafarer, who is entitled to 

claim against the shipowner in any of those places, cannot only bring the case before the 

jurisdiction where the shipowner is seated, but also where the beneficial ownership is to 

the extent that the shipowner’s central administration or principal place of business is 

located in that country. If the shipowner is a natural person, article 62 of Brussels I 

Recast Regulation does not provide a definition of domicile, but refers to the concept of 

the jurisdiction where the shipowner is presumably domiciled. 

 

National international jurisdiction rules apply in these matters if the shipowner is 

domiciled in a third country in accordance with the abovementioned rules. However, and 

on account of the worker protection principle, should that shipowner have a branch, 

agency or other establishment in a member State, the latter is considered its domicile in 

disputes arising out of the operations of such agency. Hence, if the shipowner operates in 

a member State through a crew management agency, the place where this company is 

located could be considered the shipowner’s domicile for litigation purposes.  

 

If the shipowner is domiciled in a member State, but has a branch, agency or 

establishment in another member State, the seafarer cannot only litigate at the 

shipowner’s domicile, but also at the branch provided that the dispute arises out of the 

latter’s operation.159 Paradoxically, this head of jurisdiction may lead to the country 

                                                 

155 See article 23 of Brussels I Recast Regulation. As to the validity of the clause, the relevant conditions are in article 25 thereof. 

156 See article 22 of Brussels I Recast Regulation. 

157 See article 21 of Brussels I Recast Regulation 

158 Case C-384/10 Jan Voogsgeerd v Navimer SA, ECLI:EU:C:2011:842. 
159 See article 20(1) referring to article 7(5) of Brussels I Recast Regulation. 
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where the business that engaged the seafarer is located. As a matter of fact, this head of 

jurisdiction may not only refer to cases in which the contract has been concluded in that 

establishment, but also cases in which wages are paid or tasks organised and supervised 

from there, i.e. this forum may end up leading to the country of the habitual workplace in 

the abovementioned terms. 

 

Finally, foreign employers can be sued in a EU member State if a co-employer is 

domiciled in that country.160 In shipping, many shipowners resort to recruitment and 

placement services to engage their employees, thereby the MLC, 2006 requests labour-

supplying countries to establish a system of protection, by way of insurance or another 

equivalent measure, to compensate seafarers for monetary loss.161 In this vein, some EU 

member States have already established a joint liability rule between shipowners and 

manning agencies, that entitles the seafarer to sue both.162  

 

5.1.2.2 Ship Arrest Conventions 

 

The Ship Arrest Conventions have been primarily designed to provide jurisdiction for a 

provisional measure consisting of the ship arrest as security for a maritime claim. Among 

the claims that serve this purpose,163 article 1(m) of the 1952 Convention includes wages 

of masters, officers and crew as a maritime claim of this kind, while article 1(o) of the 

1999 Convention is more comprehensive including “wages and other sums due to the 

master, officers and other members of the ship’s complement in respect of their 

employment on the ship, including costs of repatriation and social insurance contributions 

payable on their behalf”. Interpretation problems such as regard whether claims related 

to more than one ship may lead to the arrest of all vessels involved are referred to 

national laws supplementing the conventions.  

 

The provisional measure is adopted on a prima facie, even non-documentary, evidence 

over the ship and subject to security on the side of the claimant. It is not entirely clear 

whether this last requirement is mandatory, but the issue has been left open to national 

legislation and, where not addressed by the lawmaker, to courts. Unfortunately, this 

approach may severely impair access to justice on the side of seafarer claimants as it can 

be illustrated by article 472(2) of the Spanish Law on Shipping establishing that the 

security must be at least 15% of the amount of the maritime lien, which may be a very 

large sum for seafarers.164  

  

The arrest of the ship cannot be indefinite, but the period of time within which the 

claimant shall bring proceedings before a competent court or arbitral tribunal is to be 

determined by the court ordering the provisional measure.165 That further complicates 

the position of a seafarer claimant unless jurisdiction to adjudicate the case is vested 

upon the courts arresting the ship. While jurisdiction to determine the case upon its 

merits is clearly laid down in article 7(1) of the 1999 Convention, the same does not 

apply to article 7 of the 1952 Convention that only grants jurisdiction in a number of 

                                                 

160 See article 20(1) of Brussels I Recast Regulation. 

161 See Standard A1.4, paragraph 3, letter (c) (vi) of the MLC, 2006. 

162 See Piraeus Court of Appeals No. 237/2007, ENautD Law Review, 2007.19, cited by Makridou 2010, 209: a seafarer sued his employer, a 

shipping company, and the shipping agent, who were both jointly and severally liable under Greek law 

163 The list of maritime claims in these conventions is in line with the International Convention for the Unification of Certain Rules Relating 

to Maritime Liens and Mortgages, signed in Brussels on 10 April 1926, and the convention of the same name of 6 May 1993. 

164 See Audiencia Provincial Barcelona, 19 July 1993, cited by Mora Capitán 2000, 220-223: ship Bora Cillioglu under a Turkish flag; the 

crew claimed their wages  

165 See article 7(3) of both Ship Arrest Conventions. 
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cases therein listed. Among them, it is, though, claims on wages concerning the voyage 

of the ship during which the arrest has been effected.  This litigation has, nevertheless, 

encountered problems to be asserted on EU member State jurisdictions,166 while it is 

interested to note that the provision only refers to wages and sums related to the last 

voyage of the ship, which may be insufficient. 

 

The 1999 Convention has the advantage of being straightforward as to jurisdiction to 

prescribe, to decide on the merits. However, only Bulgaria (21 February 2001), Estonia 

(11 May 2001), Latvia (7 December 2001) and Spain (7 June 2002) are a party to it. 

With the exception of Spain, the other countries have ratified the convention before 

joining the EU. Today, it is in the legal competence of the EU to ratify the 1999 

Convention because it deals with international jurisdiction issues that are also covered by 

the Brussels I Recast Regulation, in accordance with the Opinion No. 1/03 issued by the 

Court of Justice on 7 February 2006. Nevertheless, the 1999 Convention also contains 

substantive procedural rules that are not included in the Regulation, i.e. they are still 

considered in the EU member States' legal competence, for which reason any movement 

towards ratification seems to require the involvement of both, the EU and individual 

member States (Carballo Piñeiro, 2015; Tuo, 2011). 

 

5.1.3 Conclusions 

 

Setting aside the role of party autonomy in selecting a jurisdiction, a seafarer working on 

board a ship registered in a country other than that of his/her residence may claim for 

their rights before the courts of the EU member State where the latter has its domicile 

(i.e. registered seat or central administration or principal place of business or an agency 

if the dispute arises out of this establishment and the shipowner is seated in a third 

country), or where or from where the seafarer habitually discharges his/her duties 

towards the shipowner, including the last place where (s)he did so. The latter can be the 

flag State jurisdiction, but also another member State from which the seafarer receives 

his/her instructions and is expected to return to that place after finishing his/her tasks on 

board, as concluded by the Court of Justice in its judgment of 15 December 2011, 

Voogsgeerd v Navimer.167 

 

It is to note that the seafarer’s domicile or habitual residence is not considered as a head 

of jurisdiction by any provision on Brussels I Recast Regulation. Worker protection is 

ensured by restricting the role of party autonomy in selecting a jurisdiction, and by 

enabling employers to sue a worker only at his/her domicile. Otherwise, it is understood 

that the habitual workplace jurisdiction secures cost-effective access to justice to the 

extent that it is usually a jurisdiction close to the employee and that takes into account 

his/her professional life. However, that might not be the case in shipping. As a matter of 

fact, EU seafarers might find a jurisdiction close to their homes either because the 

shipowner is domiciled in the same country, because the flag State jurisdiction is an EU 

member State or because the place from which services are provided is a member State. 

In contrast, non-EU seafarers might it find hard to get access to the EU area of justice 

because of the significant transaction costs involved in litigating in a country other than 

the one of residence.   

 

                                                 

166 Against, Cour d’Appel Rennes (2ª Ch.), 8 July 1998 and 21 October 1998, ship Oscar, Droit Maritime Franꞔais (1999) Vol. 51, pp. 437-

439. This jurisprudence was finally revised in France: Cour.Cass. (Ch.civ.), 18 July 2000, ship Obo Basak, Droit Maritime Franꞔais (2000) 

Vol. 52, pp. 725-726; Cour.Cass. (Ch.com.), 7 December 2004, ship Jerba, Droit Maritime Franꞔais (2005) Vol. 57, pp. 133-136. The 

practice is still not well-settled as shown by the Italian courts, which grant the measure but do not assume jurisdiction upon the merits: Corte 
di Cassazione, S.U. No. 10322, 24 October 1990, Pacific International Lines (Private) Ltd. C. Billyardo L. Camalig ed altri, 

Riv.int.dr.pr.proc. (1992) Vol. 28, pp. 89-92: the crew of the "Kota Kay" under the Singapore flag claimed against the owner, Pacific 

International Lines, the difference between what they were actually paid and what they should have received according to the transnational 
collective agreement; Corte di Cassazione, S.U. No. 5848, 25 May 1993, Equinox Shipping Co. Ltd c. Ryszard Lyko ed altri, Il Diritto 

Marittimo (1994) Vol. 96, pp. 157-159, where the arrest was effected on the "Al Taif", flying the Maltese flag and crewed by Polish, 

Egyptian and Sudanese nationals with a view to ensuring their wages, ultimately being abandoned by the shipowner; Tribunale di Venezia, 
25.8.2001, El Sayed Aly Alla ed altri v. Sayed Nasr Navigation Lines, Il Diritto Marittimo (2003) Vol. 105, pp. 1372-1375, in which the only 

issue was whether to arrest the ship "Kawkab", flying the Egyptian flag and manned by Egyptians. It was answered in the affirmative, but the 

Italian courts were not granted jurisdiction to decide on the merits.  
167 Case C-384/10 Jan Voogsgeerd v Navimer SA, ECLI:EU:C:2011:842. 
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In accessing a justice system, the Ship Arrest Conventions are thus especially significant 

for those seafarers whose country of origin is not that of the shipowner’s domicile or the 

place where they provide services to the shipowner. However, the conventions do not 

always help them to overcome the transaction cost issue, either because they do not 

immediately grant jurisdiction to adjudicate, or because require security to litigate. 

 

5.1.4 Court case examination 

 

Transaction costs are particularly challenging for seafarers to the extent that their cases 

are usually international and involve either litigating in a country other than where they 

are residing or against a party whose assets are located abroad. That explains not only 

the relevance in this field of preventative and non-judicial mechanisms - such as the ITF 

Flag of Convenience campaign based on the issuance of “blue certificates” to shipowners 

in compliance with ITF collective agreements and nowadays financial security 

mechanisms and port State control as laid down by the MLC, 2006 – but also the scarce 

number of judgments dealing with international SEAs. By the same token, the seafarer 

claimant resides in a EU member State in the overwhelming majority of examined 

judgments. Non-EU seafarers are present, in particular, if access to EU courts is based on 

the Ship Arrest Convention as seen above. International jurisdiction issues are rarely 

discussed in contrast with conflict-of-laws issues where efforts are made to avoid the 

application of the law of the flag State. In general, judges take a worker protectionist 

stance in their decisions.  

 

Party autonomy does not seem to play a role in (dis-)vesting jurisdiction upon EU courts 

on individual employment matters, although it does have a part in determining the 

applicable law to SEAs. In one Spanish judgment of 11 June 2016,168 a forum selection 

clause to the Royal Court of Guernsey was held ineffective in accordance with the then in 

force article 21 of Brussels I Regulation, now 23 of Brussels I Recast Regulation. The 

claimant in this case was a captain of Dutch nationality, but residing in Palma de Mallorca 

(Spain), who had been hired by Bay Limited, seated in the Channel Islands to work on 

board a yacht flagged in the UK and home port in Palma de Mallorca. Spanish jurisdiction 

is asserted on the basis that the yacht is an establishment of the shipowner.169 

  

Choice-of-law agreements are honoured - at least if they submit the contract to the law 

of the seized court170 - including those contained in a collective agreement.171 Notably, 

courts have also examined whether the terms of the contract or the circumstances of the 

case revealed a tacit choice of law, taking into account different factors such as the 

                                                 

168 Tribunal Superior de Justicia, Sala de lo Social, Palma de Mallorca, Section 1, judgment No 291/2016 of 11 June, ECLI: 

ES:TSJBAL:2016:707. 

169 The judgment delivers a lengthy argumentation in favour of this conclusion that does not in line with the Court of Justice’ case law. 
Should this be the case, it is to understand that the shipowner has its domicile in Spain (article 20(2) of Brussels I Recast Regulation). 

Nevertheless, and taking into consideration the flaws in its argumentation, the Spanish court recalls that Spanish legislation is 

applicable if the shipowner defendant does not have its domicile in an EU member State (article 6 of Brussels I Recast Regulation) and 

article 25 of the Spanish Law on Judiciary does cover this case as its heads of jurisdiction are broader than those in the EU regulations. 

170 See Tribunal Superior de Justicia, Sala de lo Social, Canarias, Las Palmas, Section 1, No. 159/2005 (JUR 2005\105359), and No. 

158/2005 (AS 2005\1016), 7 March 2005, where the agreement refers to the Spanish law. The Italian Supreme Court accepted the express 
submission to Italian law, although the seafarer claimant argued in favour of the law of the flag State, Panama. See Cass.lav., Nr. 13053, 1 

June 2006, G. Meglio v. Gracemar S. A., Ship Madeira, Il Diritto Marittimo (2008) Vol. 110, pp. 1274-1287. In this case, the court did not 

take into account the worker protection principle embedded at that time in article 6(1) of the Rome Convention, now article 8(1) of Rome I 
Regulation, according to which the protection granted to the employee law otherwise applicable, the law of the flag State, has to be applied. 
171 See Tribunal Superior de Justicia, Sala de lo Social, Galicia, No. 2004/2008, 30 June 2008 (JUR 2008\211626): after the vessel changed 

flag, the collective agreement included a clause choosing Bahamian law as applicable to the employment contracts. See LAG 
Rheinland-Pfalz, 16.6.1981, NZA (1990) Vol. 7, p. 680, dealt with a collective agreement adopted by shipping companies which 

provided for the application of German labour law, including its collective agreements. 
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contract mentioning typical institutions of the tacitly chosen law and written in the 

language of the State concerned.172  

 

In several cases the law of the flag State has been applied,173 although not in those in 

which that law lacks sufficient contacts with the employment contract. To this end, courts 

have mainly resorted to two different mechanisms, either by interpreting the concept of 

habitual workplace or by resorting to the escape clause.  

 

As already discussed, the habitual workplace is usually identified with the flag State to 

the extent that ships are not a territory. However, there are a number of cases in which 

the place from which the worker provides his/her services is taken into account to 

identify the habitual workplace. For example, the test has already been applied to 

seafarers working on board ferries that always sail between the same countries and 

embark and disembark at the same port, where they also provide services.174  

 

The Court of Justice also determined the law applicable to a SEA by establishing the place 

from which the seafarer, a Dutch engineer, discharged his duties towards the shipowner, 

a company based in Luxembourg. Remarkably, he was providing his services on board 

two vessels also flagged in Luxembourg and both parties had agreed to submit their 

disputes to the law of this country as well. 175 According to the law of Luxembourg, the 

time limit to bring the claim for unfair dismissal before Luxembourgian courts have 

already elapsed, and the seafarer claimant brought it before the Belgian courts. There, 

he argued that the law applicable to the contract in the absence of a choice of law was 

not the law of the flag State, but that of the business that engaged him, a Belgian 

company with offices in Antwerp where he had also to go to get his instructions and to 

which he returned after each voyage in one of the vessels owned by the shipping 

company.  

 

Although the Belgian company shared a director with the Luxembourgian company, the 

Court of Justice applied a strict standard of proof when it came to piercing the corporate 

veil: the seized court must “take into consideration all the objective factors making it 

possible to establish that there exists a real situation different from that which appears 

from the terms of the contract”, 176 specifically mentioning its Eurofood IFSC judgment, 

according to which the lifting of the corporate veil must proceed when the legal person is 

a shell company.177 The difficulties of this test made it not possible to establish that the 

Belgian company was the shipowner instead of the Luxembourgian company.  

 

                                                 

172 As happened in Corte di Cassazione, S.U., No. 10293, 18 October 993, ship Rodis Island, Il Diritto Marittimo (1994) vol. 96, pp. 785-

800; Corte di Cassazione, S. U., No. 10730, 28.10.1998, La Costa d’Argento Charter Boat GMBH S.R.L c. A. Coli, Il Diritto Marittimo 
(2000) Vol. 102, pp. 521-523; or LAG Niedersachsen 4.4.2003 - 10 Sa 1845/01, IPRspr (2004) No. 47a, expressly mentioning the fact that 

they submit to a German collective agreement.  
173 In Germany, see BAG 30 May 1963, IPRspr (1962-1963) No. 51; 26 September 1978 IPRspr (1978) No. 39; OLG Bremen, 9 February 
1969 IPRspr (1960/61), p. 150. Recently, BAG, 24 September 2009 - 8 AZR 306/08, although it deals with international jurisdiction to 

decide on a claim on grounds of dismissal brought by a German seafarer against two companies, one Greek and the other Liberian but whose 

head office was in Greece; his work was performed on board a ship flying the Greek flag from Rostock, where he boarded and received 
instructions, to Finland; the contract was signed on board, written in English and contained a forum selection clause between Finland and 

Greece, with a similar choice of law clause; social security was paid in Greece. In France, see Cour.Cass. (Ch.soc.), 16.11.1993, No. 90-

16030. In Spain, see Tribunal Superior de Justicia, Sala de lo Social, Asturias (Sala de lo Social), No. 2627/2004, 17 September 2004 (AS 

2005\824); Tribunal Superior de Justicia, Sala de lo Social, Galicia, No. 2404/2008, 30 June 2008 (JUR 2008\211626).  
174 This doctrine was applied in Diggin v Condor [2010] EWCA Civ 1133: Condor Marine Crewing Services Limited is a company based in 

and operating from Guernsey. The company hired Mr. Diggins as first officer aboard a ship sailing between the Channel Islands and 
Portsmouth through a subsidiary. The ship was registered in the Bahamas. On his two-week shifts, Mr. Diggins lived and worked on 

board, embarking and disembarking in Portsmouth, as he lived in Lowestoft, UK. This decision had to rule on the validity of his 

dismissal, for which it first had to rule on the international jurisdiction of the English courts. The same goes for BAG, 27.1.2011 − 2 
AZR 646/09 (First court: LAG Düsseldorf, 28. 5. 2009 − 13 Sa 1492/08) NZA (2011) Vol. 28, pp. 1309-1312, with an analysis of all 

employment circumstances including environment, as German was the language used for communication and organizational issues, 

namely, from where the sacked seafarer received instructions and boarded the ship. Likewise, LAG Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, 

18.03.2008 - 1 Sa 38/07. 

175 Case C-384/10 Voogsgeerd v Navimer. 
176 Case C-384/10 Voogsgeerd v Navimer, para. 62. 
177 Case C-341/04, Eurofood IFSC, ECLI:EU:C:2006:281, para 37. 
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The discussion before the Court of Justice moved then to whether there was a habitual 

workplace. The seafarer himself claimed that there was not and that, failing that, Belgian 

law was applicable as the law of the business that engaged him. However, in line with a 

consistent case law on mobile workers, the Court of Justice highlighted that it should be 

possible to identify a habitual workplace for all workers as the most protective law for 

them.178 In line with this consideration, the Court of Justice concluded that “Therefore, in 

the light of the nature of work in the maritime sector, such as that at issue in the main 

proceedings, the court seised must take account of all the factors which characterise the 

activity of the employee and must, in particular, determine in which State the place is 

situated from which the employee carries out his transport tasks, receives instructions 

concerning his tasks and organises his work, and the place where his work tools are to be 

found”.179  

  

Against the backdrop of recruitment and placement services, the test just examined and 

provided by the Court of Justice might not be always of avail. In the English case Hasan v 

Shell International Shipping Services (Pte) Ltd and Others,180 Mr. Hasan, a British 

national domiciled in the UK, was employed as a second officer by a Singapore-flagged 

vessel owned by a Singapore-based company, Shell International Shipping Services (Pte) 

Ltd., the legal employer of the former. However, he received his instructions from a 

company registered in the Isle of Man, Shell Ship Management Ltd. Shell International 

also had a manning agreement with an English- registered company. Mr. Hasan claimed 

against all three on the grounds of unfair dismissal, discrimination and breach of 

contract. However, the UK court dismissed the case on the grounds that it lacked 

jurisdiction as the case was related to service on board a non-UK-flagged vessel in 

international waters.181 

 

The latter case illustrates that the discussion on the habitual workplace concept has the 

benefit of helping both, to establish international jurisdiction and determine the 

applicable law to the employment contract. In contrast, the escape clause serves only for 

conflict-of-laws purposes. As international jurisdiction rules lack the flexibility provided by 

this clause, it might explain why courts focus on the habitual workplace concept to avoid 

the flag State jurisdiction. It might be recalled, though, that the forum of a branch, 

agency or establishment of a shipowner might bestow jurisdiction upon EU member 

States' courts, fulfilling the role of providing a head of jurisdiction close to the seafarer 

claimant.  

 

The escape clause – applying a law closer to the SEA than the law of the habitual 

workplace - has been used in a number of cases paying attention to different factors such 

as the place where contributions to a social security scheme are paid,182 the habitual 

residence or domicile of the employee;183 or the base port or ports from which the vessel 

                                                 

178 Case C-384/10, Voogsgeerd v Navimer, para. 41.  

179 Case C-384/10, Voogsgeerd v Navimer, para. 38. Also in Corte di Cassazione, S.U., No. 19595, 17 July 2008, Il Diritto Marittimo (2009) 

Vol. 111, pp. 144-149. Cour.Cass. (Ch.soc.), 31 March 2009, Ship Ontario, Droit Maritime Franꞔais (2009) Vol. 61, pp. 835-836, revises a 

decision accepting French international jurisdiction to decide on the merits of a case concerning a Filipino seafarer on the grounds that the 
ship was flying a Luxembourg flag and owned by a Luxembourg company and spent five months a year at a French port. In this case the 

appropriate head of jurisdiction would have been the one provided by Article 7(1) of the 1952 Convention on the Arrest of Ships, the 

adoption of which had already been requested by the seafarer and granted to him.  
180 Hasan v Shell International Shipping Services (Pte) Ltd and Others [2014] UK EAT/0242/13/SM 

181 See British cases denying the application of British law as the law of the flag on the grounds that seafarers were working outside the UK: 

Royle v Globtik Management Ltd. [1977] I.C.R. 552; Wood v Cunard Line Ltd. [1991] I.C.R. 13. 
182 Despite working the employee on board ships exclusively sailing on Portuguese fluvial waters and being resident in Portugal, her social 

security contributions were paid by the French company in France.  Tribunal da Relação Porto, Section 4 (Social), 5 May 2014, understood 

under the circumstances that the escape clause applied - in addition to the already mentioned, communications were in French and ships were 
French-flagged - while Tribunal da Relação Porto, Section 4 (Social), 2 June 2014, specifically contends in a very similar case the 

significance of the payments to the French social security scheme compared to the fact that the seawoman was performing her tasks on 

Portuguese fluvial waters. 
1. 183

 SEE LAG BADEN-WÜRTTEMBERG, 17 JULY1980, RIW (1981) VOL. 27, PP. 272-274: A GERMAN NATIONAL WAS WORKING ON 

BOARD A CYPRIAN SHIP BUT MANAGED FROM STUTTGART BY A GERMAN SHIPOWNER. THE CONTRACT WAS CONCLUDED IN A 
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operates.184 The clearest cases for the escape clause to intervene in are disputes 

between a seafarer and a shipowner when both are either domiciled or habitually 

resident in same country but work performed on a non-national flag vessel is involved. 

Spanish courts have also taken previous employment relationships between the parties 

into consideration.185  

                                                                                                                                                         

GERMAN BUSINESS, WAGES WERE PAID IN GERMAN CURRENCY, THE CONTRACT WAS WRITTEN IN GERMAN AND THE BEHAVIOUR OF 

BOTH PARTIES DENOTED THAT THEY WERE CONFIDENT ABOUT THE APPLICATION OF GERMAN LAW. IN A DIFFERENT CASE INVOLVING 

THE PROVISION OF SERVICES ON BOARD A GERMAN SHIP TRAVELLING BETWEEN THE UK AND GERMANY THE RELEVANT FACTORS 

WERE THE FACT THAT THE EMPLOYEE WAS A BRITISH NATIONAL DOMICILED IN THE UK, THE CONTRACT WAS IN ENGLISH WITH AN 

ENGLISH COMPANY AND THE SALARY WAS PAID IN UK CURRENCY FOR WHICH REASONS ENGLISH LAW WAS APPLIED: BAG 24 

AUGUST 1989, NZA (1990) VOL. 7, PP. 841-845. IN ANOTHER CASE INDIAN LAW WAS APPLIED TO INDIAN SEAFARERS EMPLOYED ON 

BOARD SHIPS REGISTERED IN THE GERMAN INTERNATIONAL REGISTRY, TAKING INTO CONSIDERATION THE PLACE WHERE CONTRACTS 

HAD BEEN SIGNED, THE HABITUAL RESIDENCE OF THE PLAINTIFFS AT THE TIME THE CONTRACT WAS CONCLUDED, THE LANGUAGE OF 

THE CONTRACT AND THE CURRENCY IN WHICH WAGES WERE PAID. SEE BAG 3 MAY 1995, NZA (1995) VOL. 12, PP. 1191-1194. IN THE 

NETHERLANDS, SEE HOGE RAAD, 31 JANUARY 2003, IN THE CASE SPARKING OFF CASE C 37/00, WEBER V OGDEN. 
184 The same thing happened in the case dealing with the ship Obo Basak: Cour d’Appel Douai (1ª Ch.), 1 December 1997, ship Obo Basak, 

Droit Maritime Franꞔais (1998) Vol. 50, pp. 248-250; Cour d’Appel Douai, Ch. Reúnes, 17.5.2004, No. 00/06191, Akyelken et a. v. Sté 

Marti Shipping et Sté AS Denmar Denizcilik ve Ticarest AS, ADMO (2006) Vol. 24, pp. 373-379, where the court paid attention to the 
fact that seafarers boarded the ship in Turkey, work was performed on a ship flying the Turkish flag, wages were paid in Turkey and 

the employment contract referred to the Turkish Maritime Code. 

185 See Spanish cases in which Spanish fishers perform their duties on board ships owned by joint enterprise: Tribunal Superior de Justicia, 
Sala de lo Social, Canarias, Las Palmas, No. 431/2003, 21 March 2003 (AS 2003\3836); Tribunal Superior de Justicia, Sala de lo Social, 

Canarias, Las Palmas, Sección 1, No. 1123/2004, 24 November 2003; Tribunal Superior de Justicia, Sala de lo Social, Canarias, Las Palmas, 

Sección 1, No. 1312/2006, 9 November 2006 (JUR 2007\69053); Tribunal Superior de Justicia, Sala de lo Social, Canarias, Las Palmas, 
Sección 1, No. 1033/2008, 11 July 2008 (AS 2009\58). 
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5.1.4 Conclusions  

  

The available rules within the EU area of justice provide seafarers with several heads of 

jurisdiction to claim for their contractual rights. However, while they have opened the 

door for EU seafarers, cases in which non-EU seafarers litigate before EU member State 

courts are rare. At any rate, and as in any PrIL case, transaction costs are significantly 

impairing access to justice. Notably, the Ship Arrest Conventions seem to better 

equipped to provide the needed remedy, but they only cover a type of claims - payment 

of wages and other emoluments - and not always secure access to justice. There seems 

to be then a gap in protecting seafarers not residing in the EU as they cannot stand for 

their rights before courts within the EU. 

 

As to conflict of laws, the law of the flag State does not seem to be anymore the law 

governing by definition the employment contract. Different mechanisms are used to 

apply another law: by implying the law chosen by the parties to the contract from the 

terms of the contract or the circumstances of the case, by understanding that the law of 

the habitual workplace is that of the place from which the seafarer discharges his/her 

duties towards the shipowner, or by identifying a closer law to the employment contract 

than that of the habitual workplace. Again, while these mechanisms protect seafarers 

residing in the EU, they might not lead to the most favourable labour law in cases 

involving non-EU seafarers. 
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1.1.2. 5.2. Case study on freight transport companies186  

5.2.1 Introduction 

The case study on freight transport companies (hereafter Case Study 1) is the first of 

three case studies that focus on three major “European carriers” companies in different 

parts of the European Union and three third-country carriers.  Their main objective is to 

examine the extent to which European seafarers and ship-owners are exposed to social 

dumping and unfair competition vis-á-vis third countries.  

The case study relies on interviews with stakeholders from two companies on sensitive 

matters related to crew costs and recruitment practices, in addition to interviews with 

respective national social partners familiar with both companies. In addition, desk 

research on costs and how they are accounted for in a business was undertaken. It is 

also worth mentioning that wages and other labour costs are included within the 

operational costs of a company, under the broad title of crew costs (including payments 

to recruitment and placement services (RPS)  and along with stores (lubricating oils and 

other stores), repairs and maintenance (including, among others, class certificates and 

others, and their renewal), insurance (P&I and marine insurance), and administration 

(registration costs, management fees and sundry expenses). The details of all these 

items would need to be disclosed in order to clearly understand the significance of crew 

costs within a business. However, companies are reluctant to even provide the total 

amount paid in wages, a fact that emerges from the findings of the interviews conducted 

for Case Study 1.  

Case Study 1 presents a comparative analysis between two freight transport companies 

regarding their processes and methods in the recruitment of seafarers, including the 

related costs when data are available. The main purpose of the comparison is to learn 

about factors that may lead to unfair competition between European countries and third 

countries. 

The companies covered in this case study are: 

 Company A, based in a Western European country and considered a 

small/medium player. 

 Company B, which is a large third country carrier. 

 

The details of the companies as well as those of participants in the research have been 

anonymized for confidentiality reasons. 

The case study builds on two research components: the first one is the collection of data 

on the number, nationality, gender and crew positions of seafarers working for the 

above-mentioned companies, along with wages and other costs paid that include social 

security contributions. The second component concerns recruitment and retention 

practices of the companies interviewed. This aim to understand the factors or drivers in 

hiring seafarers such as qualifications, experiences, culture, country of origin, labour 

costs, work culture, among others, and the weight given to them when it comes to 

recruiting.  

The interviews seek to learn the extent to which the companies are aware of the 

Maritime Labour Convention (MLC)-2006 and the guarantees therein laid down to secure 

seafarers’ rights to decent work conditions and fair treatment. A special consideration is 

                                                 

186 Khanssa Lagdami, World Maritime University, conducted interviews and prepared the report. This report is anonymous and confidential. 
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given to seafarers’ right to information concerning the contents of their contracts and the 

right to seek advice before signing it.  

The case study is structured in the following way: 

 Introduction 

 Presentation of companies and data findings 

 Recruitment methods and practices 

 Conclusions 

 References 

 

5.2.2 Presentation of companies and data findings  

5.2.2.1  Company A  

Company A is a family shipping company based in a Western European country. The 

company is part of a ship management group, which is made up of 13 Western European 

small/medium shipping companies. Today the shipping company operates 12 freight 

ships with a total carrying capacity of more than 26,000 tons. The company has one 

vessel with its own country’s flag, four vessels with a Portuguese flag (Madeira, the 

second registry of Portugal), three with a Cyprus flag and the other vessels fly the 

Antigua flag. Their fleet operates worldwide.  

Every ship operated by the company runs with a crew of 12 to 14 seafarers. For 

example, on one of their ships the composition is as follows: one captain, two nautical 

officers, one chief engineer, one second engineer, one cook and the rest are ratings. One 

woman works in the crew but her position was not indicated during the interview. In this 

regard, the company manager explained that: “It is very difficult to find women who are 

interested to work at sea. In the past the company had more women, but not anymore. I 

have the feeling that women no longer want to work at sea”. The nationalities of the 

crewmembers are German, Russian, Polish, nationalities from other East European 

countries and Filipinos.  

The maximum time that a seafarer spends working on a ship before repatriation is 

generally about seven months, but that period can be extended to nine or ten if the 

seafarer asks for an extension. The extension period depends on their position and it is 

up to two months for ratings and up to three for officers. The company generally gives 

short term-contracts. Regarding crew costs, the company refused to provide a 

breakdown of information and only mentioned that they are around €500,000 to 

€600,000 per vessel. Vessel maintenance costs €2,800 per day on average. When it 

comes to insurance and social security contributions, the company mentioned that it is 

generally around 5 per cent of annual wages. However, that amount seems to differ from 

one vessel to another. 

The company A did not comment on wage differences between EU and non-EU seafarers. 

However, the company has one collective bargaining agreement (CBA) and five special 

agreements for each kind of vessel in their fleet. More importantly, the company has 

raised the issue of social security contributions as a financial cost that may determine the 

(non-) recruitment of EU seafarers. The Western European Country in which the company 

is based has set up a tonnage tax arrangement according to which ship-owners can claim 

their social security contributions back. However, the administrative process to get them 

reimbursed is a lengthy one that requires resorting to specialized onshore services, 

namely, crew cost reduction is cancelled out by personnel costs ashore. Moreover, the 

reimbursement of those costs is not a given. In contrast, non-EU flags directly avoid this 

type of cost meaning that non-EU seafarers are informed that they have to pay for their 

own insurance. The latter was cited as a reason why the company has opted to have 

most of its vessels fly the Antigua flag.  
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5.2.2.2. Observations from a European Trade Union Representative 

In general, the nationalities of seafarers present on ships of this Western European 

Country are Filipino, Russian, Polish, Ukrainian, Kiribati and a few seafarers of the same 

nationality as the company. The maritime companies of this country prefer to have on-

board Filipinos, Russians and Polish seafarers for the quality of their work and cheapest 

costs comparing to the nationals. 

Crews are still male-dominated because of the long sailing periods. The working 

conditions are not comfortable for a woman to be on-board. 

The maximum time that a seafarer expends working on-board a ship flying the flag of 

this country before repatriation are: nationals: about 3-4 months; Russia/Poland: about 

5-6 months; Philippines: about 7-9 months; Kiribati: about 10-11 months. 

On average, the wages for seafarers working on ships like the ones of Company A in this 

this Western European Country are (per month) : 

National seafarers Foreign seafarers 

 

Captain: €7,000 

Navigator: €4,900 

Chief Engineer: €6,400  

Engineer: €5,000 

Cook: €4,500 

Captain: $ 6,500 

Navigator: $ 3,300 

Chief Engineer: $ 5,800 

Engineer: $ 3,300 

Cook: $ 1,500 

 

A company like Company A can pay the following amounts for social contributions: 

For national seafarers: about 22 per cent of the monthly wage  

For foreign seafarers: about 7 per cent paid by the employer 

5.2.2.2 Company B 

Company B has currently approximatively 8,000 employees around the world. Of those, 

7,215 work at sea. Concerning the gender aspect, the maximum number of women 

workers is around 1.5 per cent of the company workforce. The breakdown of seafarers by 

nationality is as follows: 

Nationalities Number 

Philippines 
European Union 
India 

Australia/New Zealand 
Brazil 
Norway 
Russia 

Canada 
China 

Indonesia 
Other 
Angola 
 

2,816 
1,510 
1,036 

576 
352 
230 
184 

141 
117 

107 
100 
46 

 Source: Company B, 2019 

Depending on their experience, seafaring employees can opt to have short- or long-term 

contracts. However, the company has a good sustainability strategy and tries to ensure 

that their employees have a continuity of contracts inside the company. Regarding the 
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size of crews, generally a Company B tanker is operated by 18 to 25 people including a 

key senior officer, a chief engineer, a chief mate (officer) and a first assistant engineer. 

A significant portion of the company’s seafarers is covered by CBAs. The company has 

signed several CBAs with different labour unions. As an example, the company is a party 

to a CBA with the Philippine Seafarers’ Union, which is an affiliate of the International 

Transport Workers’ Federation (ITF), as well as an agreement with ITF London that 

covers all its junior officers and seafarers that work on Bahamian-flagged vessels. 

Furthermore, the company is party to CBAs with various Australian maritime unions that 

protect officers and seafarers working in the company’s Australian operations. Officers 

and seafarers working on-board Spanish-flagged vessels are covered by a CBA with the 

Spanish trade unions Unión General de Trabajadores and Comisiones Obreras (Company 

B Corporation, 2018).  

The company plans to sign additional CBAs in the near future. In general, like many 

other large companies, Company B has both national – limited to one nationality – and 

international agreements – covering more than one nationality – depending on what the 

vessel trades and its geographical area of operation. As an example, a Company B 

tanker, which operates between Norway and Poland but has Brazilian officers or ratings 

on-board, may have a national agreement for the Norwegian seafarers, an international 

agreement supporting trade with Poland and another agreement with Brazil. Company B 

has what is called a mixture of agreements depending on the type of vessel, the trading 

it is engaged in and its destination.  

Seafarers’ wages are usually negotiated annually or biannually. The salaries are included 

as part of the vessels’ operating expenses along with recruitment, repairs and 

maintenance, insurance, stores, lube, oils and communication expenses. As an indication, 

on average, the salary of an officer at Company B is around €70,000 a year, a fourth or 

third marine engineer might earn between €35,000 to €40,000 a year. Ship repair and 

maintenance and costs are difficult to specify, but they are substantively high. 

The company recruits a significant number of seafarers from non-EU countries: 

“European international contracts and especially non-union international contracts are 

very complicated and far more costly compared to international contracts in China, India, 

the Philippines, Indonesia and other Asian countries”. While an EU seafarer could be 

around 70 per cent of the daily running costs of a ship including social benefits, 

retirement funds, visas, training, travels, etc., a non-EU seafarer with an international 

agreement costs around 50 per cent of the latter’s costs, with the advantage of long 

working hours.  

When it comes to social security contributions, the company indicates that they are the 

responsibility of seafarers. Depending on the SEA, in certain cases the company provides 

employees with a comprehensive benefit package that includes social insurance and a 

senior pension. The company has contribution pension plans that cover most of its 

employees, including seafarers. The pension is based on a percentage of employees’ 

salaries and are charged to earnings incurred in the running year. The company also has 

contribution and benefit plans to which employees can contribute with a fixed percentage 

of their base salaries. The company matches all or a portion of employees’ contributions 

depending on how much they contribute to. As an example, in 2016, 2017 and 2018, the 

amount of costs recognized for the company’s defined contribution pension plans was 

€6.9 million, €10.8 million and €12.5 million respectively (Company B Corporation, 

2018).  

Company B has an office in the Bahamas. According to the company, this flag State 

provides more cost-efficient support services than those provided by most EU flag States. 

5.2.3.2 Observations from a Trade Union Representative 

Company B has agreements with various unions. The crewmembers (ratings and officers) 

constitute the majority of union members in their country of residence, for example, 

Filipino crews are members of the Associated Philippines Seafarers Unions (APSU). 
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Company B has a good reputation and unions are well respected among its crewmembers 

and management. No issues have emerged with Company B, and if any problems were 

ever to arise, they would be promptly resolved through dispute resolution with the 

unions.  

A CBA provides nine-month (+/- one month) contracts for operational convenience. 

Generally, the ratings will have nine-month contracts in most cases. The officers, 

however, have shorter contracts, ranging from three to six months.  

Non-EU ratings are paid in line with the CBA wages, plus bonuses, as per Company B’s 

internal rules. Officers’ wages are generally higher than the CBA wages as their wages 

are dictated by the market demand for quality officers. This also applies to EU ratings. 

The ratings from the Philippines and India receive about 90 per cent of the salary 

Company B pays to its other crewmembers. The other nationalities on-board its vessels 

are officers.   

The provision of social security benefits is a mandatory requirement. In the Philippines 

this is mandated by law, for example. If there is no legal provision, the CBA provides a 

social security provision to which the company/seafarer contributes. The contributions 

are clearly stated in the CBA wage scale. The CBA Company B contains sick pay, 

maternity, death and disability provisions.  

EU ratings or local ratings are utilised on Company B’s ships depending on the flag State, 

the charter or the local cabotage rules. For example, Spanish flag ships would normally 

employ Spanish seafarers. The same rule applies to Australia, Brazil, Indonesia and 

Norway. 

Company B being a quality operator would normally pay the crew/ratings higher wages 

than other competitors. The retention rate would likely be around 95 per cent or above. 

Other than wages various benefits are provided to the crew: a pension and medical 

benefits, among others. These are in addition to, or in conjunction with, the provisions in 

the local CBA. The cost of hiring seafarers from developed countries in terms of social 

welfare benefits is probably higher, and the same applies to their wages. Having said 

this, the crews from India and the Philippines are paid above the normal standard rate 

for the same work in their own countries. 

The MLC-2006 provisions are included in the CBA that Company B utilises and subscribes 

to. Generally speaking, working hours and rest hours are considerably better than those 

prescribed in the MLC-2006. 

5.2.3 Recruitment methods and practices 

This section provides a description of recruitment and retention practices used by both 

companies, Company A and Company B. 

5.2.3.1 Company A 

Company A basically relies on a private RPS, a crewing agent based in the Western 

European country with whom the company has been collaborating for years. The reason 

provided for this choice is the advantage of outsourcing in terms of addressing 

administrative formalities such as the management of work permits, certificates, 

insurance and pensions. For a small company like Company A, direct recruitment is not 

affordable even if the company would prefer to conduct face-to-face interviews to fill its 

leading positions. 

Regarding the factors that the company takes into consideration for recruitment, both 

crew costs and seafarers’ qualifications and competences are indicated as the main 

issues to be taken into account. The latter are not only focused on the International 

Convention on Standards of Training, Certification and Watchkeeping for Seafarers 
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(STCW) certificates, but also on other type of expertise that is not easy to find nowadays 

according to the manager. Cost reduction is, nevertheless, essential when it comes to 

recruitment. According to the manager: “A lot of countries outside of Europe 

protect/support their shipping industry… support means low costs… All European flags 

would like to recruit European seafarers because of the culture (same way of thinking), it 

is just that the financial reasons do not allow them to do so…” The citation is relevant 

because it places upon the flag State not only the responsibility for the provision of 

services, but also for cost reduction raising the question as to the efficiency of state aids 

in maritime transport.  

Retention practices seem to be an issue to the extent that the company mostly relies on 

short-term contracts. According to the manager: “A lot of crew members have very short 

contracts so they do not feel a real link to the company, which means that they do not 

care that much about the vessel as they know that they will be working on another ship 

very soon”. Loyalty to the company seems to be an important factor for the business. 

However, the company does not have any particular policy in place to secure reliable 

employees apart from considering Filipinos more loyal and closer to the ship-owner than 

other nationalities. 

Although Company A is not directly recruiting, the company indicates that seafarers are 

informed about the contents of their contracts and their right to seek advice before 

signing a SEA by the crewing agent. To handle complaint procedures, the company 

basically follows MLC-2006’s requirements ensuring that seafarers have all relevant 

contacts at the wall of the ship. In this regard, until now, the company has received two 

major complaints or problems:   

 One person had a personal problem but nobody was aware of this and 

subsequently the person committed suicide (he jumped overboard) 

 Currently, the company has to solve a problem between a captain and a chief 

officer who do not talk to each other.  
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5.2.3.2 Observations from a EU Trade Union Representative 

 The Western European country companies prefer to recruit seafarers through a third 

party because it is most convenient. The costs are reduced, and the ship-owner makes 

fewer commitments towards the seafarer.  

The qualifications and competences of seafarers are almost equivalent between nationals 

and third countries seafarers since the training is done according to the STCW 

convention. However, the basic training of nationals’ seafarers is often better, because a 

ship mechanic receives training in both machinery and on deck duties. 

Subsidies are not a handicap for the Western European country companies. Given the 

many thousands of Euro that the companies from this country receive from the State, it 

is easy to hire a person on land to take care of application for subsidies. The social costs 

currently do not pose a problem. Under this Western European country flag, the shipping 

companies receive full social security contributions and tax rebates from the State. 

Companies from this country prefer to fly other flags than the national one for the 

following reasons. First, it is cheaper. Second, the flying of another flag amounts to 

freedom from occupational regulations. Third, companies from this country prefer to use 

foreign seafarers because they do not complain much about on-board working hours and 

rest time on-board compared to national seafarers. And fourth and most importantly, the 

company can use temporary contracts without being tied down with fixed employment 

contracts. 

Seafarers have often encountered problems on the agreed working time and the 

additional salary due for working overtime. The right to appeal under MLC-2006 is not 

easy to access for all seafarers. 

MLC-2006 has already led to improvements in working and living conditions on-board but 

it is not sufficient yet due to its ineffective enforcement on-board many ships. For 

example, some companies do not provide medical insurance and seafarers do have 

problems when it comes to get medical care.  

5.2.3.3 Company B 

Company B is a large company and as such has multinational crewing strategies. In 

general, Company B attracts and retains seafarers through its global manning 

organization with offices in Australia, India, Philippines, Scotland and Spain. The 

company recruits seafarers through several methods. Primarily, they advertise jobs via 

their website, where the company lists the various face-to-face, email and online 

processes by which seafarers can apply for different roles and positions. Depending on 

the type of vessel, the company categorizes recruitment preferences by nationalities. For 

example, for job requirements for Conventional (Oil) Tankers and FSO Fleet job is as 

follows: 

Sometimes, the company promotes vacant positions through official social media sites, 

such as Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn and Twitter. Company employees also promote 

vacant positions through their personal social media accounts, but using the company 

links. In short, the company mainly resorts to direct recruitment via its marine human 

resource department and representatives, and only occasionally recruits via RPS. 

Regarding recruitment factors, the company highlights that it especially appreciates 

technically skilled employees with specialized training who can perform physically 

demanding work. By the same token, and as a large company, Company B invests in 

retention practices. To this end and to secure qualified seafarers, it has adopted a 

strategy called “Cost-effective crewing strategy”. The company states that: “Company B 

goes to India and the Philippines and take the highest qualified people and pays them the 

highest wage – the most competitive wages for that area. So it’s a whole strategy that 

Europe has to get into and understand. That makes a huge difference… if you get people 
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through manning agencies for short contracts, you just fill space. But if you recruit them 

like on-shore staff, you show them that you care about them, about their career 

development. This way you are developing leadership in the region”. Putting workers at 

sea on the same footing as workers onshore is part of the strategy that seeks to ensure 

their loyalty to the company. 

Moreover, company B invests in seafarer training. According to the interviewee, the 

company is committed to provide their employees with a career path. In that regard, it 

has a cadet-training program that is designed to balance academic learning with hands-

on training at sea. In that connection, it collaborates with training institutions in Canada, 

Croatia, India, Norway, the Philippines, Turkey and the United Kingdom. The company 

also has an accredited specific competence management system that ensures a 

continuous flow of qualified officers who are trained on the company’s vessels. According 

to the interviewee: “We believe that high-quality manning and training policies will play 

an increasingly important role in distinguishing larger independent tanker companies that 

have in-house affiliate program capabilities from smaller companies that must rely on 

outside ship managers and crewing agents”.  

The company applies the MLC-2006 requirements as a guarantee to ensure that 

seafarers are informed about the contents of the contract and given an opportunity to 

seek advice before signing an SEA.  

Also, in accordance with the MLC-2006 requirements, the company deals with complaints 

raised by their workers at sea based on a documented procedure that is usually 

explained to seafarers before signing their contracts. This procedure is part of a policy 

called “Operational leadership”.  

5.2.3.4 Observations from a trade union Representative 

Company B recruits its seafarers directly through its website and through different crew 

management agencies that are present in several countries around the world. A lot of 

seafarers working at the company come from India and the Philippines, as previously 

mentioned. 

5.2.4 Conclusions 

Case Study 1 confirms that EU carriers are entitled to recruit seafarers not residing in the 

EU and opt for this choice as third-country EU carriers do. The case study seems also to 

confirm that the main driver for this modus operandi is crew cost-reduction, which in 

practice applies for EU and non-EU carriers in a similar way. The different views of both 

companies are explained by their different sizes and not by their location (being within or 

outside the EU). While company B relies on direct recruitment, company A, as a small- to 

medium-sized company, works with a RPS to diminish crew management costs. 

Both companies were reluctant to provide a detailed account of their crew costs. 

However, both operate on the basis of several CBAs that differ according to seafarers’ 

nationality and vessel, i.e. different wages apply depending on the seafarer’s country of 

origin.  

Contributions to any type of social security system are a driver in recruiting seafarers. 

Companies basically avoid paying such contributions by hiring non-EU seafarers, or just 

pay some of the social security branches. Tonnage tax schemes make EU seafarers 

competitive, but the administrative burden attached to those schemes is mentioned as a 

deterrent to their use. However, this assertion is contended by the interviewed social 

partner. 

Although not directly addressed by the companies, working hours and lengths of time 

spent on-board are two factors that also play a role in recruiting non-EU seafarers to the 

extent that they seem to be more prone than EU seafarers to work more hours a week 

and for longer periods on-board. None of the interviewed companies had a plan to 

increase the recruitment of woman seafarers. 
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RPSs facilitate the recruitment of seafarers across the world. As mentioned, the main 

driver for this type of recruiting methods is cost reduction, but qualifications and 

competencies are also a major worry for ship-owners. Along the same lines, seafarer 

professionalism and loyalty to the company are highly appreciated. In that regard, 

company B, a large company, invests in retention practices, while company A, a small to 

medium player, not only lacks programmes of this type, but also mostly operates on the 

basis of short-term SEAs to avoid costs. 

Both companies seem to be fully aware of MLC-2006 requirements, in particular on the 

right to seek advice before signing the contract and available on-board complaint 

procedures. 
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1.1.3. 5.3 Case study on passenger service companies187 

5.3.1 Introduction  

The case study on passenger services companies (hereafter case study 2) is the second 

of three case studies studying three major European carriers seated in the European 

Union and in three third-country carriers. The main objective of the three case studies is 

to examine the extent to which EU seafarers and ship-owners are exposed to social 

dumping and unfair competition vis-à-vis third countries. 

Case study 2 develops a comparative analysis between two passenger services 

companies regarding their processes and methods of recruitment, and their practices 

concerning wages and working hours. The case study is a result of interviews conducted 

with stakeholders from both companies, and trade unions familiar with the methods of 

recruitment of both companies. In addition, desk research was conducted to obtain more 

specific details that are difficult to receive directly from the companies. 

The primary purpose of the case study is to learn more about the factors that may 

facilitate unfair competition between EU cruise ship companies and those from third 

countries. The study also aims to know the degree of the companies' compliance with the 

MLC-2006 and the guarantees that they give to protect the rights of seafarers to decent 

working conditions and fair treatment. The number of working hours, wages and the 

number of bargaining agreements are some factors, among others, that were taken into 

consideration in the study.   

Both companies were reticent to share some information, particularly the correct figures 

of wages comparing the working hours, especially for foreign seafarers on-board their 

ships.  It is important to highlight that even trade unions were reluctant to answer some 

questions, considering them sensitive, hence it was difficult to provide a point of view 

while speaking on behalf of their organisations.  

The companies covered in this case study are: 

 Company A part of a Cruising Travel Group A, based in Southern Europe that are 

both considered as important players. 

 Company B, based in North Africa and considered to be a small to medium player. 

Names of the companies as well as all those participanting in the research are kept 

confidential. 

The case study builds on two research components: the first one is the collection of data 

on the number, nationality, gender and crew positions of seafarers working for the 

above-mentioned companies, along with wages and other costs paid that include social 

security contributions (when such information is available). The second component 

concerns recruitment and retention practices of the companies whose staff was 

interviewed. This aim is to understand the factors or drivers in hiring seafarers, such as 

qualifications, experiences, culture, country of origin, labour costs, work culture, among 

others, and the weight given to them when it comes to recruiting. 

The case study is structured in the following way: 

 Introduction 

 Profiles of the companies 

 Recruitment methods and practices 

 Conclusion  

                                                 

187 Khanssa Lagdami, World Maritime University, conducted interviews and prepared the report. This report is anonymous and confidential. 
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5.3.2 Presentation of companies and data findings  

5.3.2.1 Company A/ Cruising Travel Group A 

The Cruising Travel Group A is responsible for operating the Company A and another 

maritime cruising company. The Group has a large fleet of ships, all of which fly the 

Southern European country flag where the company is based.  

Company A is one of the main operating companies of the Cruising Group A, with a fleet 

of over 100 ships that visit hundreds of ports around the world. The group employs over 

120,000 people worldwide and attract around 11.5 million guests annually. Every day, 

without exception, more than 325,000 people, comprising guests and shipboard 

employees, are sailing aboard its fleet. 

A total of 4,500 seafarers work on-board Company A vessels, excluding hotel personnel. 

The total number of all personnel is 20,390 persons (December, 2018). Officers working 

on-board the Group’s ships are mainly from EU countries, while the remaining crew 

members are from other nationalities. The main nationalities working on-board can be 

classified as follows: 

 On Company A, 39 per cent of seafarers are from the Philippines, 18 per cent 

from India, 14 per cent from Indonesia, 13 per cent from the EU country where 

the company is seated, 12 per cent from other non-EU European countries and 4 

per cent from other EU-countries. 

 On the other cruising company of the group, 34 percent of seafarers come from 

the Philippines, 25 percent from a EU country, 14 per cent from India, 13 per cent 

from other EU-countries, 9 per cent from Indonesia and 5 percent from other non-

EU European countries.  

It is important to highlight that the Southern European country where the company is 

based has many restrictions concerning the nationality of seafarers working on-board its 

ships, especially for officers. An article of the Navigation Code of this country sets forth 

that the crew of national vessels manned in national ports must consist entirely of 

nationals of that country (and now from other EU countries too). The recruitment of 

seafarers, especially ratings, depends on negotiations with the trade unions. In fact, 

there is a possibility of derogating from the aspects of this article through the stipulation 

of national collective agreements between employers and trade unions (the most 

representatives at the national level).  

An important fact to highlight is that in recent years in order to ensure greater fluidity in 

career progression, one trend has been to organize different sections on-board ships by 

single nationality, for example assigning officers of of the same EU nationality to the deck 

and officers of other EU nationality to the machine section.  

As regards the qualifications of seafarers working on-board the company’s ships, based 

on the information obtained from the company, national seafarers do not have the best 

qualifications, for example, the internationally recognized certification standard, the one 

issued in accordance with the IMO Convention on Standards of Training, Certification and 

Watchkeeping for Seafarers. If this Southern European Country did not have the 

requirement that national officers must be recruited, the Group would prefer to recruit 

officers from other nationalities within Europe, especially from Eastern Europe and from 

some other third countries. In that regard, the Group is starting to look into new 

seafaring markets like Bulgaria (for Eastern Europe) and Ethiopia (for Africa), which both 

have good ratings. 
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The company is inviting the Southern European Country where it is established and all 

other EU countries to fully review their education systems, specifically as regards cadet 

programmes. EU maritime education no longer matches the requirements of the cruise 

industry, and, for that reason, the company is investing a lot in education programmes in 

different parts of EU and in some other third countries. 

As regards gender equality, recent data show that currently (2019) the company has 

recruited 84.7 percent males and 15.3 per cent females on-board its vessels; and 39.5 

percent males, and 60.5 percent females shore side. Today, the group is undertaking 

research focusing on promoting female leadership on-board its ships. The results of this 

research project will be available in the next few months.  

The company wage structure differs according to the category of seafarer and the latter’s 

position on-board. The basic pay, benefits and incentive schemes of the company are in 

line with the cruise industry market, and designed to guarantee a remuneration based on 

objective criteria for all employees, depending on the countries in which the company is 

operating. The minimum wages are determined according to the specific economic, 

political and social conditions of each country, therefore comparisons between employees 

from different countries are inappropriate. In that regard, Company A carries out studies 

in all the countries where it hires its employees to ensure that its starting salaries are 

adequate, and that starting pay complies with the minimum wage outlined in national 

laws or in CBAs.  

In regard to wages, the salaries/benefits depend whether the seafarer is an EU citizen or 

a non-EU citizen. If the seafarer is from an EU country, 35 to 40 per cent of the salary 

goes to taxes and social security. For an non-EU citizen, an entry position for ratings in 

the engine room for example, usually pays around $900 a month, while an officer’s 

salary can reach several thousand dollars. 

Table 10: Minimum Wages of Ratings at Company A 

Minimum wages for EU ratings  Minimum wages for non-EU ratings  

With costs: €2,500/month including taxes and 

social security 

Net: Deduction of 35% or 40% for taxes and 
social security contributions 
 

Net: $900 

 
 

Source: Information based on an interview with a company official. 

The company did not provide the exact costs of hiring non-EU ratings. The only 

information provided was that taxes and social security contributions are not deducted in 

the Southern European country. Seafarers pay their own social security and taxes in their 

country of origin. The company can contribute to social security in some countries like 

the Philippines and India (if the social security system is available). 

In terms of the work period, it is estimated at between three and six months for officers 

and between six and eight or even ten months for ratings. However, no hard data is 

available from the company concerning leisure, rest and sleep time and time spent on 

sports, for example.  

It is important to note that the Southern European country offers subventions to 

companies flying its flag by reimbursing all taxes paid and social security contributions 

for EU seafarers. This makes the Southern European country a very advantageous 

country for the Company A. 

All cruise line employees are covered by cruise industry CBAs with trade unions and 

employers’ associations in the Southern European Country and abroad. For every crew 

team, the company has signed an individual CBA. For example, for the engine and deck 

crews, the company has one CBA for the EU crew and another one for the non-EU crew. 
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The company has signed a separate agreement for the hotel crew, even though the 

former are not recruited directly by the company, but by a service company. As regards 

minimum notice periods for operational changes, the company informs and consults with 

the workers’ representatives prior to the signing of any agreements, in compliance with 

the relevant legislative requirements.  

The company also applies the MLC-2006 and has signed the Social Accountability 

Standard 8000 [SA 8000], which is an auditable certification standard that encourages 

organizations to develop, maintain and apply socially acceptable practices in the 

workplace. In that regard, the company states that it has codes of conduct for human 

rights. The company has stated that it provides guidelines for ethical business behaviour 

so that any situation, the company can maintain its reputation for integrity and uphold 

the standards of the company. However, data on the protection of human rights on-

board, freedom of association and collective bargaining and labour practices of the 

company are not available. 

Regarding the company’s guarantee to ensure that seafarers are informed about the 

contents of the contract and given an opportunity to seek advice before signing a 

Seafarers’ Employment Agreements (SEA), the company made a commitment to 

guarantee transparency and provide clear information for all its employees. There are no 

significant differences in the salary and benefits disbursement mechanisms as per the 

contractual terms and conditions, but they do differ based on the relevant legislation in 

each country. Therefore, on that account, variations exist as to what is or is not included 

in regard to certain types of social security and/or insurance coverage. 

5.3.2.1 Observations from a European Transport Union Representative 

Filipinos are the main nationality present in Company A vessels. This is mainly because 

Filipino seafarers have proper training, an essential factor for the company, and they 

speak perfect English. 

Company A has bilateral arrangements with the Associated Marine Officers’ and 

Seamen’s Union of the Philippines (AMOSUP) based in Manila. All Filipinos seafarers and 

their families enjoy the social benefits provided thanks to membership in this union. 

Today, there is intense competition in the cruise market sector. The running costs of a 

vessel are strongly linked to the costs of the crew and so the ship-owner will try to 

reduce the costs of the crew, among other initiatives undertaken. 

It is important to point out that Company A vessels are flying the Southern European 

country flag, but with the second register of this country, it is not compulsory to have an 

all-EU crew on-board. In this country, only nationally-flagged ferries operating between 

islands have an EU crew exclusively.  

The Southern European country has a low number of ratings that are nationals of that 

country because of the strong market demand for other nationalities as they involve 

lower costs, for example, in terms of their wages.  

The third countries are working assiduously to train their relevant personnel taking into 

account that ship-owners are looking for both low costs and skilled crewmembers. It is 

sufficient to read the BIMCO Report to have an idea of the situation worldwide regarding 

the demand for and the availability of seafarers. 

The figures received from the company are an average. The costs might be higher than 

€2,500 for an EU rating. For the non-EU ratings, the net monthly salary is below US$ 

1,000 in the deck/engine/hotel areas. 
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There are some complaints regarding the working hours at Company A, but when this 

happens the problems are solved thorough the union representative on-board. 

The period of engagement of seafarers provided by the company is correct, and the 

company also respects the repatriation rules for seafarers. 

Company A has no Special Agreement with the International Transport Workers' 

Federation (ITF) because vessels fly its national flag. In general, with few exceptions, 

Company A complies with the different articles of the general ITF agreement. This is also 

because the unions at Company A have a strong representation on-board each vessel via 

union delegates. 

5.3.2.2 Company B 

Company B is the trading name of a ferry company, originally established by a Western 

European maritime group active in the passenger shipping services. It employs nearly 

400 professionals coming from this Northern African Country. They occupy positions of 

responsibility on-board ships, in administration and ports; naval officers, captains, clerks 

and hostesses, among others. It is essential to highlight that the Maritime law of this 

African Northern Country does not allow the national fleet to be flexible regarding the 

nationality of ships and management of seafarers.  

The number of the Northern African country seafarers currently working on-board the 

Company B’s fleet are as follows: 4 masters; 6 chef mates; 5 officers of the watch; 14 

chief engineers; 12 second engineers; 6 deck cadets; 6 engine cadets; 12 engine ratings 

(Oilers); 63 deck ratings (Abs); 4 guest service managers; 66 stewards; and 4 chief 

cooks. 

The minimum time that a seafarer from this Northern African country spends working on 

a Company B ship before repatriation is generally about two weeks, and the maximum is 

one month. The average period of a SEA is three months. However, in the company, 

there are 65 indefinite periods of SEAs, held by seafarers with seniority positions within 

the company. Before their embarkation, seafarers receive a copy of their agreement and 

are allowed to examine and seek advice on the agreement before signing it, based on the 

MLC 2006 requirements. However, sections of the Northern African Country Maritime 

Code do not provide guarantees for seafarers to seek advice before signing their 

employment agreement, as required by paragraph 1(b) of Standard A2.1 of the MLC 

2006. 

The company has one CBA. However, no comment was delivered regarding which social 

partner this agreement was signed with. Wages are paid as daily rates, except for deck 

cadets and engine cadets, and are as follows (without deduction of taxes and social 

security expenses): 

 Masters: 200 to €250 /day 

 Chief mates: 145 to €193 /day 

 Officers of the watch: €137 /day 

 Chief engineers: 190 to €240 /day 

 Second engineers: 145 to €193 /day  

 Third engineers: €137 /day 

 Deck cadets: €300 /Month 

 Engine cadets: €300 /Month 

 Engine ratings (Oilers): €45 /day 

 Deck ratings (Abs): 40 to €50 /day 

 Guest Service Managers: 50 to €60 /day 

 Stewards: 35 to €45 /day 

 Chief cooks: €50 /day 

The company did not provide any details concerning the number of hours and days that 

seafarers are working per month. It is essential to note that the Northern African Country 

does not have a fixed maximum number of work hours or a minimum number of hours of 

rest, as required under Regulation 2.3 of the MLC, 2006.  



 

Study on social aspects within the maritime transport sector 

207 

 

In that respect, it is worth noting that nothing in the national provisions takes into 

account the danger posed by the fatigue of seafarers. An order in the maritime code of 

the country provides that at sea and in accordance with the needs of the services of 

which the master shall be sole judge, all members of the crew shall carry out the work 

they are ordered to do, regardless of its duration. A Section of the Order also provides 

that exceptions regarding hours of actual work may be allowed without limits of time, 

irrespective of the categories of staff and on-board all vessels: (i) where a sick or injured 

crew member has been disembarked in the course of the voyage and cannot be replaced 

immediately; and (ii) in the event of illness or exemption from service, or in any other 

instance causing a shortage of personnel at sea.  

Regarding the repatriation, the company does not pay any repatriation costs for the 

Northern African Country seafarers by consent between the ship-owner and the 

crewmembers as the trading area allows the national seafarers to sign off in the Northern 

African Country. In this sense, the Code of Maritime Commerce of the country provides 

that the right to repatriation cannot be claimed if the illness or injury has been caused by 

a wilful act or an inexcusable fault of the seafarer, or if it occurred under the influence of 

drunkenness or was the result of an act of indiscipline by the seafarer. Under the terms 

of a section of the same code, the ship-owner is not required to cover the costs of 

repatriation of seafarers disembarked as a result of sickness or injury where the ship-

owner is not responsible for the provision of medical care.   

Concerning the social security contributions, the company ensures the protection of 

seafarers who are habitually resident in the country under eight of nine branches of 

social security: medical care, sickness benefit, old-age benefit, employment injury 

benefit, family benefit, maternity benefit, invalidity benefit and survivors’ benefit.  

When it comes to the on-board complaint procedures, the company points out that the 

provision of the Labour Code and of common laws are applicable on its ships in regard to 

the prohibition of the victimization of seafarers for filing a complaint.   

As regards the qualification of seafarers working on-board the company’s ships, national 

seafarers are very qualified and reach the minimum STCW basic standards. They also 

speak good English, French, Spanish and Arabic, the four languages a company needs 

when operating in a part of the Mediterranean. 

5.3.2.3 Observations from a Trade Union Representative  

It is essential to highlight that the recruitment practices and the work conditions of the 

company change from one vessel to another. 

Some companies confirm that they have CBAs, but in reality they do not. For example, 

Company B has no agreement with the trade union whose representative was 

interviewed for this study. 

Even in the case of a ship flying the national flag (in which the ship-owner is required to 

hire only national seafarers), ship-owners can get exceptions from the Ministry of 

transport to hire other nationalities that cost less than national seafarers. 

The Maritime Code of the country does not guarantee seafarers the opportunity to seek 

advice before signing their employment agreement. The SEAs are sometimes worded in 

general terms, for example establishing the write to wages “in accordance with the 

collective agreement in force”, a provision that does not conform to the MLC 2006 and 

does not protect seafarers. 

Most of seafarers working on board ferries between Southern and Northern 

Mediterranean ports suffer from fatigue, especially during the high seasons. Limits on 

hours of work and hours of rest, other than those necessary for the immediate safety of 
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the ship, persons on-board or cargo, or for the purpose of giving assistance to other 

vessels or persons in distress at sea, may only be adopted by CBA in the context of 

paragraph 13 of Standard A2.3 of the MLC 2006. However, CBAs allowing limits have not 

yet been adopted by the Northern African Country laws, which means that ship-owners 

flying the national flag have also not done so. 

The Northern African country’s ship-owners benefit from the gap in the national law 

about repatriation. National seafarers are in charge of their own repatriation. 

Generally, national seafarers do not benefit from good accommodation and recreational 

facilities, particularly the essential requirement set out in paragraph 1(a) of Standard 

A3.1. of MLC 2006. No laws or regulations have been adopted on this subject.   

5.3.3 Recruitment methods and practices 

This section provides a description of the recruitment and retention practices of two 

companies, Company A and Company B. 

5.3.3.1 Company A/Cruising Group A 

Company A recruits seafarers using several methods, primarily by direct hiring through 

its own human resources department dedicated to hiring professionals whose skills, 

competences and experiences correspond to the company’s values and needs. To assess 

potential candidates, the company uses online testing and technical interviews. 

The company also recruits seafarers in collaboration with different public centers for 

recruitment based in different regions of the Southern European country. The company 

regularly organises hiring venues for national, EU or non-EU citizens with permanent 

residence permits that include free professional training for those hired to work on-board 

the company’s fleet. The company calls this method Funded Selections. It focuses on 

unemployed youth whose competences could fit the company’s needs. The selection 

process comprises an English written test, a written test in a second European language 

and an aptitude test. 

The third method involves using manning agencies, located in relevant markets, 

dedicated to non-EU citizens. The company has a vast network that helps it to reach its 

recruitment goals globally. The responsibilities of the manning agencies are to source, 

pre-screen and present qualified applicants for final company approval. 

Regarding the career advancement policies, the company has a transparent system, one 

that details the different steps involved in a seafarer’s career by following the established 

path. This applies specifically to the deck and engine departments. 

Moreover, the company provides personal development plans to support seafarers’ career 

development in regards to their individual professional needs. This includes extensive 

professional training in company-owned training/simulator centres. The company also 

provides the possibility of exchange programmes within the fleet. 

One should underscore the fact that even before 2007, when the Southern European 

country where the company is based initiated reforms to update national career 

advancement programmes, Company A already had an intensive programme of 

personnel training on innovative and highly specialized subjects.   

The company also organizes a wide range of training programmes aimed at supporting 

the development and constant improvement of seafarers’ skills and competences on-

board all its ships. 

The retention of seafarers is essential for the company as they bring the company 

considerable benefits. The interviews undertaken show that to retain its seafarers the 

company strives to maintain a personal planning strategy in career development to 

increase the satisfaction of its staff working on-board its vessels, the aim being to 
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increase the retention rates. A positive on-board safe and healthy workplace environment 

is also essential for the company. Moreover, excellent on-board communication with 

company officials are valued because they help to create a comfortable, family-like work 

environment. 

5.3.3.2 Observations from a EU Trade Union Representative   

A few years ago, the Southern European country had a bad period in the preparation of 

seafarers, in particular officers. The Ministry concerned decided to change the pattern 

through educational programs with a reduction in time of programs provided by nautical 

schools, to have students ready to work in a short period. This reduction was not in 

favour of the preparation/qualifications to work on-board ships flagged in that country. 

Now, the situation is changing because many maritime academies have been created in 

recent years. In these academies, there are intensive and adapted maritime programs to 

the needs of the market. Besides, alternative navigation schools were created as ship-

owners are part of the national project to enhance the educational level of national 

seafarers, officers in particular. The Southern European country has also increased 

training for hotel workers. 

5.3.3.3 Company B 

Company B recruits most of its seafarers predominantly from alumni of a national 

maritime institute, which is operating under the Ministry of transport of the country 

where it is based. It is responsible for training senior managers in various branches of 

the maritime industry, conducting studies and research, contributing to lifelong learning 

and staff development.  

The company hires its crew through its own crew company based in another Southern 

European country. The company confirms that it employs staff based on the highest 

safety and quality standards and complies with the requirements imposed by the MLC-

2006. The company manages the crew for vessels of various types and sizes, among 

them high-speed crafts, RoPax and RoRo vessels, double-ended ferries and crew transfer 

vessels (CTV), including those flying the Northen African country flag. 

5.3.3.4 Observations from a trade union representative  

Around 1,251 seafarers are working on ships flying the Northern African country flag and 

are residents on its territory or possess the nationality of this country. 

At present, there is plenty of private recruitment agencies in different coastal cities of the 

country. However, their process of the recruitment of seafarers is not well regulated.  

5.3.4 Conclusions 

There is a huge gap between the wages of EU cruise-ship workers and those from third 

countries. Approximately €2,500/month for EU ship-workers and below $1,000/month for 

non-EU maritime crews, which means that the costs are a very significant factor in the 

process of recruiting seafarers in the cruising sector.   

Competences are also a good criterion for recruiting foreign seafarers. With less costs, 

EU ship-owners can have competent and well-qualified ship-workers from third countries. 

The arrangements concerning the social security between some EU ship-owners and third 

countries are helping EU ship-owners to easily recruit non-EU seafarers. Many third 

countries are making it straightforward for the big ship-owners in terms of administrative 

requirements.   
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EU shipowners can always find a way to recruit foreign seafarers through their second 

registry in ships flying their national flag. It is a way to slip through the cracks and not 

pay seafarers’ costs as per EU regulations. 

Cruise-ship workers have a very demanding and unconventional schedule, which has not 

been developed/mentioned by the staff of companies interviewed. However, the Northern 

African country’s social partner pointed this out as he considers this to be a considerable 

problem for national ratings. Rather than working the traditional five-day week, cruise-

ship employees often work seven days a week for the duration of their contracts. In that 

regard, ship-workers are not protected against fatigue by the national law.  

The hours can also be intense. A working hour for a cook on a cruise-ship or a ferry is 

not the same than those of a cook aboard cargo, for example. In this regard, the 

Northern African country’s ship-workers are not protected against fatigue by national 

regulations. 

The selected companies have national and international seafarers on-board their vessels. 

However, both were hesitant to share information about the wages of national seafarers 

and seafarers coming from other countries. Also, none of the companies provided data 

about the number of working hours, a critical point for the cruising market sector. 

The process of recruiting ship-workers is not well regulated locally, which leaves the door 

open to some shipowners not respecting the basic principles of the MLC,2006 during the 

recruitement process. 

Ship-workers are not protected by law in terms of their right to be part of an association 

that defends their working conditions. In the Northern African country, for example, the 

company mentioned that it has an agreement with a social partner without mentioning 

its name. After verification, the company just has an agreement with the Ministry of 

transport. 

Many of the fundamental rights of seafarers are not respected in some third countries, 

for example, the right of repatriation and the right to suitable accommodation and 

recreational facilities. 

References 

Interview with a senior manager of Company A 

Interview with a Captain at the Company B 

Interview with a European Trade Union representative 

Interview with an International Trade Union representative 

Maritime Labour Convention 2006 

Maritime codes of both countries  
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1.1.4. 5.4. Case study on crew management companies188 

5.4.1 Introduction  

The case study on crew management companies (hereafter known as case study 3) is the 

last of three case studies that examine three major European carriers in different parts of 

the European Union and in three third-country carriers189. The main objective of this 

undertaking is to examine the extent to which EU seafarers and ship-owners are exposed 

to social dumping and unfair competition vis-à-vis third countries. 

Case study 3 undertakes an analysis that compares two major crew management 

companies in terms of their recruitment methods, and practices in respect of wages and 

other relevant factors in the recruitment process. The information disclosed in the case 

study is a result of interviews conducted with stakeholders from both companies, and 

with social partners familiar with the practices of both companies. A desk research was 

also carried out in order to provide more information when it was difficult to obtain it 

directly from the companies in question.  

The principle aim of the case study is to identify the indicators that may play a role in the 

unfair competition between EU crew management companies and those from third 

countries. The case study also aims to learn more about the degree of protection of 

seafarers’ rights during the entire recruitment process and during their contract period. 

Particular attention was accorded to wages, social security contributions and repatriation 

costs.  

As in the previous two case studies, both companies were reluctant to provide 

information, particularly on the precise wage pay scales. More specifically, it was difficult 

to obtain information about the wages of foreign seafarers and their social welfare 

contributions from the Southern-European company. Based on desk research, it is 

apparently easy to quantify and compare crewing costs, although wage pay scales 

depend on a number of variables related to ship types, speed, and size and so on. 

However, it is important to note that, even when these factors apply to more than one 

ship, wages still vary from one to another even when they are under the same flag. In 

practice, there are enormous difficulties in learning about these differences in wages on 

board the same vessel and across the fleet, including from trade union representatives 

who have preferred to make general observations in this study, instead of providing 

detailed information on the companies as they deemed the questions sensitive and that 

required a formal authorisation to speak on behalf of their organisations.  

The Recruitment and Placement Services (RPS) covered in this case study are: 

 

 The first one is based in a Southern European Country and considered an important 

player. 

 The second one is based in a third country and is also regarded as a major player. 

 

The names of the companies as well as those that participate in the research have been 

anonymized for confidentiality purposes. 

The case study builds on two research components: the first is the collection of data on 

the number, nationality, gender and crew positions of seafarers working for the above-

mentioned companies, along with wages and other costs paid, including social security 

contributions, when such information is available. The second component concerns the 

recruitment and retention practices of the companies whose staff was interviewed. This 

                                                 

188 Khanssa Lagdami, World Maritime University, conducted interviews and prepared this anonymous and confidential report. 
189 In accordance with the ToR, three case studies are covered by Task 4: Case Study 1: Freight transport companies; Case Study 2: 

Passenger service companies; and Case study 3: Crew management companies. 



 

212 
 

aim to understand the factors or drivers in hiring seafarers, such as qualifications, 

experiences, culture, country of origin, labour costs, work culture, among others, and the 

weight given to each one during the recruitment process. 

The case study is structured as follows: 

1. Introduction 

2. Profiles of the companies 

3. Recruitment methods and practices 

4. Conclusion  

5. References 

 

5.4.2 Presentation of companies and data findings  

5.4.2.1 Recruitment and Placement Service (RPS) A 

The RPS A was founded in 1947 as a “Manning Agent” in a Southern European country. 

RPS A encompasses today all forms of maritime management, including crew, nautical 

and commercial management.  

The company provides seafarers’ management based on the instructions provided by 

their clients, who establish seafarers’ numbers, nationality and characteristics needed for 

their ships. RPS A manages and oversees the entire recruitment process ensuring that 

national and international regulations as well as all applicable legal requirements to work 

on-board are complied with. The activities carried out by the company are designed, 

developed, implemented and maintained as per the ISO 9001 certified quality 

management system. 

RPS A currently employs around 3,000 seafarers of different nationalities, including 

Croats, Cubans, Filipinos, Indonesians, Mauritians, Romanians, Russians, Ukrainians, and 

EU citizens from one Southern European country and from a Eastern European country. 

The hired seafarers are placed in multiple positions such as in the deck and engine units 

and hospitality services.  

As regards the time spent on-board ships managed by the company before repatriation, 

an EU seafarer spends about 45 days minimum and 4 months maximum. Non-EU 

seafarers spend about 8 months on-board. Regarding the crew’s wages, the company 

states that depending on the nationality, an EU officer could earn €2,800. However, the 

company refuses to provide details about the wages of ratings and non-EU seafarers, 

thereby there were no comments provided to this study on wage differences between EU 

and non-EU seafarers. When it comes to gender equality, the company recruits 8 to 10 

per cent female seafarers, including hospitality cruise-ship workers. 

As regards social security contributions, the company states that for EU seafarers, the 

contributions are paid directly by the ship-owner to the insurance company in question. 

For non-EU seafarers, this always depends on the nationality. In that regard, the 

company refers to the Court of Justice’s judgment in case C-631/17, SF v Inspector van 

de Belastingdienst, which states that 

 “A seafarer who maintains his residence in his Member State of origin, 

whilst working for an employer established in a Member State on board a 

vessel flying the flag of a third State and traveling outside of the territory of 

the EU, falls within the scope of the regulation on the coordination of social 

security systems. In accordance with that regulation, the national legislation 

applicable to that person is that of his Member State of residence”190. 

                                                 

190 Court of Justice of the European Union, 8 May 2019, Judgment in Case C-631/17SF v Inspecteur van de Belastingdienst. 
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5.4.2.2 Observations from an EU trade union representative  

The major source of seafarers recruited by crew management companies based in the 

Southern European country where the RPS A is established come from third countries. 

Lower labour costs than those of nationals are the main reason for this preference. For 

example, the average monthly wage of a EU first mate is never the same or even close 

to what a Filipino or their Indian counterpart receives. More importantly, crewing costs 

are seemingly the second or third significant element of the cost of owning and operating 

a ship. Adjusting the costs is not a complicated process and is based on several standard 

policies, such as reducing the number of seafarers, reducing the time of the contracts, 

expanding the spectrum of duties or reducing wage rates. In general, the role of RPSs in 

recruiting seafarers is very controversial as their main function is to reduce labour costs. 

The resorting to a RPS was portrayed by the trade union representative as a way for 

ship-owners not to assume responsibility in case of seafarers’ claims.  

Other factors ultimately influence the choice of certain nationalities. According to the 

trade union representative:  

 The current relationship between supply and demand. 

 Training. 

 Loyalty and reliability. 

 In the cruising sector, seafarers from East and Southeast Asia seem to be 

appreciated more because, in addition to low labour costs, they follow the 

instructions on-board, and are more cooperative in case of problems which 

help to reduce the number of accidents. 

 National restrictions. 

 Trade unions and other institutions and laws that protect seafarers. 

The wages of an EU master and second officer serving on an oil tanker operating in the 

international maritime trade are around $560 per day and $278 per day respectively. It 

is important to point out that in the Southern European country where the company is 

bases, there are some “paradoxical” claims of difficulties in recruiting national crews and 

complaints of high unemployment levels. Recently, the Government has called on 

national ship-owners to disclose the real number of national seafarers they employ. 

As regards social security contributions, on a cargo vessel there is no problem in 

identifying which country will pay them. However, for cruise ships, this can sometimes be 

difficult as there are different types of workers, for example, hospitality workers, workers 

assigned to engine rooms, officers, among others. Also, the number of employees is 

usually very large compared to the staff on other kinds of ships.   

Similarly, the fact that ships sailing under flags of convenience (FOCs) in EU waters and 

using EU ports are not regulated to the same degree as EU national flags, they might 

reduce labour costs, at the expense of EU seafarers. This apparatus is more than 

convenient for ship-owners that are willing to minimize their manning costs by 

decreasing standards and to avoid their legal obligations to seafarers, such as providing 

social security protection, when sailing under national flags. Trade unions have 

repeatedly denounced these practices.  

5.4.2.3 Recruitment and Placement Service (RPS) B 

 

RPS B, which initially specialised in crew management, was established in the 1970s to 

induce Filipinos to opt for a career in the maritime merchant field. Today, the company 

offers an integrated supply chain of services beyond crew management that includes 

shipping, real estate, energy, hospitality and leisure, aviation and international 

professional placement.  
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The company has partnerships with ship-owners and other entities in Asia, Europe and 

North America. Its strategic vision is to have Filipino seafarers on every vessel, in every 

body of water, sea and ocean. RPS B operations provide customized services geared to 

the requirements of each of its clients. Recently and as part of its strategic expansion, 

the company entered into a partnership by acquiring a substantial interest in a large 

international group, which resulted in a combined pool of more than 51,000 maritime 

professionals with 25,000 persons on-board over 1,000 vessels worldwide. 

 

It is interesting to highlight that over the past five decades the Philippines has been one 

of the largest supplier of seafarers to international merchant shipping accounting for 14 

per cent of the global vessel fleet. Historically, the country has predominantly provided 

ratings and junior officers, but for the past decade, the number of Filipino seafarers in 

senior positions has been increasing, and includes specialists in tanker vessels. However, 

in recent years China has overtaken the country as the lead supplier of maritime officers 

for overseas deployment. 

 

In March 2019, the total number of Filipinos seafarers, male and female, working on-

board different types of vessels around the world was 10,387. Of this number, 10,292 

were men and 95 were females. 

Table 1: Number of Filipino seafarers working on-board ships for the year 2018-2019 

Position Group Name Nationality Male Female 

2ND ENGINEER PH 244 2 

2ND OFFICER PH 336 1 

3RD ENGINEER PH 272 2 

3RD OFFICER PH 322 4 

4TH ENGINEER PH 153 2 

4TH OFFICER PH 15 3 

5TH ENGINEER PH 8 0 

ABLE SEAMAN PH 2,756 3 

BOSUN PH 35 0 

CHIEF COOK PH 509 2 

CHIEF ENGINEER PH 156 0 

CHIEF OFFICER PH 156 1 

COOK PH 253 0 

CRANE OPERATOR PH 35 0 

DECK CADET PH 173 12 

ELECTRICIAN PH 180 1 

ELECTRICIAN CADET PH 15 0 

ENGINE CADET PH 65 5 

FITTER PH 708 1 

MASTER PH 128 0 

MEDIC PH 6 0 

MESSMAN PH 520 11 

OILER PH 865 0 

ORDINARY SEAMAN PH 980 0 

OTHERS PH 234 29 



 

Study on social aspects within the maritime transport sector 

215 

 

Position Group Name Nationality Male Female 

PIPE LAY OPERATOR PH 12 0 

RIGGER PH 128 0 

ROUGHNECK PH 71 0 

ROUSTABOUT PH 71 0 

STEWARD PH 247 15 

WIPER PH 639 1 

Source: Documents provided by the company 

The RPS B has between 20 to 22 Filipino seafarers on-board each ship. There are very 

few females. 

As regards the average duration of a SEA, it is 5.66 months for ratings and 5.83 months 

for officers. The minimum/maximum time a seafarer spends working on-board a ship 

before repatriation is 241 days (maximum) and one day (minimum). 

Wages depend on the flag ships that seafarers are sailing on, and the company follows 

the following wage scales: the International Labour Organization, the International 

Transport Workers' Federation Total Crew Cost Agreement, Hong Kong Collective 

Bargaining Agreement Total Crew Cost Agreement, Vereinte Dienstleistungsgewerkschaft 

VER.DI191 and the International Bargaining Forum-Associated Marine Officers’ and 

Seamen’s Union of the Philippines /International Maritime Employers’ Council wage 

scales. In average, the income of a Filipino master and second officer working on an oil 

tanker operating on international maritime trade routes are $450 per day and $168 per 

day respectively.  

 

Table 2: Filipino wages (2018) – Per month served (i.e. basic wage, vacation, guaranteed 

overtime) – in US$ 

 

Source: Drewry Maritime Research 

When it comes to social security protection, the company provided the following 

information:  

                                                 

191 It is a German trade union based in Berlin. 
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Table 3: Costs per crew member per month and year 

COST PER CREW MEMBER 
PER MONTH 

PER CREW MEMBER 
PER YEAR 

Social Security 

System (SSS) & 
Employees 
Compensation (EC) 
Contribution 
(Employer)  

$32.00 (P1,630.00) $384.00 

Philhealth 
(Employer’s Share) 

$11.00 (P550.00) $132.00 

PAG-IBIG Fund192 $2.00 (P100.00) $24.00 

Source: Document provided by the Company 

 

The Company signed CBAs with different local and international unions. The list is 

provided below: 

 

Table 4: List of CBA (Local Union) 

TYPE OF CBA FLAG REMARKS 

ASSOCIATED MARINE OFFICERS' AND SEAMEN'S UNION OF THE PHILIPPINES 
(AMOSUP) 

IBF-AMOSUP/IMEC FOC IMEC MEMBER 

ITF AMOSUP/TCCC NON-IBF FOC NON-IMEC 

AMOSUP/RBSA BELGIAN   

AMOSUP/ITALIAN ITALIAN    

AMOSUP/DIS DANISH   

AMOSUP/NIS NORWEGIAN   

AMOSUP/MODEL FOC  NORWEGIAN VESSEL 

IBF JSU-AMOSUP IMMAJ FOC JSU MEMBER; JAPAN BASED VESSEL 

AMOSUP/NETHERLANDS NETHERLANDS   

AMOSUP/SWEDISH (OFFICERS) SWEDEN   

AMOSUP DUTCH 
Agreement between Essberger & 

AMOSUP 

MARINERS AND ALLIED TRANSPORT EMPLOYEES UNION 

 MATEU  FOC   

Source: Document provided by the company 

5.4.2.4 Observations from an International Trade Union representative 

                                                 

192 Pagtutulungan sa Kinabukasan: Ikaw, Bangko, Industriya at Gobyerno or the Home Development Mutual Fund (abbreviated as HDMF), 
more commonly known as the Pag-IBAG Fund. It is a Philippine government-owned and controlled corporation under the Housing and 

Urban Development Coordinating Council responsible for the administration of the national savings program and affordable shelter 

financing for Filipinos employed by local and foreign-based employers as well as voluntary and self-employed members. It provides its 
members short-term loans and access to housing programs. 
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The average contract of ratings is usually nine months. In this regard, Drewry Maritime 

Research has published the following figures in its Manning Annual Review and Forecast 

2018/2019: 

Table 5: Philippines - Main terms and conditions of service 

  Tankers LNG Dry Cargo Containers 

Voyage length Officers 3-6 months 2-5 months 3-6 months 3-6 months 

 Ratings 8-10 months 8-10 months 8-10 months 8-10 months 

Leave-per 
month served 

Officers 15-30 days 15-30 days 8-30 days 8-30 days 

 Ratings 8-12 days 8-12 days 8-12 days 8-12 days 

Source: Drewry Maritime Research 

The standard wages are based on the ILO minimum wage policy guide. Unfortunately, in 

some cases seafarers do not receive the ILO minimum wage, although all Filipino 

seafarers recruited by agencies based in the Philippines are protected by the Philippine 

Overseas Employment Administration (POEA).  

The monthly minimum wages that are generally applied for the ratings range between 

US$681 and US$1,300 when they are covered by the ITF CBA. However, in practice it is 

the ship-owner that sets up the salary. EU ship-owners who do not want to pay Filipinos 

EU wage rates prefer to opt for lower pay scales and seek to supplant EU officers and 

ratings with crews from countries outside the EU that offer low costs. This also leads to a 

deficit of ship-owners committed to training and hiring EU seafarers, also because of the 

nature of the global supply and demand for seafarers which encourage to hire non-EU 

seafarers because of the low costs. 

For the officers, in some cases, the minimum wage can reach more than US$1,500, 

which is the minimum wage of the ITF CBA. In this case, the amount is set up based on 

the supply and demand of the market and the quality of the officer.  

The issue with the ILO minimum wages is that they are not compulsory or legally 

binding. They are just a guideline with no legally binding force and could be termed soft 

law. Compliance with minimum wages depends on the effectiveness of the integral 

process of designing, implementing and enforcing minimum wage policies. Being a 

signatory to the MLC-2006, the Philippines should follow the process, but unfortunately, 

it does not do so all the time.  

Most Filipino seafarers are recruited through manning agencies. However, in some cases, 

Filipino seafarers go abroad and sign their contracts that do not give them full protection 

regarding their labour and employment rights. When seafarers sign their contracts 

abroad, the ship-owner has the flexibility to decide about wages. Recruitment through 

Filipino manning agencies protects the seafarers as all agencies are covered by the POEA, 

which guarantees seafarers minimum standards. Seafarers are generally protected by the 

POEA even if they have an ITF CBA.  

When it comes to social security contributions, including old-age benefit, the 

government, unfortunately, has no control over all manning agencies in the country. 

Thousands of agencies are competing in the market, so they use compliance with social 

security legislation as an argument to get more clients. Their role is just to reduce the 

administrative burden of the ship-owners. 
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Turning to another issue, the trade union receives a wide range of complaints. Most of 

them are about wage delays or not being paid; overtime not being paid; lack of proper 

medical care; expired SEA, but the ship-owner refuses repatriation; harassment by 

officers; unhealthy working conditions; poor quality of water on-board; refusal of 

repatriation on the compassionate reasons ground; among others. As the number of 

Filipino seafarers is vast, the number of problems they face is also broad-based. 

5.4.3 Recruitment methods and practices 

This section provides a description of recruitment and retention practices used by both 

crew management companies, RPS A based in a Southern European Country and RPS B 

based in the Philippines. 

5.4.3.1 RPS A 

The examined Southern European country’s ship/crew management companies are not a 

large sector in this country. They are largely located abroad for tax purposes. It is 

important to highlight that the placement of seafarers in this Southern European country 

is regulated by public law which therefore means that the government regulates the 

terms of the RPS A.  

 

RPS A is among the few crew management companies in the Southern European country 

that the national authorities have authorized to work in this area. The agency is 

committed to provide recruitment services in full compliance with the requirements of the 

MLC-2006. The company collaborates extensively with universities, academies and 

employment programs. Furthermore, the company advertises job offerings in local 

newspapers and online. It also uses direct recruitment by gathering CVs. The company 

prefers this last method. Regarding the factors that the company takes into consideration 

for recruitment, both qualifications and labour costs are stated as the main factors.  

The company discussed their in-house familiarization procedure, which is a pre-

employment activity aimed at informing crewmembers about the systems and the 

policies of their employers. The company informs the seafarers about their labour and 

employment rights and the content of their contracts before signing any SEA. Regarding 

the complaint procedures, the company points out that it applies the requirements of the 

MLC-2006, more specifically Regulation 1.4, which sets the minimum requirements that 

must be met by agencies offering RPSs.  

The procedure of informing seafarers about their rights is very important to the company 

while it also provides seafarers protection. To that end, the company oversees 

administrative practices related to the working hours of seafarers, and their embarkation 

and disembarkation. Furthermore, when it comes to express their complaints, the 

company makes available to seafarers a dedicated email and ensures confidentiality in 

accordance with the EU General Data Protection Regulation. The company also pointed 

out that, normally, complaints are dealt with at the possible lowest level on board in 

accordance with the MLC-2006, and they are usually resolved on-board.  

As regards training, the company has developed programmes for all crewmembers 

working on any type of vessel. In collaboration with a training center, the company has 

arranged integral training programmes through a series of courses modules also 

organises tailor-made safety courses for crewmembers of oil, chemical and LPG tankers, 

and Bridge Team Management specific simulation courses for specific maritime regions. 

5.4.3.2 Observations from an EU trade uUnion representative  

The Southern European country’s society generally regards the seafaring profession as a 

very demanding work. Young people tend to opt for “easier” jobs, thereby attracting 

young seafarers  is not a core activity in the country.  
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The system in the Southern European country’s nautical schools does not provide 

practical training to students. During their studies, students have only the option of 

visiting vessels. When they graduate from a nautical school and become cadets, many of 

them get a shock and do not like life at sea, so they leave after only a short time. Some 

initiatives have attempted to solve this problem, but they are not far-reaching. As an 

example, a nautical school in the country has a two-month pilot project for training on-

board a vessel during the third and fourth year of school. 

 

Similarly, to facilitate the boarding of seafarers and their careers on-board a vessel, it is 

important to plan their career path on land after they finish their maritime assignment 

working on-board a vessel. 

 

5.4.3.3 RPS B 

RPS B recruits seafarers using several methods, including open recruitment and the 

Internet, especially social media. The company started using social media just a few 

years ago and plans to use it more in the future as it has recognised that the youth today 

communicate largely through this means.   

The company’s strategy is to change the way that the recruitment of seafarers has taken 

place to date in the Philippines. Currently, the company looks for people with science, 

technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) skills as ship-owners and the new 

generation of ships need them. Recruiting cheap ratings is not enough anymore for the 

company. More importantly, the company started to promote seafaring careers in high 

schools to attract more young people to the profession. 

The company’s recruitment methods can be divided into three phases: 

 Before training 

 During training 

 On the job 

The company thinks that it can also employ seafarers in the aviation industry as there 

are some similarities. However, this step is under discussion and not yet fully applied. 

The move will take time to be implemented. For the company, attracting the best 

individuals for seafaring is a process that will take a generation. There is some discussion 

about what the market in the Philippines will look like in the future. Perhaps similar 

problems to those currently faced by EU countries could emerge in the future. 

In the last few years, the quality of Filipino officers has decreased as a result of the 

inability of some academic institutions and training centres to modernise and upgrade 

their programs in conformity with IMO’s International Convention on Standards of 

Training, Certification and Watchkeeping (STCW) for Seafarers’ requirements, to permit 

them to compete and qualify for senior-level employment on-board ships worldwide. 

Furthermore, the fall in the quality of officers could be a result of the low level of 

educational standards administered by some educational institutions, and, more 

importantly, the increasing numbers of fake STCW certificates in the Filipino seafarer 

market. 

As a result, the Philippines recently started to discuss new employment methods to 

attract high-level seafarers, especially officers. The country has also begun discussions 

on how to change the image of seafarers by advertising the seafaring profession as not 

just a job, but a job whereby the seafarer feels (s)he is in command and central to the 

whole trade and passenger dynamics.  

As regards to the guarantees in place to ensure the fair treatment of seafarers, the 

company applies a governance structure that regulates the maritime sector in the 

country. In that regard, it is important to highlight that the current institutional format of 
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the maritime sector in the Philippines engages different government agencies and 

financing institutions via legal mandates that assign distinct functions with the aim of 

developing, regulating and monitoring the maritime industry. 

In terms of the guarantees that the company puts in place to ensure that seafarers are 

informed about the contents of the contract and that they are given an opportunity to 

seek advice before signing an SEA, the following was indicated: RPSs can face criminal 

prosecution in the Philippines should the seafarer have a well-founded case. The current 

governance structure imposes heavy penalties on RPSs that fail to follow the regulations. 

Compliance is addressed through proper training. 

In recruiting seafarers, the company primarily takes into account candidates’ 

qualifications. The company prefers applicants with experience by type of vessel and with 

leadership qualities. Training is not the only requirement for the company, but also that 

seafarers can work well in a team and be flexible. The cultural background is also a factor 

for hiring seafarers as the chemistry between ship crewmembers is crucial.  

Concerning retention of seafarers, the company provides for career development 

opportunities. 

When it comes to on-board complaint procedures, the company states that the captain is 

responsible for handling complaints and if needed informing the ship-owner and the RPS 

itself. However, Filipino seafarers tend not to complain, although some do. It is actually 

not rare for dismissed seafarers to present their cases to the National Labour Relations 

Commission where they plead against their illegal dismissal and claim salaries for 

overtime or for the unexpired portion of their contracts, for example. In that regard, local 

agents need to have knowledge of the various laws governing the adjudication and 

resolution of seafarers’ complaints as the law in the Philippines is not tolerant in this 

respect.  

The company policies include a mandatory health check. The company needs to ensure 

that seafarers are healthy for at least six months to avoid unexpected problems at sea, 

including more expenses. This is a company policy that seafarers sometimes fail to 

understand.  

Labour costs are not considered to be a recruitment factor for the crewing company. 

Based on the information provided by the company, the costs are similar to those 

prevailing in other countries as supply and demand determine the prices. However, there 

are ship-owners who work with different salary rates. The challenge for the RPS is to 

convince seafarers on why working for such ship-owners might still be a good choice 

comparing to other ship-owners operating in the market. Here, it is worth noting that 

Filipino seafarers give priority to helping their family. In general, a Filipino puts a great 

emphasis on helping financily its family. This is why Filipino seafarers accept low salaries. 

Furthermore, the Filipino seafarer is known to be loyal, to heed commands and speak 

English well -- all qualities that all ship-owners seek out in their workers. 

As far as the repatriation of seafarers, or of his/her remains and the transport of his/her 

personal belongings, it is the primary responsibility of the ship-owner or the RPS as the 

principal employer that recruited and/or deployed him/her aboard the vessel. In case of 

any issues, seafarers make a request to the Philippines Overseas Labour Office (POLO) 

and it will take care of the repatriation procedure with the RPS193. When there is an 

agreement between the ship-owner and the ITF, seafarers can also contact the latter in 

case any issue arises. If the principal/employer fails or refuses to provide the ticket or 

cover the costs, the Labour Attaché shall notify the Overseas Workers Welfare 

Administration and POEA simultaneously of the need for repatriation. In case the request 

                                                 

193 Philippines Overseas Employment Administration. 



 

Study on social aspects within the maritime transport sector 

221 

 

is received or filed at POEA, the latter shall immediately notify the principal/employer, 

the RPS, as well as POLO194. 

Finally, it is important to highlight that RPS B applies the following systems and has 

achieved certifications for ISO 9001:2015 (Quality Management System), ISO 

14001:2004 (Environmental Management System) and MLC-2006.  

5.4.3.4 Observations from a trade union representative 

Filipinos, compared to other seafarers, have a good understanding of English and very 

good work ethics and good training. Because of that, their salaries increased recently. 

EU seafarers have a good command of English and sound training. However, the 

population is aging, and young people are not attracted to work at sea as it is seen as a 

risky job. This is one among several reasons that ship-owners are looking for seafarers 

outside of the EU.  

EU ship-owners choose manning agencies because Filipino agencies are helping them 

with the administrative procedures. It is easier for a ship-owner to work with a manning 

agency as they are usually more generally knowledgeable about local regulations.  

Most of the complaints by Filipino seafarers are from those working on-board ships flying 

flags of convenience.  

5.4.4 Conclusions 

According to the Drewry report (2018), the principal source of seafarers recruited by EU 

crew management companies come from third countries, such as the Philippines or India. 

The same source also indicates that the average monthly wage of an EU first mate is 

higher than their Filipino or Indian counterpart. This case study confirms both assertions. 

The case study also shows that the business of both RPSs seems to be in intermediating 

between EU ship-owners and non-EU seafarers. The main driver of this pattern seems to 

be differences in labour costs that lead employers to seek for employees outside the 

national market. Remarkably, that has a direct impact on the attractiveness of the 

maritime professions for EU seafarers, who are not motivated by any economic incentive 

and discouraged by the hardness of the work on board.  

The case study also shows a different approach to qualifications and training. While the 

EU company offers some training to increase better performance at work, the non-EU 

company has developed, and is engaged in, a whole strategy to recruit and retain 

qualified seafarers by offering them a fully-fledged career path and skill development. 

However, this divergence into their approach to training seems to be related to the value 

of the maritime cluster in the country where the RPS operates, and not due to the 

location within or outside the EU.  

Finally, it is not possible to conclude from the case study the existence of factors that 

trigger unfair competition between EU and non-EU carriers as both are entitled to recruit 

everywhere in the world.  
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ANNEX 6: SUPLEMENTAL INFORMATION TO CHAPTER 5195 

6.1. Ship autonomy: concepts and scales 

Because of the evolutionary nature of technological progress in shipping, several 

organisations have come up with different scales to describe ship autonomy similarly to 

those prepared for road transport.196 Lloyd’s Register (LR), for example, has introduced a 

7-level scale ranging from manual ships to fully autonomous vessels. Figure 1 shows the 

progression of several levels with the categorisations of connected, digitalised and 

autonomous. The majority of current vessels fall into the connected category, while some 

are starting to enter the digitalised category. Modern ships (newly built) fall in varying 

degrees into the digitalised category. Changes to the dominant ship design may occur 

with the introduction of more technology and the corresponding regulatory framework. 

For example, ballast-free ships197 are being designed to avoid the spread of invasive 

aquatic species (Ship Technology, 2018). Another example is the inclusion of more 

technologies that enhance the situational awareness of seafarers at the bridge thus 

enabling reallocation of the bridge to other parts of the ship with reduced visibility. 

Figure 34: LR Autonomy Levels Scale 

 

Source: Lloyd's Register (LR) 

Similarly, the IMO has developed a four-point scale to be used by the Maritime 

Autonomous Surface Ships (MASS) working group that is aimed at conducting a 

regulatory scoping exercise.198 This scale is kept broad on purpose and describes in 

general terms the technical system and the presence of seafarers on-board. The scale is 

as follows (IMO, 2018): 

 Degree one - Ship with automated processes and decision support: Seafarers are on- 
board to operate and control shipboard systems and functions. Some operations may be 

automated and at times be unsupervised but with seafarers on-board ready to take control. 

                                                 

195 Report prepared by Tiago Fonseca, Technical Officer (Research), World Maritime University. 
196 Several scales exist to describe vehicle autonomy with the Society of Automotive Engineers (SAE) scale for vehicle autonomy probably 
the best-known one. The scales envisioned for the maritime sector are built according to the same logic, usually taking the perspective -- the 

degree to which the ship’s navigation is autonomous. 
197 Traditional ship design uses tanks of water that can load or discharge water in order to improve stability, balance and trim. 
198 IMO MSC 100/WP.8 (IMO, 2018) defines MASS as “a ship which, to a varying degree, can operate independent of human interaction.” 

http://www.poea.gov.ph/


 

Study on social aspects within the maritime transport sector 

223 

 

 Degree two - Remotely controlled ship with seafarers on-board: The ship is controlled and 

operated from another location. Seafarers are available on-board to take control and to 

operate the shipboard systems and functions. 

 Degree three - Remotely controlled ship without seafarers on-board: The ship is 
controlled and operated from another location. There are no seafarers on-board. 

 Degree four - Fully autonomous ship: The operating system of the ship is able to make 
decisions and determine actions by itself. 

From this scale, it is possible to assert the possibility of either having fully autonomous 

ships (degree four), but also remotely controlled ships with varying levels of seafarers 

on-board (degrees two and three). During the MASS Working Group meeting at the IMO 

MSC 100 session, some representatives of Member States said that during a voyage 

multiple levels could be observed.199 Hence, it is possible that in practice individual 

departments or the entire vessel can be operated without human intervention for periods 

of time (e.g. at night), while during other periods human operators will supervise and 

ultimately control the vessels. 

Some authors have put forward concepts on how autonomy levels may vary during a 

voyage. Table 1 shows an example that depicts several options for unmanned operations 

along five stages of a journey (Rødseth and Nordahl, 2017). During sea passages, most 

elements to be taken into account in the decision-making are available and can be 

predicted (e.g. weather conditions, other traffic), thus creating the conditions for a vessel 

to be engaged in constrained autonomous mode, supervised by operators - either on-

board or in a remote control centre onshore. However, during more dynamic conditions, 

such as leaving berth, port or in a case the system is not able to handle (e.g. 

emergency), operators and systems will have a higher degree of interaction. 

Table 11: Possibilities for unmanned operations 

 Leave/arriving 
to berth 

Departing/arriving 
to port 

Sea 
passage 

Exception 

Periodically 
unmanned 
ship 

On-board control 

team: automatic 
bridge or direct 

control 

On-board control 

team: automatic 
bridge or direct 

control 

Constrained 
autonomous 

Emergency 

control team: 
direct control 

 

Periodically 
unmanned 

bridge 

Manned: automatic 
bridge or direct 

control 

Manned: automatic 
bridge or direct 

control 

 

Manned: 

direct control 

Continuously 
unmanned 
ship 

Automatic bridge Remote control Remote control 

Notes: On-board control teams are onboard during critical situations such as port operations. 

Adapted from Rødseth and Nordahl, 2017 

6.2. Yara Birkeland: challenging the conventional thinking 

Outsiders are currently challenging the traditional shipping industry that operates in an 

ultra competitive environment that has led to a race to the bottom in terms of pricing. 

While the Yara Birkeland is the first autonomous container ship in the world, its 

                                                 

199 The Central Commission for Navigation on the Rhine (CCNR) also took a similar approach for inland waterways, where vessels are 

considered to operate under different autonomy levels across voyages. See CCNR (2018). 
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commissioning does not come from a traditional shipping company. Instead, the Yara 

Birkeland is a project of the fertilizer company, Yara, which intends to transport its 

products on a particular route, saving approximately 40,000 truckloads of cargo per year 

being transported on roads, thus saving fuel and reducing NOx and CO2 emissions. The 

Yara Birkeland, pictured in Figure 2, is a 120 TEU open-top container vessel that will 

transport fertilizer products from Herøya to ports in Brevik and Larvik, at a distance of 7 

nm and 30 nm, respectively, in Norway (WMU, 2019b). 

Figure 35: The Yara Birkeland 

 

Source: Kongsberg Maritime and Yara 

Projects like the Yara Birkeland are challenging the conventional shipping mind-set. 

According to one of the experts consulted, the Yara Birkeland is about flexibility in the 

company’s supply chain and at the same time it makes the supply chain greener. Supply 

Chain integration is the future of shipping, especially for short distances. Large container 

ships that result from traditional thinking based on economies of scale have led to 

container ships that are too big and difficult to handle. Moving to smaller, smarter and 

more integrated vessels is more likely to be the future trend. 

According to the experts consulted, shipping will move towards control of the Supply 

Chain. This view is corroborated by a ship operator consulted, who emphasized that 

global Supply Chain giants, such as Amazon or Alibaba, have already fully integrated 

Supply Chains which force shipping companies to adapt their business to this reality. As 

highlighted by a stakeholder organisation consulted, these giants are not predicted to 

enter the shipping industry, but rather to partner with existing shipping companies 

making them more digitally integrated into their supply chains. However, it is clear that 

all markers change from time to time and shipping is no different. One of the technical 

experts mentioned that there might be scenarios that include a move away from cheaper 

ships, thus making the Yara Birkeland case also applicable to long-distance trade. 

Another stakeholder corroborated view referring to more electrification and digitalisation 

of the engine department, a trend that will have profound implications in the way 

seafarers are trained. Despite this, autonomous ships, such as the Yara, are not seen as 

models applicable to all situations. Autonomous ships can make sense in coastal trade, 

short shipping and inland waterways, but not for ocean-going travels, and certainly not 

for cruise ships. This is the common view of most of the interlocutors who were 

consulted.  

As a shipowner consulted noted, in the shipping industry everything is about profit. 

Therefore technology needs to fit into the business model. Despite that, this shipowner 

felt optimistic about autonomous ships being cost effective once the technology becomes 

more mature. As a stakeholder association consulted underlined, technology is moving 

fast, global value chains are changing from globally produced to a more local approach, 
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and sustainability is high on the agenda. All of these factors combined make it very 

difficult to predict the changes ahead.  

Because of the long life cycle of ships (15 to 30 years), some shipowners are waiting for 

emerging trends regarding digitalisation and autonomy before they make investments 

because their priority is to conform to future regulatory requirements to avoid a 

misallocation of their financial resources. Having vessels prepared to be retrofitted with 

new system requirements can be an even more costly solution, according to an expert 

consulted, even though a reduction in operational expenses can be foreseen.  

Developers tend to be optimistic about the technology being widely applicable, but some 

of the interlocutors consulted stated that the problems in current technologies are in the 

details, and technical solutions have not yet been found. On some ships, reductions in 

crewing were trialled in the past with limited success. In addition, some stakeholders 

consulted argued that regulations tend to develop at a slower pace than the technology, 

despite the proactive approach taken at IMO in the case of MASS. Moreover, as some 

experts have highlighted, insuring novel technologies can be a challenge. 

This premise is not valid for smart ships. When confronted with the question, ship 

operators and shipowners confirmed that smart ships, that is, digital and partially 

automated ships, are already in operation and therefore are part of the future (and will 

continue to have higher degrees of sophistication). This is in contrast to autonomous 

vessels, which are not seen as attractive to shipowners, especially for long-distance or 

certain specialised trades, such as chemical or bulk products transport. Smart ships 

constitute a natural evolution of the fleet, with aims at improving shipping sustainability 

and supply chain integration, two themes the experts consulted often highlighted.  

Technology innovation will bring more sustainable solutions for shipping, with fuels 

becoming carbon-neutral and more electrification of the engine department taking place. 

In addition, the integration into the supply chain, not only has the potential to 

substantially reduce the overall emission of pollutants, but also to bring about 

optimisation of the whole supply chain. One of the experts consulted gave an example 

where, by knowing the situation in the port, vessels can adjust their course and speed to 

arrive in a given time frame, reducing fuel consumption and waiting times. Initiatives, 

such as the European Maritime Single Window (EMSWe), contribute greatly to the 

realization of this trend by streamlining data flows across the various actors in the supply 

chain.200 

Box 1: Artificial intelligence 

One of the technologies associated with the Fourth Industrial Revolution is artificial intelligence 
(AI) fuelled by Big Data and supported by increased computation power. Thanks to the 
developments in AI and the digitalisation of the economy, many tasks that formerly could not be 
programmed into a machine, can now be executed by it. For example, the algorithms of 
Machine Learning, a subset of AI, making use of statistics and large amounts of information, can 
learn, thus identifying patterns that were not programmed initially. Numerous companies, 

including technological giants like Amazon or Google, are using this learning mechanism to 
predict consumer behaviour or improve searches. 

The use of AI, combined with access to large amounts of data coming from advanced sensors, 
image, sound, or IoT devices, allows the automation of physical and non-physical processes 
carried out in shipping to become a reality. For example, the experts consulted referred to 
applications related to traffic prediction that enable fleet optimisation and compliance with 

                                                 

200 The European Parliament legislative resolution approving the establishment of a European Maritime National Single Window 

environment in April 2019 was aimed at harmonizing the information and data flows across the several maritime National Single Windows 
According to the experts consulted for this report, standardization plays a large role in increasing the efficiency of a digitalized shipping 

sector. 



 

226 
 

regulations such as on emissions that shipping companies are and will be using. Many more 
other applications are now on the market and will continue to appear on the market thereby 

making shipping digital. More importantly, AI is an essential part of the development of 
autonomous vehicles, including autonomous ships. However, as expressed during this study 
workshop and coherent with discussions on other fora, currently more data has been collected 

than analysed, the potential for this data exists but more talent in the industry is required to 
make untap its potential. 

6.3. Fleet size is polarising 

The trend described before on fleet size is shown in the world fleet statistics, which 

demonstrates that despite the increase in the number of ships their capacity, traditionally 

measured in deadweight tons (DWT), is not increasing. This means that ships are 

becoming smaller on average (Figure 3). 

Figure 36: World fleet capacity and number 

 

Source: Study team chart based on United Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development (UNCTAD) data 

The data plotted in Figure 3 supports the view of a declining ship size. The data on 

containerships’ sizes also supports this viewpoint (Figure 4). The order book for ships 

bigger than 15,000 TEU201, that is post-panamax size, has followed a positive trend over 

the last years. The orders have grown from about 6 per cent in 2015 to more than 10 per 

cent of the total order book in 2016 to 2018 and about 9 per cent in 2019. In contrast, 

the orders of intermediate and neo-panamax containerships (ranging between 3,000 TEU 

to 14,999 TEU) have declined dramatically while orders of smaller vessels (feeder 

containerships from 100-2,999 TEU) orders increased sharply. This trends point towards 

a polarization of containership sizes towards smaller vessels and larger post-panamax-

sized vessels (which currently account for 9 per cent of the total world fleet). 

 

                                                 

201 TEU stands for 20 foot equivalent unit and is the traditional container size. 
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Figure 37: World fleet order book by ship category 

 

Source: Study team computations based on Clarksons’ data 

6.4. Digitalisation, automation and modern seafaring 

Automation has been gradually permeating ships and therefore impacting seafarers. Over 

the last decades, automation in deck functions, such as navigation, has become more 

digital and automated. Today navigation is more sophisticated with the autopilot, course 

keeping, speed control and dynamic positioning. The latter enables a ship to position 

itself autonomously according to several parameters, such as wind, current and location 

of the thrusters –  an innovation that is already installed in ferries, cruise ships and 

offshore vessels. These and other technological innovations are assisting seafarers in 

performing their tasks. Currently, vessels are being equipped with an increasing number 

of technologies.   

In upcoming years innovative technologies such as advanced sensors, LIDAR202, cameras 

or IR cameras, in addition to the current radar, GPS or ECDIS, are expected become a 

frequent presence on ships (WMU, 2019b). However, some technical barriers are 

preventing the technology to advance, such as satellite communication speed. As one 

expert highlighted, the amount of data collected by sensors today cannot be sent to 

shore on read-time at an affordable price. Satellite bandwidth remains a technical barrier 

that needs to be overcome in the upcoming years for smart ships to further develop.  

Similarly to what is taking place in the aviation sector, where, for example, the recent 

Airbus A380-1000 has more than 10,000 sensors in its wings alone (Data Science 

Central, 2015), ships are also following the same technological trend. Some examples of 

this trend already exist, such as the Carnival Cruises Regal Princess ship carries more 

than 7,000 sensors (Forbes, 2019), the Maersk Triple E vessel has 2,800 sensors in its 

main control system (Maersk, 2014). The possibilities for using these data are vast and 

the technology is still in an early stage of development.  

 

                                                 

202 Light Detection and Ranging, often referred to as LIDAR, is a method that makes use of laser beams echoing to measure distances. This 

technology, fundamental for the development of autonomous vehicles, enables visualizing the world in 3-dimensions (Voyage, 2017). 
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Several projects have also shown the feasibility of other navigational components, such 

as the possibility of automatic mooring and berthing.203 Changes are also felt in the 

engine department. According to one of the experts consulted, modern engine rooms are 

almost automated, with very sophisticated machinery whose expertise to resolve a 

problem may not even be found on-board. Another component associated with that 

technology is the fuel transition, mostly related to Green House Gases (GHG) and other 

pollutants emissions. According to the experts, the emissions restrictions that the 

industry will face can result in more expensive ship designs, thereby opening the doors 

for even more technology on-board that is supported by onshore support centres. 

Onshore support centres are currently being used for improving ship operations (Rodey, 

2018). One of the interlocutors of a ship managing company that was consulted argued 

that support centres are making their operations safer, more economical, eco-friendly 

and reducing the administrative burden on-board. Several companies already supervise 

their fleets through fleet support centres: examples include Columbia Shipmanagement 

or Carnival Cruise Line (both featured in Figure 6). The interlocutors consulted also 

referred to compliance as an additional reason for establishing support centres. Support 

centres have the potential to reduce some of the crew on-board, but they are also an 

opportunity for bringing seafarers (officers) to work ashore, closer to home and their 

families. Officers can work some time on-board and some other time ashore, on a 

rotational basis. An example of this practice is the Carnival’s support centre in Hamburg 

which currently has 14 experienced officers monitoring 25 cruise ships in real time 

(Carnival Maritime, 2015). The analysis undertaken reveals that support centres will have 

an important role in future operations, in particular by allowing remote operations of 

activities that are currently performed in the bridge or engine room. This is reflected in 

the IMO’s autonomy scale levels 2 and 3. 

Figure 38: Fleet support centres already in operation 

  

© Columbia Shipmanagment (Cyprus)  © Carnival Corporation (Hamburg, Germany) 

The research undertaken also shows that shipping companies are becoming more 

digitalized both on-board and ashore, with more automation of physical and non-physical 

tasks taking place. In line with the position assumed by shipping companies such as A.P. 

Moller-Maersk (Bloomberg, 2018), the interlocutors consulted confirmed that unmanned 

autonomous operations are not on the agenda of the shipping industry. Naturally, that 

does not mean the industry is assuming a passive stance towards autonomous 

shipping.204 However, one technical expert consulted affirmed that autonomous shipping 

would come from outside the shipping industry, from companies, such as Yara, who wish 

to optimise their entire supply chain. 

6.5. Seafaring trends 

Technological change is already taking place. The example of shore based onshore 

support centres is already a reality (as described in section 6.4 of this Annex). A ship 

operator interviewed also stated that currently drones are currently performing the tasks 

                                                 

203 Rolls-Royce and Finferries demonstrated the first autonomous ferry, Falco, on 3 December 2018 (Rolls-Royce, 2018). Wärtsilä also 

demonstrated auto-docking of the Norled-owned ferry, Folgefonn, in Norway in April 2018 (Wärtsilä, 2018). 
204 For example, despite the fact that A.P. Moller, Maersk CEO, publicly affirmed that autonomous ships would not become a reality in his 
lifetime, the Maersk Line is already investing in autonomous vessels (Maritime Executive, 2018). 
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attributed to Odd Seafarer (OS) or Able Seafarer (AB), such as hull inspection. The use of 

drones is considered safer, cheaper and has the advantage of producing proof via a video 

recording. Other tasks, such as chipping and painting, might also be taken over by robots 

that can work 24 hours a day.  

Automation and digitalisation are likely to permeate all seafarers’ tasks, including those 

currently being done by cost-effective ratings. In fact, the global demand for ratings has 

been relatively stable despite the continuous growth in global demand for officers (see 

Figure 7). 

Figure 39: Global demand for officers and ratings 

 

Source: Study team calculations based on Baltic and International Maritime Council (BIMCO) and 
UNCTAD data 

While views diverge on the cost of seafarers in total operating expenses, to a large 

extent, time and fuel optimisation interlinked with environmental factors are driving the 

innovation currently taking place in the industry. It is clear that for long distances, 

unmanned operations are not a credible development in the next two or three 

decades.205 By contrast, short-distance shipping and coastal trades are very likely to see 

projects similar Yara Birkeland taking place. National test areas are rapidly being 

established (e.g., China, Japan, Norway and the United Kingdom) and bilateral 

agreements between nations can take place, avoiding dependence on international 

regulations. 

Demographics are another factor to consider. In Europe, the ageing population does not 

favour seafaring, as the profession tends to attract younger individuals at the operational 

level as shown in Figure 8. The number of Europeans willing to embrace the seafaring 

profession is thought to be shrinking. Naval architecture or marine engineering are 

difficult studies to complete, and those who are attracted to this profession tend to find 

better opportunities ashore, with better earnings and time to spend with their families, 

one interviewee concluded. Social aspects related to working and living conditions on-

board a vessel, interlinked with declining wage differentials from sea- to shore-based 

jobs have contributed to this decline, the interviewees concluded. When mention was 

                                                 

205 All stakeholders consulted do not envisage unmanned autonomous shipping for long-distances as a possibility in the next decades. Apart 

from the lack of business models around the concept for long-distance trade, the creation of the necessary international regulatory system at 
the IMO is likely to take several years, as much as 25 or 30 years, according to one of the expert interviewees. Diverse stakeholders in 

various fora have cited similar figures. 
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made of  several difficult situations faced by seafarers on-board ships, some of the 

interlocutors underlined that seafaring was not a profession for everyone. It was a 

difficult job and the only way to assess if one could cope with its demands was to 

experience it first-hand. Common negative factors mentioned were isolation from family 

and friends, fatigue, discrimination or harassment, although most interlocutors concluded 

that working conditions on-board had improved significantly over the years, including the 

existence of Internet connectivity aboard. The interlocutors consulted said that 

Europeans chose a career at sea mainly for personal reasons rather than economic 

prospects. Adding to that, the best maritime universities in third countries, such as India, 

are also providing high-quality training to their seafarers, in close association with the 

companies that will recruit them in the future. 

According to one expert consulted, increased digitalisation and automation can be a 

positive change as it would permit seafarers to have shore-based jobs with similar 

wages, but working in closer proximity to their families. As previously mentioned, 

because onshore support centres employ current or ex-seafarers, the prevalence of jobs 

ashore in the future can bring a change that favours working conditions, in particular 

work-life balance, for a large number of seafarers. Thus, in countries such as Norway 

seafarers do not see technology as a threat, but rather as an opportunity (WMU, 2019b). 

Figure 40 – Age distribution of EU/ US seafarers and EU28 population 

 

Source: Study team calculations based on BIMCO and Eurostat data 

6.6. Future of seafaring: trend mapping 

Despite the high level of uncertainty, trend mapping is already possible and can prepare 

policy makers to not be caught by surprise. An attempt to summarise the trends that 

affect ship operations are summarised in Table 2. The overall trends are that ship 

operations will become more digital and autonomous, especially in areas of data 

exchange and cargo handling. The navigation and the engine departments will become 

more sophisticated, but autonomous shipping is seen only as a viable option for local and 

short-sea trades, such as domestic ferries, container, bulk or non-sensitive cargoes. This 

extends to inland waterways and tugboats. 

Table 12: Levels of automation and digitalisation 

 Today 2030 Confidence 

Ship Management Low Medium High 

Ship Operations  

Propulsion Medium High High 

Navigation Medium High High 
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Data Exchange Medium Very High High 

Cargo Handling Low Very High Low 

Notes: The results are based on subjective scales of a post-interview questionnaire. The reported 
score results reflect the rounded medium values of a 5-point scale. The results are merely 
illustrative due to the small sample size (N=9). Confidence based on empirical test based: 
mode=mean=median (rounded values). A high confidence level is reported when the mode, mean 

and median match, medium when two coincide, low if none match. 

Digitalisation and increased autonomy are already transforming the shipping sector and 

the seafaring profession. While deep-sea vessels, dangerous goods carriers (tankers, gas 

carriers), cruise ships and other passenger ships are the less likely vessels to experience 

higher degrees of autonomy, the increasing complexity of all ships is a fact. 

ANNEX 7: SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION TO CHAPTER 6 

This annex is composed of the following sections: 

 Conflicts of laws in employment contract matters (section 7.1) 

 Conflicts of laws in social security matters (section 7.2) 

 Conflicts of laws in personal income tax and double (non-)taxation (section 7.3) 

 The Community Guidelines on State Aid to Maritime Transport (section 7.4) 

 Enforcement of seafarers’ rights beyond flag and port State inspection (section 7.5) 

7.1.  Conflicts of laws in employment contract matters206 

The annex provides a detailed overview of conflict of laws in employment matters, which 

is based on evidence collected mainly through desk research. 

7.1.1. Introduction 

The research question to be addressed in Task 4 is whether differences in labour costs 

is a factor that fuels unfair competition between EU and non-EU shipowners. To start 

with, some conceptual clarifications are necessary, in particular as to the meaning of 

social dumping and what labour costs cover.   

The Committee of Employment and Social Affairs of the European Parliament issued a 

Report on social dumping in the European Union, where the lack of a legally 

recognised and universally shared definition of social dumping is acknowledged. 

However, it states that "the concept covers a wide range of intentionally abusive 

practices and the circumvention of existing European and national legislation (including 

laws and universally applicable collective agreements), which enable the development of 

unfair competition by unlawfully minimising labour and operation costs and lead to 

violations of workers' rights and exploitation of workers".207 More specifically, it is 

acknowledged that these practices and situations can have an impact as regards three 

main dimensions. First, the economic one because of the impact on bona fide companies; 

second, the social dimension as it leads to workers' discrimination and unfair treatment; 

and third, the financial and budgetary dimension given that these practices have also an 

                                                 

206 Report prepared by Laura Carballo Piñeiro, Professor, Nippon Foundation Chair on Maritime Labour Law 

and Policy. World Maritime University. 
207 See Report on social dumping in the European Union (2015/2255(INI). 
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impact on public finances because of the non-payment of due social security 

contributions and taxes.  

As to the first dimension of social dumping, unfair competition in shipping is an old 

problem. Social dumping in shipping has been fuelled by, first, flags of convenience 

(FOC), and later on, by the phenomenon of crews of convenience (COC), being both 

developments closely linked. Recalling the report issued in 1970 by the Committee of 

Inquiry into Shipping, named after its chairman Lord Rochdale, FOCs are difficult to 

define, but usually include the following factors: non-citizens are allowed to own and 

control vessels and manpower may be recruited from among non-nationals; access to the 

registry is easy and so is transfer from it; taxes on income from shipping are low or non-

existent; the country does not have the power to institute national or international 

regulations over shipowners and does not need the shipping tonnage for its own 

purposes, but is keen to earn the tonnage fees. In accordance with the International 

Transport Workers' Federation (ITF), FOC are usually found in countries running open 

registries.  

To counteract the impact of FOCs on national fleets and the subsequent unfair 

competition, the diplomatic attempt was made of requiring a genuine link between 

the flag State and the ship.208 For example, the issue arose at the time of constituting 

the Maritime Safety Committee (MSC) within IMO in 1959, when Liberia and Panama 

were excluded from it. The latter counted among the largest registering nations of which 

the committee is made of, attending to the tonnage figures at that time. However, the 

traditional maritime nations claimed that these figures were not enough to establish who 

is a member to the MSC, but the beneficial ownership should be also located in the 

country of ship registration. Eventually, the International Court of Justice settled the 

issue in an advisory opinion delivered on 8 June 1960 that only focused on tonnage 

figures in default of international agreement on a genuine link between the flag State and 

the ship (Simmonds, 1961). The point was again made later, in the UN Convention on 

Conditions for Registration of Ships adopted on 6 February 1986. Nevertheless, the latter 

has never entered into force for which reason each State retains its sovereignty as how 

to meet the requirements of Article 94 of UNCLOS.  

The genuine link theory has been abandoned at an inter-governmental level and 

substituted by a pro-active approach with IMO as a driving force. The latter 

focuses not only on levelling the playing field in ship design, construction, equipment, 

manning and operation by standard-setting, but also on standard implementation by 

engaging in capacity-building activities and establishing port State control along with flag 

State jurisdiction (Özçayir 2004). Nevertheless, the international legal framework in 

shipping matters keeps flag State responsibilities at its core, as required by Article 94 of 

UNCLOS.  

Because of the diplomatic failure to set up limits to open registries, many countries 

have opened second and international registries, such as the one considered by the 

European Community, but finally not opened, EUROS. These registries provide registered 

ships fiscal benefits and social advantages to the extent that they allow shipowners to 

differentiate between seafarers domiciled in the country of registration and those residing 

elsewhere, i.e. the labour and employment conditions of the latter may be submitted to 

the law of their habitual residence and not to the law of the flag. The ITF has named the 

outcome of this legal development as "crews of convenience" (Northrup and Rowan 

1983, 42-42). In other words, FOC are not anymore the only factor leading to the 

internationalisation of maritime employment to the extent that COCs have also opened 

that door for traditional maritime nations, enabling shipowners, with the help of manning 

agencies, to recruit crew members from countries other than the flag State or even 

where the shipowner is seated.  

                                                 

208 See article 91(1) of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS, 1833 UNTS 3), issued 

at Montego Bay on 10 December 1982. 
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The following section addresses whether private international law (PrIL) provides 

mechanisms to avoid forum shopping in employment matters. It is to note, though, that 

the relevant conflict rules only focus on individual employment contracts, and 

not on social security and income tax matters. The latter are characterized by its 

public dimension and governed in accordance with the territoriality principle, i.e. not 

included within the scope of conflict rules on individual employment contracts. However, 

both matters are indeed part of the core concept of "labour costs" along with wages and 

other emoluments, thereby they are a factor that might lead to unfair competition. In 

this vein, the research to be conducted in the next stage will address the law applicable 

to, along with the impact made on, social security matters by the “Community Guidelines 

on State aid to maritime transport”, amended by Commission Communication C(2004) 

43, supporting shipping companies’ exemption from taxation and social security 

contributions to increase their ability to compete internationally.209  

Finally, it is to note that, in an opinion issued on the Report on social dumping in the 

European Union, the Committee on Transport and Tourism "Considers that, in the 

maritime sector, the Commission should ensure full implementation of social legislation, 

including the 2006 Maritime Labour Convention; notes the Commission’s state aid 

provisions aimed at supporting the European maritime sector which encourage flagging 

or re-flagging in Member States’ registers by means of favourable tax environments 

(tonnage tax); calls on the Commission and the Member States to look into measures 

that encourage recruitment and retention of skilled Europe-based seafarers". All these 

recommendations are still valid. However, the following lines highlight that the MLC-

2006 does not fully harmonize wages and social security matters, thereby the 

convention’s implementation does not stop forum shopping in such matters. This issue 

has not been touched upon in Directive 2009/13/EC implementing the Agreement 

concluded by ECSA and ETF on the Maritime Labour Convention, 2006, and amending 

Directive 1999/63/EC, by which the MLC-2006 was introduced at EU level. Nevertheless, 

tonnage tax and other schemes might have levelled the playing field in competition 

matters meaning that EU shipowners have similar benefits in labour costs than non-EU 

shipowners. There is a spill-over effect of these measures, though, that jobs are 

migrating towards third countries. 

7.1.2.  Conflict rules in individual employment matters 

7.1.2.1.  The legal regime for individual employment contracts 

Regulation (EC) No. 593/2008 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 

June 2008 on the law applicable to contractual obligations (Rome I) replaces the 

convention of the same name, done in Rome in 1980, in laying down conflict rules on 

contracts concluded as from 17 December 2009. Individual employment contracts are 

also included within the scope of application of both, Rome I Regulation and Rome 

Convention, being the latter the PrIL instrument governing contracts concluded between 

its entering into force210 and 17 December 2009. As a matter of fact, article 8 of Rome I 

Regulation is based on article 6 of Rome Convention despite some minor innovations on 

the former. This study focuses on the conflict rule enshrined in this provision.  

Article 8 of Rome I Regulation applies to "individual employment contracts". Although the 

regulation does not provide a definition, the Court of Justice has given some guidance as 

to how interpret this autonomous concept. In accordance with the Shenavai v Kreischer 

judgment of 15 January 1987, this contract requires the provision of services in 

exchange for remuneration and establishes “a lasting bond which brings the worker to 

                                                 

209 See also Communication from the Commission providing guidance on State aid to ship management 

companies (Text with EEA relevance) 2009/C 132/06 (OJ No. C 132, 11.6.2009). 
210 The Rome Convention entered into force in 1991 for the member States of the European Community at that 

time.  
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some extent within the organizational framework of the business of the undertaking or 

employer, and they are linked to the place where the activities are pursued, which 

determines the application of mandatory rules and collective agreements”.211 For our 

purposes, it is to note that this definition includes wages and other sums due in 

exchange for services provided, including those fixed by collective bargaining 

agreements (CBA) as the latter are also part of the law designated by the conflict 

rule.212 In contrast, social security and tax matters are excluded as they are not 

"civil and commercial matters" in accordance with article 1 of Rome I Regulation. 

Maritime employment, including the seafarer’s employment agreement (SEA) as defined 

by the MLC-2006 in Regulation 2.1 and related Standard and Guideline, is covered by the 

abovementioned definition, and thus the applicable law is determined in accordance with 

article 8 of Rome I Regulation.  

In the EU area of justice, the law governing the employment contract is determined in 

accordance with Rome I Regulation as it prevails over national legislation. However, 

there is a compatibility clause with other EU instruments that it could be of relevance in 

shipping matters, namely, special conflict rules laid down in other EU instruments 

prevail over the provisions in Rome I Regulation as Directive 96/71/EC of the 

European Parliament and of the Council of 16 December 1996 concerning the 

posting of workers in the framework of the provision of services, as amended by 

Directive (UE) 2018/957, illustrates.213 For our purposes, it is relevant to examine 

whether the same applies to article 3 of Regulation 3577/92, of 7 December 1992,214 

regulating maritime cabotage between Member States. 

Article 3 of Regulation 3577/92 indicates that “all matters relating to manning” are 

allocated to the flag State except for small ships and island cabotage whose responsibility 

is placed upon the host State. The terms of this provision have been considered 

sufficiently broad to cover not only some public law matters related to the employment 

relationship, but also private law matters including individual employment agreements 

(Basedow 1994, 90). However, the English version of this provision does not seem to 

support this interpretation (Mankowski 1995, 458), while further initiatives on the side of 

the European Commission imply that article 3 of Regulation 3577/92 is not a conflict rule, 

thereby it does not interfere with Rome I Regulation that also applies to maritime 

employment in cabotage. The said initiatives were the proposal to amend Regulation 

3577/92 and issue a Council Directive on manning conditions for regular passenger and 

ferry services operating between Member States,215 as a reaction of an increase in the 

engaging of non-EU seafarers in regular passenger and ferry services.216 None of these 

initiatives were approved but the European Commission never questioned the application 

of the then in force Rome Convention, namely, it did not consider that article 3 of 

Regulation 3377/92 was a conflict rule requiring the application of the flag 

State jurisdiction to all SEAs concluded on board ships engaged in cabotage. 

7.1.2.2. Connecting factors 

7.1.2.2.1. Structure 

In view of the worker protection principle, Rome I Regulation lays down a special conflict 

rule in Article 8 of Rome I Regulation. The basic connecting factor submits the 

employment relationship to the law of the habitual workplace because it is the 

country where the characteristic performance of the employment contract is habitually 

                                                 

211 Case 266/85, Shenavai v Kreischer, ECLI:EU:C:1987:11, para. 16. 
212 In this regard see the Explanatory Report accompanying the Rome Convention drafted by Giuliano and 

Lagarde, (1992) while commenting Article 6, para. 2. 
213 Article 23 of the Rome I Regulation. 
214 Council Regulation (EEC) No 3577/92 of 7 December 1992 applying the principle of freedom to provide 

services to maritime transport within member states (maritime cabotage). 
215 Brussels, 3.6.1998 [COM(1998) 251 final].  
216 Brussels, 3.6.1998 [COM(1998) 251 final].  
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provided. If it were impossible to identify that place, for example because employees 

provide services on more than one country, article 8 refers the issue to the law of the 

country where the business that engaged the employee is located.  

The rule also considers that there might be another law closer to the employment 

relationship, than the law of the habitual workplace or, failing that, the law of 

the business that engaged the worker. Firstly, party autonomy is allowed provided 

that the chosen law does not deprive the worker of the protection granted by the 

mandatory rules contained in the law otherwise applicable. Secondly, in default of a 

choice-of-law agreement, article 8 contains an escape clause according to which, “where 

it appears from the circumstances as a whole that the contract is more closely connected 

with a country other than that indicated in paragraphs 2 or 3, the law of that other 

country shall apply”.217 

The following sections examine the application of these connection factors to the SEA.  

7.1.2.2.2. The law of the habitual workplace 

The habitual workplace is the usual connecting factor when it comes to labour matters as 

exemplified not only by article 8 of Rome I Regulation, but also by other PrIL instruments 

such as article 67 Tunisian Private International Law Code,218 art 27 Turkish Act on 

Private International and Procedural law,219 article 121 of the Swiss Act of Private 

International Law,220 article 28 of the Private International Act of South Korea,221 article 

12 of the Japanese Act on the General Rules of Application of Law,222 or article 43 of the 

Chinese Law on Private International Law.223 

There are several reasons that favour this connecting factor, in particular that the 

habitual workplace is a place known to both parties to the contract, and thus they expect 

to be submitted to the labour and employment laws of that country. At the same time, 

this law provides for equal treatment of all employees working at the same place 

ensuring the equal opportunity principle, and thus avoiding distortion of competition 

(Zanobetti 2011, 356). 

However, the application of this connecting factor runs into difficulty when 

employment is maritime because the workplace is mobile and constantly crosses 

different jurisdictions and non-sovereignty areas. While the fiction that a ship is a 

territory of the State whose flag is flying is already broken (Carballo Piñeiro 2015, 13-

17), the fact that people work on board a ship requires to determine which is the law of 

the habitual workplace. To this end, PrIL has resorted to public international law (PIL) 

and the allocation of all matters on board the ship to the flag State, based on the close 

socio-economic ties between the ship and that State: both shipowner and crew used to 

be nationals of that country, and even the vessel might have been built in the flag State.  

Article 94 of UNCLOS confirms the flag State jurisdiction. In a similar vein, and although 

it was not finally accepted, the Proposal for a Regulation on the law applicable to non-

contractual obligations (Rome II) considered a rule allocating non-contractual matters 

                                                 

217 See article 8(4) of Rome I Regulation. 
218 Law No 98-97 of 27 November 1998), Official Journal of the Republic of Tunisia, 1 December p 2332 
219 Act No 5718 (Milletlerarası Özel Hukuk ve Usul Hukuku Hakkında Kanun), Resmî Gazete No 26728 of 12 

December 2007 
220 See Bundesgesetz über das Internationale Privatrecht of 18 December 1987, 1988 BB  I 5, as amended. 
221 Law 6465 of 7 April 2001, as amended 
222 Hōno TekiyōniKansuru Tsūsokuhō], Law No. 10 of 1898 (as newly titled and  

amended 21 June 2006). Translation by Kent Anderson and Yasuhiro Okuda 
223 Statute of Application of Law to Foreign Civil Relations, adopted at the 17th session of the Standing 

Committee of the 11th National People’s Congress on 28 October 2010, effective 1 April 2011. 
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occurring in a non-sovereignty area to the law of the flag State.224 In more assertive 

terms, there is a specific reference to the flag State in article 11(4) of the Regulation 

(EC) No 883/2004 on the coordination of social security systems.225 However, open, 

second and international registries have prevented the codification of the flag State 

jurisdiction as the law of the habitual workplace (Giuliano & Lagarde Report 1980).  

The lack of a territory still makes the flag State the closest law to the 

employment relationship. And so has been asserted by the Court of Justice, in 

particular in its judgment of 2002, Weber v Ogden,226 applying the Geneva Convention 

on the Continental Shelf of 29 April 1958227 to determine the habitual workplace of a 

cook who had worked on different platforms and vessels adjacent to the Dutch 

continental shelf. Along the same lines, the MLC-2006 focuses on flag State 

responsibilities, including as regards to SEA.228 

Having said this, the prominent role given by PIL to the flag State is eroded in 

PrIL by the proximity principle that dominates the selection of the applicable 

law to employment matters. In this vein, the escape clause laid down in article 8(4) of 

Rome I Regulation is systematically resorted to by courts in those cases in which the flag 

State is only the country of ship registration, but there is no other link to the 

employment relationship in question. Likewise, other formulas have been used to set the 

flag State jurisdiction aside, that take into consideration that not only the workplace is 

mobile, but also the worker is mobile. 

Mobile workers do not discharge their duties towards the employer in just one country, 

but in various countries, as it is the case of seafarers working on board more than one 

ship or providing services both at sea and ashore. The lack of a habitual workplace is 

considered in article 8 of Rome I Regulation by providing an alternative connecting 

factor, that of the business that engaged the employee. The Court of Justice has, 

nevertheless, interpreted that mobile workers also have a habitual workplace, that 

from where they carry out their duties. This case law was first delivered in a case 

involving an executive who was constantly travelling in different jurisdictions, but has an 

office in one country from where he organised his activities in other countries.229 And 

now this doctrine is laid down in paragraph 2 of article 8 of Rome I Regulation: "... the 

contract shall be governed by the law of the country in which or, failing that, from which 

the employee habitually carries out his work in performance of the contract."230  

This rationale has already been applied to shipping by the Court of Justice. In the 

Voogsgeerd v Navimer judgment of 15 December 2011,231 the Court addressed the case 

                                                 

224 Article 18(b) of the Proposal for a Regulation on the law applicable to non-contractual obligations [COM 

(2003) 427 final]. 
225 Among the national provisions that support this allocation to the flag State jurisdiction, see § 68 Swiss 

Seeschiffahrtsgesetz (Bundesgesetz über die Seeschifffahrt unter der Schweizer Flagge of 23 September 1953, 

SR 747.30, as amended), article 5 French Code du travail maritime (Loi du 13 décembre 1926 portan Code du 

Travail Maritime), article 9 Italian Codice della Navigazione (Regio decreto-legge 30 marzo 1942, Mp. 327), or 

Section 265 British Merchant Shipping Act (1894 c 60 (Regnal 57 and 58 Vict). Among the international treaties 

see article 20 of  the 1889 Treaty of Montevideo on international trade law (of 12 February 1889, OEA Doc 

OEA/Ser.K/XXI.2) and 1940 Treaty of Montevideo on international commercial shipping (of 19 March 1940, 

OEA Doc OEA/Ser.K/XXI.2), and programmatic texts such as art 4(b) Resolution of the Institut de droit 

international of 3 August 1971 in Zagreb on ‘Conflicts of Laws in the Field of Labour Law’ (available at 

<http://www.idi-iil.org/idiE/resolutionsE/1971_zag_01_en.pdf>), being a specific reference to the flag state 

nowadays contained in art 52 Ukrainian Private International Act (Law of 23 June 2005 No 2709-IV on Private 

International Law, as amended) 
226 Case C 37/00 Herbert Weber v Universal Ogden Services Ltd, ECLI:EU:C:2002:122. 
227 See Geneva Convention on the Continental Shelf of 29 April 1958 (499 UNTS 311) 
228 The same pattern can be found in the Work in Fishing Convention, 2007, No. 188. 

229 Case C-125/92, Mulox Ibc Ltd v Hendrick Geels, ECLI:EU:C:1993:306; Case C 383/95, Petrus Wilhelmus 

Rutten v Cross Medical Ltd, ECLI:EU:C:1997:7. 
230 Italics added. 
231 Case C-384/10 Jan Voogsgeerd v Navimer SA, ECLI:EU:C:2011:842. 

http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Regio_decreto-legge
http://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:decreto.regio:1942-03-30;327%21vig=
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of a machine engineer who had been working on board two ships flying the flag of 

Luxembourg and for a company also based in this country. The engineer had signed his 

SEA in Antwerp (Belgium), received his instructions in the same location and was 

expected to return also to this place after finishing his tasks on board. Without even 

considering the flag State jurisdiction, the Court of Justice understood that Belgium was 

the country from which he habitually worked and thus granted jurisdiction to this 

country.  

This case is controversial for two reasons. First, because the Court of Justice’s 

approach to the habitual workplace eliminates in practice the alternative provided in 

article 8 for the case of absence of a habitual workplace, that of resorting to the business 

which engaged the employee. The latter is an autonomous concept that has also been 

interpreted by the Court of Justice as a business that requires some degree of 

permanence and acts on behalf of the employer regardless of it having legal personality 

or not.232 For example, if a manning agent is only temporarily present in a country or 

acting from another country, or it is the captain hiring a seafarer in a port, the business 

that engaged the employee would be the shipowner’s main office. If the shipowner 

employs a seafarer through a crew management agency located in that country, the 

latter will be acting on its behalf and thus this connecting factor will be triggered to 

submit the employment relationship to this jurisdiction only if it cannot be determined a 

habitual workplace for that seafarer. In accordance with the Court of Justice,233 relevant 

is the business where the employment contract was concluded, and not where the worker 

is actually carrying out his/her work.  

Despite the clear mandate of the Rome I Regulation, Voogsgeerd v Navimer relegates the 

application of this connecting factor because it highlights that every employee has a 

habitual workplace or, at least, a place from which they discharge their obligations 

towards the employer: although the engineer was engaged by the Antwerp office, the 

Belgian law applies to his contract because Belgium is the country from which he 

discharged his duties towards the Luxembourgian shipowner. Bearing in mind that the 

business that engaged the employee is a connecting factor prone to manipulation by the 

latter, this outcome is indeed to be welcome.234 

Second, Voogsgeerd v Navimer is also controversial because the Court of Justice does 

not mention the fact that the engineer was working on board two vessels flying the flag 

of Luxembourg and for a company based in this country. Accordingly, it could be held 

that the Court of Justice does not rely anymore on the flag State as a connecting factor 

to identify the habitual workplace. However, this compromises the fact that the MLC, 

2006 does allocate the main responsibilities on employment matters upon flag States. 

More importantly, the Court of Justice promotes a factual approach to the employment 

relationship on board that leads to jurisdictions that may as easily manipulated by the 

shipowner as the ship registration, i.e. the base port or the business through which the 

shipowner sends instructions to the seafarer. A further unintended consequence of this 

conclusion is that the effective place of work, the vessel, is not taken into account and 

with it the collective dimension of the employment relationship is neglected, meaning 

that the application of the equal opportunity principle on board would be even more 

weakened that it is now. 

Voogsgeerd v Navimer should be understood as only applicable to mobile workers, 

i.e. those seafarers serving in more than one vessel for whom the circumstances of their 

relationship should be analysed to determine the place from which they discharge their 

                                                 

232 Case 33/78, Somafer SA c. Saar-Ferngas AG, ECLI:EU:C:1978:205. 
233 Case C-384/10 Jan Voogsgeerd v Navimer SA, ECLI:EU:C:2011:842. 
234 Fear to FOC led to propose making this connecting factor the usual one in shipping, i.e. the law applicable to 

SEA should be the law of the engaging business jurisdiction. However, that would have placed the sole power to 

determine the applicable law on the hands of the shipowner. 
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obligations towards the shipowner. If the seafarer works on board one vessel, the flag 

State jurisdiction should be given priority unless there is a law closer to the employment 

relationship, as examined in section 7.1.2.2.4. 

The case of mobile workers is different from the case of temporarily posted workers such 

as seafarers who are permanently working on board a ship but are temporarily posted to 

work on board another ship flying the flag of a different country to the former. The latter 

does not change his/her habitual workplace during the posting, as reminded by 

paragraph second of article 8, in fine: "The country where the work is habitually carried 

out shall not be deemed to have changed if he is temporarily employed in another 

country". And further explained in Recital 36 Rome I Regulation following the proposal of 

the Group européen de droit international privé (GEDIP). 

7.1.2.2.3. Party autonomy 

The party autonomy principle in selecting the applicable law to a contract is fully 

enshrined in Rome I Regulation, and individual employment contracts are not 

an exception. The fact that workers are the weaker party to the contract plays, 

however, a role in the way that party autonomy operates in employment matters. While 

other legal systems do not allow a choice of law as it is the case of Chinese PrIL, or only 

allow for the selection of one given list of law such as article 121 of the Swiss PrIL Act, 

article 8(1) of the Rome I Regulation entitles shipowner and seafarer to opt for the law of 

their choice provided that it does not deprive the worker of the protection granted to 

him/her by the law that would have governed the SEA by default of a choice of law.235 

Theoretically, this proviso guarantees worker protection without depriving the weaker 

party of the chosen law, that may be more favourable to the seafarer than the otherwise 

applicable, i.e. the law of the flag State or the law of the country from which (s)he 

discharges his/her duties towards the shipowner or an otherwise closer law to the 

employment relationship as examined in the next section. 

Party autonomy makes it possible SEA to be submitted to the law of the 

seafarer's country of residence. Against this backdrop, it is to note that several EU 

Member States have established second and international registries in their legal systems 

and specifically exempt foreign seafarers working on board ship flying their flags from the 

application of their labour and employment laws. That is the case of Spain and its second 

registry in the Canary Islands. According to Additional Disposition 16(7) of Consolidated 

Text of the Law on State Ports and the Merchant Navy, “The working conditions and 

social security benefits for non-Spanish nationals employed on board ships registered in 

the Special Register shall be governed by the legislation to which the parties to the 

contract freely submit, provided that it respects the rules issued by the International 

Labour Organization or, failing express submission, by the provisions of Spanish labour 

and social security regulations, all without prejudice to the application of any Community 

legislation and international agreements signed by Spain”.236 In a similar vein, there are 

other examples of national laws that refer working and living conditions on board ships 

registered in the second or international register to the law chosen by the parties or 

directly, to the law of the seafarers' habitual residence.237 

These national provisions were subject to the scrutiny of the Court of Justice in the 

Sloman Neptun Schiffahrts AG judgment of 17 March 1993.238 The case was brought by 

German trade unions because the corresponding German provision allows German 

                                                 

235 A similar rule to that in article 8 is contained in article 12 of the Japanese Act on the General Rules of 

Application of Law; article 27 of the Turkish PrIL Act; and article 28 of the South Korean PrIL Act. 
236 Author´s translation. Emphasis added. 
237 See for example § 21.IV FlaggenRG  and article 3 of Italian Law No. 30 of 27 February 1998. Currently, the 

Italian rule cited in the previous footnote is complemented by a collective agreement concluded between 

representatives of the most prominent employers’ organizations on one side and the ITF and other associated 

trade unions on the other, according to which a clause is laid down submitting all vicissitudes of the contract to 

the law of the seafarer’s habitual residence.  
238 Case C-72/91 and C-73/91, Sloman Neptun Schiffahrts AG, ECLI:EU:C:1993:97. 
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shipowners to engage non-EU nationals, Filipinos at that time, to work on board ships 

registered in the German international registry upon employment conditions dictated by 

the law of their country of residence and not the German one. The Court of Justice had to 

decide whether these rules amounted to a State aid and the judgment will be further 

discussed in the section on tonnage tax and other schemes. Nevertheless, it is already 

known that the Court did not consider this type of provisions illegal.239 As a matter of 

fact, although these rules have survived in national legislation, they have been 

superseded by article 8 of Rome I Regulation to the extent that EU law prevails over 

them. The outcome sought by them is, nevertheless, feasible in accordance with the 

party autonomy principle enshrined in paragraph 1 of article 8. The issue is whether 

the abovementioned proviso contained in article 8(1) really serves in practice 

its purpose of protecting the worker, namely, whether German law as the law of the 

flag State displaces Filipino law as the chosen law by the parties to the SEA because the 

latter deprives the seafarer of the protection granted to him by the former.  

Article 8(1) of Rome I Regulation establishes that party autonomy is also admitted in 

employment contract matters, but the conditions that a choice-of-law clause has to 

meet to be accepted as such and trigger the effect of making one legal system applicable 

while derogating the others are contained in article 3 of Rome I Regulation. It is to note 

that the clause can only choose a legal system, but not non-State law such as ILO 

conventions, i.e. only if they are incorporated in a national law.240 

Article 3 of Rome I Regulation refers in turn to articles 10, 11 and 13 thereof, to 

determine the substantive validity of this special type of contract, its formal validity and 

the parties' capacity to contract, respectively. In selecting the applicable law, parties to 

the contract may do it expressly or tacitly. While SEA has to be always in writing, the 

clause may be included in the general terms (Martiny 2015, para. 32), but also in a 

collective agreement (Magnus 2011, 573), or “clearly demonstrated by the terms of the 

contract or the circumstances of the case”. The latter is difficult to establish and may 

lead to arbitrariness on the side of the court (Gardeñes Santiago 2008, 402; Jault-Seseke 

2005, 259-277) while raises issues as to the difference between a tacit choice-of-law and 

the escape clause.  

The choice-of-law agreement may be valid,241 but non-effective because of it depriving 

the worker of the protection granted to the employee by provisions that cannot be 

derogated from by agreement under the applicable law to the employment contract in 

default of choice of law. In other words, worker protection is not only limited to 

overriding mandatory rules, but it is granted by all mandatory provisions in that law 

including those contained in collective agreements (Dicey and Morris 2006, 1666). 

Accordingly, this protection requires to compare two legal systems, the one chosen by 

the parties and the one otherwise applicable, to determine the one that better protects 

the seafarer. It goes without saying that this complicates worker protection in practice 

because it requires proof of foreign law in order to undertake such a comparison 

(Wurmnest 2009, 487), it is uncertain what is to compare, and thus it may lead to a 

                                                 

239 In Sloman Neptun Schiffahrts AGK, the German government claims before the CJ that § 21.IV,1 FlaggRG 

only aims to clarify the fact that German shipowners may hire non-Community workers according to a 

legislation other than German legislation, pursuant to Article 6 of the Rome Convention, with a view to avoiding 

the flight to other flags. In this regard, the judgment issued by the Bundesgerichtsarbeit in 24 August 1989, made 

this point clear. Agreeing on these arguments, see Advocate General Mr. Darmon’s Opinion on the Sloman 

Neptun Schiffahrts AGK case, para. 74-75 and 81, presented on 17 March 1992. 
240 See Recital 13 of the Rome I Regulation. 
241 Other protections arise out of paragraphs 3 and 4 of article 3 of Rome I Regulation, restricting the choice of 

law in situations without an international element, or all their elements located within the EU. These situations 

will not be specifically addressed in this study. 
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dépeçage because some issues may be submitted to one of those laws and another to 

the other (Polak 2004, 335).  

In practice, the enormous difficulties that the seized court faces in undertaking a 

comprehensive comparison between both laws has led to suggest a focus on the legal 

issue at hand (Deinert 2013, 125-128). The Court of Justice has pointed in this direction 

in its judgment Voogsgeerd v Navimer.242 The claimant requested protection against 

unfair dismissal in accordance with Belgian law as the law applicable to the contract in 

default of choice of law, despite the SEA being submitted to the law of Luxembourg. 

According to the latter, the deadline to claim for unfair dismissal had already expired 

while it was not in accordance with Belgian law. For our purposes, the Court of Justice did 

not engage in a comprehensive comparison of both laws, but it focused on the issue at 

hand, rules on dismissal in both laws that cover, not just time limits, but also grounds for 

dismissal, consequences of a declaration of unfair dismissal and rules of evidence. 

Finally, it is to note that the comparison is made ex officio by the court, not being 

sufficient the arguments put forward by the employee.  

7.1.2.2.4. Escape clause 

In the absence of a choice of law, "the contract shall be governed by the law of the 

country in which or, failing that, from which the employee habitually carries out his work 

in performance of the contract",243 in the terms already examined. These connecting 

factors are not result-oriented meaning that they do not seek to protect the 

weaker party, but only guaranteed the principle of proximity and predictability 

for the parties. These factors, including the place of the engaging business where 

appropriate, are rigid and do not allow for deviation in their application. However, 

flexibility in the operation of this conflict rule is achieved by the escape clause laid down 

in the last paragraph of article 8: "Where it appears from the circumstances as a whole 

that the contract is more closely connected with a country other than that indicated in 

paragraphs 2 or 3, the law of that other country shall apply". 

Both rigid factors and escape clause are based on the said proximity principle, seeking to 

apply the closer law to the employment relationship. In shipping, the flexibility provided 

by the escape clause to the conflict rule is particularly important to the extent that the 

flag State may lack a substantial contact with the SEA, for example if the only link of the 

employment contract with that country is ship registration. Against this backdrop, it is 

appropriate to seek for a closer law in the light of the circumstances of the particular 

contract. The question is what circumstances consider and how to weight contacts in 

order to decide which law is the closer to the employment relationship. 

As indicated, the habitual workplace has been chosen as the primary connecting factor 

because it refers to the characteristic obligation in the employment contract and thus 

provides for a country close to, and predictable for, both parties. Against this backdrop, 

it has been suggested that the escape clause requires a strict interpretation, i.e. 

deviation from the law designated in paragraphs 2 and 3 of article 8 is only allowed if, 

first, the latter lacks sufficient contacts with the employment relationship, and second, 

there is actually a closer law than this one to the claim. The Court of Justice has come, 

nevertheless, to a different conclusion in its judgment of 12 September 2013, Schlecker 

v Boedeker,244 namely, it has erased the suggested first proviso for the application of the 

escape law, thereby the law designated in accordance with paragraphs 2 and 3 may have 

a strong connection to the claim and nevertheless be disregarded in favour of a "closer" 

law than this one. That makes the "significant contacts" factor one more connecting 

factor of the conflict rule and not really an escape clause.  

The issue remains, though, as to what factors have to be weighed in determining 

the applicable law. While the closer link test is based in proximity, the services 

                                                 

242 Case C-384/10 Jan Voogsgeerd v Navimer SA, ECLI:EU:C:2011:842. 
243 See article 8(2) of the Rome I Regulation. 
244 See Case C-64/12 Anton Schlecker v Melitta Josefa Boedeker, ECLI:EU:C:2013:551. 
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provided by the worker to the employer cannot be taken into consideration to the extent 

that they are already part of the test establishing where the habitual workplace/engaging 

business test. Accordingly, circumstances to be considered for the closer link test are the 

payment of wages and other working conditions, the parties' nationality or residence, and 

payment of social security contributions and taxes. In Schlecker v Boedeker, the Court of 

Justice made it also clear that a significant contact was enough to identify the closer law 

to the employment contact to the extent that paragraph 4 of article 8 deviates from 

other escape clauses in that it does not require it to be manifestly closer than any other 

law.  

The flexibility in determining the applicable law to the SEA is thus very high. The 

problem is that it does not only make it possible to avoid the flag State jurisdiction if the 

latter is a FOC, but also in other cases in what it is not. That is not in line with 

considerations behind the law of the habitual workplace other than the proximity 

principle. In fact, this jurisdiction has a preeminent role in employment matters because 

it refers to the socio-economic background of the relationship, and it is in line with its 

public dimension in terms for example of occupational health and safety. Therefore, this 

law has the benefit of identifying the closest law to the employment relationship while 

protecting the worker. Moreover, this broad interpretation of the escape clause puts at 

risk the predictability of the law governing the employment contract and compromises 

the possibility of submitting all workers working in the one and same place to the same 

law. All in all, it would be more reasonable not to apply the law of the habitual workplace 

only when it is apparent from the circumstances of the case that the employment 

relationship is not sufficiently connected to that place, such as in cases in which 

shipowner and seafarer are from the same country although the ship is flying the flag of 

another State. 

7.1.3. Overriding mandatory rules 

The abovementioned connecting factors may lead to a law governing the SEA that 

does not coincide with the labour law of the seized court. Even in this case, that 

law might be set aside if it collides with rules in the forum “the respect for which is 

regarded as crucial by a country for safeguarding its public interests, such as its political, 

social or economic organisation, to such an extent that they are applicable to any 

situation falling within their scope, irrespective of the law otherwise applicable to the 

contract under this Regulation”.245 According to this definition, a provision that seeks to 

protect workers cannot be considered per se an overriding mandatory rule, but only 

those that imply a higher degree of authority and pursue a public policy interest. If one 

such rule is identified, the seized court is obliged to apply it regardless of the foreign law 

designated by article 8 of Rome I Regulation. 

The characterization of a rule as overriding mandatory is made at a national level and on 

a rule-by-rule basis, although it is also dependent on the EU integration activity. For our 

purposes, it is to highlight that the abovementioned definition of overriding mandatory 

rules was first provided by the Court of Justice in its judgment of 23 November 1999, 

Arblade,246 where it was concluded that a minimum wage rule qualifies as such.247 Hence, 

should the law governing the SEA grant the seafarer a wage inferior to the 

minimum wage in the Member State of the seized court, the latter will apply its 

overriding mandatory rule. 

                                                 

245 See article 9(1) of Rome I Regulation.  
246 Case C-369/96 and C-378/96, Arblade, ECLI:EU:C:1999:575.  
247 Case C-369/96 and C-378/96, Arblade, ECLI:EU:C:1999:575, para. 32 and 51. 
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7.1.4. Preliminary conclusions 

Differences in wages, social security contributions and taxes might trigger a race to the 

bottom of the working conditions on board ships and unfair competition in shipping. None 

of these matters have been fully harmonized in the MLC-2006, thereby the door is still 

open for such a divergence. Nevertheless, second and international registries have 

neutralized unfair competition from open registries to the extent that EU Member States 

that have set up them entitle shipowner to recruit foreign seafarers.  

Conflict rules could prevent differences in wages to play a role in recruiting, but the 

extreme internationalization of seafaring makes it difficult to determine one law 

applicable to all employment relationships on board. In line with PIL postulates, that law 

ought to be the law of the flag State, but the FOC phenomenon has impeded the 

codification of this law as the law of the habitual workplace.  

The EU conflict rule on individual employment contracts is also based upon the habitual 

workplace. First, it entitles the parties to the contract to choose another law if it does not 

deprive the worker of the protection granted by the law otherwise applicable. By this 

means party autonomy is used for worker protection purposes. However, it requires 

comparing the chosen law with the law governing the contract in the absence of the 

former. While this is a task for the seized court, it increases in fact transaction costs for 

the worker and raises many issues as to whether it is really effective in protecting 

seafarers.  

In default of party autonomy, the law of the flag State might be applied as the law of the 

habitual workplace. However, deviation from this law has been facilitated by two main 

mechanisms. First, by interpreting that the habitual workplace of a seafarer that works in 

more than one vessel is at the country from where (s)he discharges his/her duties 

towards the shipowner. Second, by resorting to an escape clause that entitles the court 

to apply a closer law to the SEA than the law of the flag State.  

Accordingly, there is plenty of room for courts not to apply a FOC. The problem of this 

flexible approach is that the determination of the law applicable to SEAs of crew 

members on board a ship is made on a case-by-case basis, i.e. different employment 

laws apply on board and thus different wages. The final say on wages might be, however, 

not on the conflict rule, but on the overriding mandatory rules of the seized court 

jurisdiction. The latter may deactivate the law governing the SEA to the extent that their 

respect is regarded as crucial in that country. Remarkably, minimum wage rules qualify 

as such in EU Member States following the Court of Justice’s case law.  
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7.2.  Conflicts of laws in social security matters248 

This annex provides a detailed overview of conflict of laws in social security matters, 

which is based on evidence collected through desk research. 

7.2.1. General principles  

Social security matters are neither contractual nor non-contractual matters, and do not 

fit within the scope of application of Brussels I Recast, Rome I and Rome II 

Regulations.249 Instead, a unilateral approach based on the territoriality principle is 

favoured, meaning that a national scheme covers all workers - regardless their 

nationality - discharging their services towards employers seated in the national territory. 

In other words, each country determines who is covered by the social security system - 

and thus who must contribute to it - as well as to what extent they are entitled to 

benefits. 

In view of this unilateral approach, the concept of “social security” depends on each 

country. While a definition of the extent of a comprehensive social security protection is 

laid down by ILO Convention No. 102, of 28 June 1952, concerning Social Security 

(Minimum Standards), in shipping and according to the MLC-2006: “The branches to be 

considered with a view to achieving progressively comprehensive social security 

protection under Regulation 4.5 are: medical care, sickness benefit, unemployment 

benefit, old-age benefit, employment injury benefit, family benefit, maternity benefit, 

invalidity benefit and survivors’ benefit, complementing the protection provided for under 

Regulations 4.1, on medical care, and 4.2, on shipowners’ liability, and under other titles 

of this Convention”.250 However, and as said, branches and beneficiaries are determined 

by each national system.   

In cases of workers providing services at the same time or subsequently in more than 

one country, this unilateral approach poses significant challenges for their social 

protection, that have been tackled by two essential principles. In addition to the principle 

that workers should contribute to only one system at a time - to avoid potential 

duplication and/or a negative conflict of interest -, countries are obliged to cooperate and 

coordinate themselves in these matters. To this end, migrant protection requires States 

to consider time worked and contributions paid abroad in order to calculate entitlements 

to benefits. State coordination usually takes the form of bilateral and multilateral 

agreements.  

7.2.2. Social security matters in shipping 

In shipping, and as already indicated, the problem is that services are provided 

on-board a ship and not on a territory. Hence, article 94 of UNCLOS has been again 

essential in identifying the responsible national social security system by allocating this 

protection to the flag State. However, open, second and international registers might 

deprive this protection of meaning by excluding seafarers from the flag State system as 

e.g. can be learnt looking at the Spanish251 and Italian252 legislations which allow party 

                                                 

248 Report prepared by Laura Carballo Piñeiro, Professor, Nippon Foundation Chair on Maritime Labour Law 

and Policy, World Maritime University.  
249 See article 1(1) of Brussels I Recast, Rome I and Rome II Regulations.  
250 See Standard A4.5, paragraph 1, of MLC-2006. 
251 Additional Disposition 16(7) of the Spanish Consolidated Text of the Law on State Ports and the Merchant 

Navy reads as follows: “The working conditions and social security benefits for non-Spanish nationals employed 

on board ships registered in the Special Register shall be governed by the legislation to which the parties to the 

contract freely submit, provided that it respects the rules issued by the International Labour Organization or, 

failing express submission, by the provisions of Spanish labour and social security regulations, all without 

prejudice to the application of any Community legislation and international agreements signed by Spain”. My 

translation 
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autonomy in these matters to those ships registered in their second registry. As already 

highlighted by the Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the 

Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions 

on Reassessing the regulatory social framework for more and better seafaring jobs in the 

EU,253 social security arrangements are usually part of the SEA and subject to private 

insurance. 

Even if seafarers are included in the flag State’s social security system, access to benefits 

might be conditioned by time requirements and other criteria that finally leave seafarers 

without protection, in particular when it comes to some particular branches such as old-

age benefit. Remarkably, the Court of Justice has already addressed such cases, e.g. in 

F.Wieland & H. Rothwangl.254 In this and other cases, EU national seafarers are excluded 

from the social security system of the flag Member State where they had worked before 

the application of EU regulations on social security coordination (Carril Vázquez, 2018). 

The ease in ship registration is a further issue as contributions are paid to 

different flag States requiring State coordination that is far from taken from 

granted.  

Against this backdrop, Regulation 4.5 of the MLC-2006 has made a U-turn in these 

matters by allocating the responsibility to the seafarer’s country of residence: 

“Each Member shall take steps according to its national circumstances to provide the 

complementary social security protection referred to in paragraph 1 of this Standard to 

all seafarers ordinarily resident in its territory”255 (McDonnell, Devlin & Doumbia-Henry, 

2011; Doumbia-Henry, 2020). The new prevalent connecting factor is to be welcomed as 

it is usually the one stable factor in the life of a seafarer and might avoid the need for 

State coordination. Nevertheless, and considering the huge legal divergence in these 

matters, the MLC-2006 is flexible and pro-active in seeking to provide seafarers with the 

best social protection possible. Accordingly, first, Standard A4.5, paragraph 4, opens the 

door for Member States to “determine, through bilateral and multilateral agreements and 

through provisions adopted in the framework of regional economic integration 

organizations, other rules concerning the social security legislation to which seafarers are 

subject.” In other words, States can also resort to other connecting factors to establish 

which country is responsible in these matters as it is the case of the EU regulations on 

social security coordination that will be addressed in the following section. 

Second, Standard A4.5, paragraphs 5 and 6, of the MLC-2006 make it clear that flag 

States cannot give away their responsibility as to social protection of seafarers working 

on board ships registered in their country. At a minimum, “Each Member’s responsibilities 

with respect to seafarers on ships that fly its flag shall include those provided for by 

Regulations 4.1 and 4.2 and the related provisions of the Code, as well as those that are 

inherent in its general obligations under international law”.256 Moreover, and as a 

                                                                                                                                                         

252 This applies for example to Article 3 of Italian Law No. 30, 27.2.1998, which is drafted in very similar terms 

to the Spanish regulation: "1. Le condizioni economiche, normative, previdenziali ed assicurative dei marittimi 

italiani o comunitari imbarcati sulle navi iscritte nel Registro internazionale sono disciplinate dalla legge 

regolatrice del contratto di arruolamento e dai contratti collettivi dei singoli Stati membri. 2. Il rapporto di lavoro 

del personale non comunitario non residente nell’Unione europea, imbarcato a bordo di navi iscritte nel Registro 

internazionale, è regolamentato dalla legge scelta dalle parti e comunque nel rispetto delle convenzioni OIL in 

materia di lavoro marittimo. 3. Le organizzazioni sindacali sottoscrittrici di contratti collettivi di cui al comma 1 

stabiliscono le condizioni economiche, salariali ed assicurative minime che devono comunque essere osservate 

per tutti i lavoratori non comunitari impegnati a bordo delle navi iscritte nel Registro internazionale, nel rispetto 

dei limiti internazionalmente stabiliti". 
253 The Communication is first phase consultation of the social partners at Community level provided for in 

Article 138(2) of the Treaty. See COM(2007)0591 final 
254 C-465/14, Raad van bestuur van der Sociale verzekeringsbank v f. Wieland & H. Rothwangl, 

ECLI:EU:C:2016:820.  
255 See Standard A4.5, paragraph 3, of the MLC-2006. 
256 See Standard A4.5, paragraph 5, of the MLC-2006. 
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condition for all Member States, the MLC-2006 also obliges flag States to secure 

adequate coverage to seafarers not residing in their country.257 In this vein, the 

Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions & Recommendations (CEACR) 

has made the following comment to Greece: “Furthermore, the Committee notes the 

Government’s indication that it has not adopted any measures for providing benefits to 

non-resident seafarers working on ships flying its flag who do not have adequate security 

coverage. The Committee recalls that although the primary obligation rests with the 

Member in which the seafarer is ordinarily resident, under Standard A4.5, 

paragraph 6, Members also have an obligation to give consideration to the 

various ways in which comparable benefits will, in accordance with national law 

and practice, be provided to seafarers in the absence of adequate coverage in 

the nine branches of social security. The Committee requests the Government to 

provide information on any measures adopted under Standard A4.5, paragraph 6."258 A 

similar comment has been made to Lithuania, Malta, Sweden, and the UK registers in 

Bermuda, Cayman Islands and Isle of Man. 

The point is relevant because the MLC-2006 is also flexible in the branches provided by 

ratifying countries. Regulation 4.5, paragraph 2, of the MLC-2006 is written in 

aspirational terms meaning that, while Member States are requested “to achieve 

progressively comprehensive social security protection for seafarers”, flexibility in 

achieving that goal is granted “according to its national circumstances”. Against this 

backdrop, Standard A4.5, paragraph 1, lists nine branches and ratifying countries are 

only requested to report to the ILO the branches that they are already providing to 

resident seafarers (Chaumette, 2016; Doumbia-Henry, 2020). They must be at the very 

least three,259 indicating Guideline B4.5, paragraph 1, that they should be medical care, 

sickness benefit and employment injury benefit.   

Ratifying countries have the obligation to communicate to ILO the branches that they 

intend to provide to seafarers.260 The information is available on the ILO website from 

where it is possible to learn about which branches the EU Member States have specified. 

As can be learnt in the following table, some EU Member States do not provide a 

comprehensive social security protection to seafarers, but only some branches. In 

particular, Finland, Hungary, Ireland, Malta, Portugal (including its registry in Madeira), 

Romania, Slovenia, and UK-Gibraltar have committed to provide to seafarers residing in 

their jurisdiction only three social security branches, while Cyprus, Denmark (including its 

registry in the Faroe Islands), Germany, Spain and UK-Cayman Islands just four. 

Table 1: Social security branches provides to seafarers by EU Member States 

EU Member 

States 

Social security branches No. of branches 

Belgium medical care; unemployment 
benefit; old-age benefit; 
employment injury benefit; family 
benefit; maternity benefit; invalidity 
benefit and survivors’ benefit. 

8 (sickness benefit excluded) 

Bulgaria medical care; sickness benefit; old-
age benefit; employment injury 

benefit; maternity benefit and 
invalidity benefit. 

6 (unemployment benefit, family 
benefit, survivors’ benefit excluded) 

Croatia medical care; sickness benefit; 
unemployment benefit; old-age 

9 

                                                 

257 See Standard A4.5, paragraph 5, of the MLC-2006. 
258 See ILO Website, MLC Database, Greece. Comments by CEACR. Bold letters have been included by the 

author. 
259 See Standard A4.5, paragraph 2, of the MLC-2006. 
260 See Standard A4.5, paragraphs 2 and 10, of the MLC-2006. 
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EU Member 

States 

Social security branches No. of branches 

benefit; employment injury benefit; 
family benefit; maternity benefit; 
invalidity benefit and survivors’ 
benefit. 

Cyprus medical care; sickness benefit; 
employment injury benefit and 
invalidity benefit 

4 (unemployment benefit, old-age 
benefit, family benefit, maternity 
benefit, survivor’s benefit excluded) 

Denmark –
Faroe Islands 

medical care; sickness benefit; 
employment injury benefit and 

maternity benefit. 

4 (unemployment benefit, old-age 
benefit, family benefit, maternity 

benefit, survivor’s benefit excluded) 

Estonia medical care; sickness benefit; 
unemployment benefit; old-age 

benefit; family benefit; maternity 
benefit; invalidity benefit and 
survivors’ benefit 

8 (employment injury benefit 
excluded) 

France – New 
Caledonia 

medical care; sickness benefit; 
unemployment benefit; old-age 
benefit; employment injury benefit; 
family benefit; maternity benefit; 
invalidity benefit and survivors’ 

benefit 

9 

Finland medical care; sickness benefit and 
employment injury benefit. 

3 (unemployment benefit, old-age 
benefit, family benefit, maternity 
benefit, invalidity benefit and 
survivor’s benefit excluded) 

Germany medical care; sickness benefit; old-
age benefit and employment injury 
benefit 

4 (unemployment benefit, old-age 
benefit, family benefit, maternity 
benefit, survivor’s benefit excluded) 

Greece medical care; sickness benefit; 
unemployment benefit; old-age 

benefit; employment injury benefit; 
family benefit; maternity benefit; 
invalidity benefit and survivors’ 
benefit. 

9 

Hungary sickness benefit; old-age benefit and 
employment injury benefit 

3 (medical care, unemployment 
benefit, family benefit, maternity 

benefit, invalidity benefit and 
survivor’s benefit excluded) 

Ireland medical care; old-age benefit and 

survivors’ benefit 

3 (sickness benefit, unemployment 

benefit, old-age benefit, family 
benefit, maternity benefit, invalidity 

benefit excluded) 

Italy sickness benefit; unemployment 
benefit; old-age benefit; 
employment injury benefit; family 
benefit; maternity benefit, invalidity 
benefit and survivors’ benefit 

8 (medical care excluded) 
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EU Member 
States 

Social security branches No. of branches 

Latvia sickness benefit; unemployment 
benefit; old-age benefit; 

employment injury benefit; family 
benefit; maternity benefit; invalidity 
benefit and survivors’ benefit. 

8 (medical care excluded) 

Lithuania medical care; sickness benefit; 
unemployment benefit; old-age 

benefit; employment injury benefit; 
maternity benefit; invalidity benefit 
and survivors’ benefit 

8 (family benefit excluded) 

Luxembourg sickness benefit; unemployment 
benefit; old-age benefit; 
employment injury benefit; family 

benefit; maternity benefit; invalidity 

benefit; survivors’ benefit and 
dependency benefit 

9 (medical care excluded, but 
dependency benefit added) 

Malta medical care; sickness benefit and 
employment injury benefit 

3 (sickness benefit, unemployment 
benefit, old-age benefit, family 
benefit, maternity benefit, survivor’s 

benefit excluded) 

Netherlands - 
Curaçao 

 

medical care; sickness benefit; 
unemployment benefit; old-age 
benefit; family benefit; maternity 
benefit; invalidity benefit and 

survivors’ benefit 

8 (employment injury benefit 
excluded) 

Poland medical care; sickness benefit; 
unemployment benefit; old-age 
benefit; employment injury benefit; 

maternity benefit; invalidity benefit 
and survivors’ benefit. 

8 (family benefit excluded) 

Portugal sickness benefit; unemployment 
benefit; old-age benefit; 
employment injury benefit; family 
benefit; maternity benefit; invalidity 
benefit and survivors’ benefit 

8 (medical care excluded) 

Portugal – 
Madeira  

sickness benefit; employment injury 
benefit and maternity benefit 

3 (medical care, unemployment 
benefit, old-age benefit, family 
benefit, invalidity benefit, survivor’s 
benefit excluded) 

Romania unemployment benefit; old-age 

benefit and family benefit 

3 (medical care, sickness benefit, 

employment injury benefit, 
maternity benefit, invalidity benefit, 

survivor’s benefit excluded) 

Slovakia sickness benefit; old-age benefit; 
invalidity benefit; employment injury 

benefit and unemployment benefit 

5 (medical care, family benefit, 
maternity benefit, survivor’s benefit 

excluded) 

Slovenia medical care; sickness benefit and 
employment injury benefit 

3 (unemployment benefit, old-age 
benefit, family benefit, maternity 
benefit, invalidity benefit, survivor’s 
benefit excluded) 
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EU Member 

States 

Social security branches No. of branches 

Spain medical care; sickness benefit; 
unemployment benefit and 
employment injury benefit 

4 (unemployment benefit, old-age 
benefit, family benefit, maternity 
benefit, invalidity benefit, survivor’s 
benefit excluded) 

Sweden medical care; sickness benefit; old-
age benefit; employment injury 
benefit; family benefit; maternity 
benefit; invalidity benefit and 
survivors’ benefit 

8 (unemployment benefit excluded) 

United 
Kingdom 

Medical care; sickness benefit; 
unemployment benefit; old-age 
benefit; employment injury benefit; 
family benefit; invalidity benefit and 

survivors’ benefit. 

8 (maternity benefit excluded) 

UK – 

Bermuda 
/Isle of Man 

Medical care; sickness benefit; 

unemployment benefit; old-age 
benefit; employment injury benefit; 
family benefit; maternity benefit; 
invalidity benefit and survivors’ 
benefit. 

9 

UK – Cayman 
Islands 

Medical care; old-age benefit; family 
benefit and survivors’ benefit. 

4 (sickness benefit, unemployment 
benefit, employment injury benefit, 
maternity benefit, invalidity benefit 
excluded) 

UK- Gibraltar Employment injury benefit; invalidity 
benefit and survivors’ benefit. 

3 (medical care, sickness benefit, 
unemployment benefit, old-age 

benefit, maternity benefit, invalidity 

benefit excluded) 

Source: MLC Database at ILO website: < https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/maritime-labour-
convention/database-ratification-implementation/lang--en/index.htm> 

The MLC-2006 also addresses the issue of different treatment between seafarers 

and shore-based workers requiring ratifying countries, either flag or labour-

supplying States, to comply with the equal treatment principle: “Each Member 

shall ensure that seafarers who are subject to its social security legislation, and, to the 

extent provided for in its national law, their dependants, are entitled to benefit from 

social security protection no less favourable than that enjoyed by shore workers.”261 The 

reading on the comments made by CEACR to EU Member States reveals that some 

countries seem not to apply this principle, namely Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Germany, 

Greece, Lithuania, Gibraltar and the Isle of Man do not put seafarers residing in their 

territory and working on their registered ships on an equal foot with shore-based 

workers.  

Comments made by CEACR also reveal that Bulgaria, Cyprus, Denmark (including the 

Faroe Islands), France (including New Caledonia), Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, 

Latvia, Malta, Netherlands, Poland, Spain, Sweden and the UK, have not updated their 

legislation to cover seafarers residing in the country but working on board foreign-

flagged ships. 

                                                 

261 See Regulation 4.5, paragraph 3, of the MLC-2006. 

https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/maritime-labour-convention/database-ratification-implementation/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/maritime-labour-convention/database-ratification-implementation/lang--en/index.htm
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Table 2: Treatment provided to seafarers and shore-based workers by EU Member States 

EU Member 
State 

Resident Seafarers v Shore 
workers: different treatment 

Seafarers Resident in the Flag State v. 
Resident and Working on Board a 
Third-State Flagged Ship 

Belgium Potential difference on the basis of 
membership of the national social 
security scheme or not (sections 2, 
2bis and 2ter of the Legislative 
Order of 7 February 1945 on the 
social security of merchant navy 
seafarers) 

 

Bulgaria section 20 of Section III of the 
Ordinance on Social Security of 
Self-Insured Persons, Bulgarian 
Citizens Working Abroad and 
Seafarers, as amended in State 

Gazette No. 17/2014 

section 30(3-4) of Ordinance No. 
107/2003 requires shipowners to take on 
liability for seafarers residing outside the 
EU 

Cyprus section 6 of Part I of the First Table 
of the Annex to the Social Security 
Act of 2010 (59(I)/2010) excludes 
certain categories of workers from 
social security such as those 

employed on board a ship flying the 
flag of Cyprus for a period not 
exceeding six months, non-
residents of Cyprus, or insured in 
another country. 

No reference to resident seafarers working 
on board a ship flying the flag of a third 
country. 

Denmark and 
Faroe Islands 

 No reference to resident seafarers working 
on board a ship flying the flag of a third 
country. 

France   No reference to resident seafarers working 
on board a ship flying the flag of a third 
country. 

France - New 
Caledonia 

 Treated differently in accordance with Act 
No. 2001-016, of 11 January 2002, 
respecting social security in New 
Caledonia, and the information concerning 
Decree No. 2002-1371, of 19 November 

2002, on the coordination of the 
metropolitan and New Caledonian social 
security systems. 

Germany Section 6(1)(3) of the SGB VI, 
German crew members of seagoing 
ships whose domicile or habitual 

place of residence is not in a 

Member State of the European 
Union, a State party to the 
European Economic Area (EEA) or 
Switzerland, may be exempted 
from compulsory insurance at the 
request of the shipowner. 

 

Greece National Health Care System: 
Unemployment benefits and 
medical care for family members 
are less favourable for seafarers 
than for shoreworkers 

No reference to resident seafarers working 
on board a ship flying the flag of a third 
country 
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EU Member 

State 

Resident Seafarers v Shore 

workers: different treatment 

Seafarers Resident in the Flag State v. 

Resident and Working on Board a 
Third-State Flagged Ship 

Hungary  Not clear that all are covered: Act LXXX of 
1997 on persons entitled to social security 
benefits and private pensions, as well as 
the coverage of these services; Act LXXXI 

of 1997 on social insurance pension; Act 
LXXXIII of 1997 on compulsory health 
care insurance; Act LXXXIV of 1998 on 
family support; Act IV of 1991 on 
promoting employment and providing for 
the unemployed; Act CXXXII of 2006 on 

developing the health-care system; and 
Act CXCI of 2011 on benefits for persons 
with changed working capacity, and 
amendments of certain acts. 

Ireland  Different treatment as seafarers working 
on board foreign ships are only entitled to 

voluntary insurance. 

Italy  Differences persist 

Latvia  Apparently excluded from the Law on 
State Social Allowances that requires 

mandatory contributions by the employer 
(only from EEA) and the employee  

Lithuania Not clear  

Malta  Not covered by Chapter 318 of the Social 
Security Act, of 1 January 1987 

Netherlands  Apparently no differences, although it is 
not clear as regards to employment injury 
benefit as well as the treatment under 
bilateral and multilateral agreements 

Poland  It is not clear whether they are covered or 
not by Poland’s social security law 

Spain  Differences persist for those working on 
foreign ships outside EEA and countries 
with which Spain has an agreement 

Sweden  Differences persist as they are only 
covered by the Swedish resident-based 
benefits, and not those provided to 
workers 

United 

Kingdom 

 Apparently differences persist as they 

have not been considered by legislation 

UK – 
Gibraltar 

Not granted  

UK- Isle of 
Man 

Not granted  
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Source: MLC Database at ILO website: < https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/maritime-labour-
convention/database-ratification-implementation/lang--en/index.htm> 

Finally, it is interesting to note that Croatia and Greece have indicated to the CEACR that 

they are experiencing difficulties in getting contributions paid by foreign shipowners as 

they do not have mechanisms in place to force them to. 

7.2.3. The EU social security coordination framework 

The concept of “social security” within the EU was first provided by Council Regulation 

(EEC) No. 1408/71 of 14 June 1971 on the application of social security schemes to 

employed persons, to self-employed persons and to members of their families moving 

within the Community, as supplemented by ILO Convention No. 102, of 28 June 1952, 

concerning Social Security (Minimum Standards) (Jenard, 1979), and second, by 

Regulation (EC) No. 883/2004 of the European Parliament and the Council of 29 April 

2004,262 that replaced the former with effect as from 1 May 2010, but only for EU 

nationals, i.e. not covering EEA nationals.  

These regulations do not seek to harmonize social security matters within the 

EEA, but to coordinate the different domestic systems. The latter remain national 

and thus each jurisdiction determines the concept of social security, usually featured by 

two factors: the involvement of public management and in particular employers’ 

obligation to pay into one social security scheme. Of particular relevance for seafarers is 

that the regulations only cover mandatory social security schemes, and do not apply to 

non-statutory complementary insurance schemes or special schemes for self-employed 

persons and collective bargaining agreements (CBAs) unless they have been made 

compulsory by national legislation (Carril Vázquez, 2017).  

As to the personal scope of application, these provisions apply to “workers who are or 

have been subject to the legislation of one or more Member States and who are nationals 

of one of the Member States or who are stateless persons or refugees residing within the 

territory of one of the Member States, as also to the members of their families and their 

survivors”,263 including nationals of third countries residing within the EEA by virtue of 

Council Regulation (EC) No. 859/2003 of 14 May 2003 extending the provisions of 

Regulation (EEC) No. 1408/71 and Regulation (EEC) No. 574/72 to nationals of third 

countries who are not already covered by those provisions solely on the ground of their 

nationality.264 Hence, and in line with the abovementioned territoriality principle, these 

regulations apply to all workers providing services within the EEA with some exceptions 

to cover cases in which they are working on third countries but there is a close 

connection with the EEA, usually because employer and/or employee are residing in one 

Member State.265  

                                                 

262 OJ [2004] L 314/1. Regulation No. 883/2004 has been amended by Regulation (EC) No 988/2009 (OJ 

[2009] L 284); Regulation (EU) No 1244/2010 (OJ [2010] L 338); Regulation (EU) No. 465/2012 (OJ [2012] L 

149); and Regulation (EU) No 1224/2012 (OJ [2012] L 349). Regulation No. 1408/71 has not been completely 

replaced given that it is still applied to nationals of third states that are not included within Regulation No. 

883/2004 due exclusively to nationality issues.  
263 See art. 2 of Regulation (EEC) 1408/71 and Regulation (EC) No. 883/2004. Both provisions also indicate that 

they apply to the abovementioned workers’ survivors. 
264 OJ [2003] L 124/1. 
265 See Case C-266/13, L. Kik v Staatssecretaris van Financiën, paragraph 44, ECLI:EU:C:2015:188: “(…) it is 

clear from the Court’s case-law that a sufficiently close connection between the employment relationship in 

question and the territory of the European Union derives, inter alia, from the fact that a European Union citizen, 

who is resident in a Member State, has been engaged by an undertaking established in another Member State on 

whose behalf he carries on his activities (see, to that effect, judgment in Petersen, C-544/11, EU:C:2013:124, 

paragraph 42).” 

https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/maritime-labour-convention/database-ratification-implementation/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/maritime-labour-convention/database-ratification-implementation/lang--en/index.htm
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The regulations give priority to international agreements between Member States already 

concluded before their application if they are more favourable to workers. By the same 

token, they do not preclude new agreements if concluded under certain conditions.266 

As to compulsory social security systems, articles 11 et seq. of Regulation (EC) 

883/2004 only establish what the relevant EU Member State is and the latter 

indicates who is covered by its system and to what extent. In other words, it 

secures the principle that only one system is responsible at a time, ensures coordination 

among schemes and thus once generated, benefits are to be taken into account by other 

countries within the EEA. The regulations also secure the principle of exportability by 

which cash benefits are to be paid even if the insured person is residing in another 

Member State. Nevertheless, the lack of harmonization in these matters implies that 

there are also significant divergences among EU Member States as can be learnt e.g. in 

the Comparative Social Security Benefits Study conducted by Deloitte, 2017, p. 6: “For a 

salary of EUR 100,000, the difference in SS/GI ratio between Belgium (43%), Germany 

(25%) and the Netherlands (19%) is indeed striking. Luxembourg’s salary ceiling is set 

at approx. EUR 115,000. The UK and Switzerland’s ratio remains around 20% in all 

scenarios. Manifest low cost social security countries are Bulgaria (5-10% SS/GI), Cyprus 

(8-16% SS/GI) and Malta (4-9% SS/GI).”267 

In shipping, the main rule is laid down in article 11(4) according to which, “for purposes 

of this title, an activity as an employed or self-employed person normally pursued on 

board a vessel at sea flying the flag of a Member State shall be deemed to be an activity 

pursued in the said Member State”. The flag State jurisdiction applies regardless of 

the ship operation on the territorial sea of a third State. In M. J. Bakker and 

Minister van Financiën,268 the Court of Justice addressed the case of a Dutch seafarer 

residing in Spain who was providing services for a Dutch seated company on board 

Dutch-flagged dredgers operating in the territorial sea of China and the United Arab 

Emirates. According to the Court of Justice, “neither respect for the sovereignty of the 

coastal State nor the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea requires that a 

worker in Mr Bakker’s situation be deprived of the benefit of the social insurance 

provided for, in accordance with Regulation No 1408/71, by the Member State whose flag 

the vessel flies, when that vessel is located in the territorial waters of a State other than 

that Member State”.269  

By the same token, the flag State jurisdiction prevails over the seafarer's country 

of residence as indicated by the Court of Justice in the Salemink judgment.270 

The case concerned a Dutch employee working on a gas extraction platform on the Dutch 

continental self that had been excluded from the Dutch social security system because he 

was residing in Spain. Nevertheless, the Court of Justice reminded that the relevant 

factor is the habitual workplace and not the worker’s residence. The latter is an additional 

factor that cannot be considered when establishing who is covered by the social security 

system of a Member State.271  

Nevertheless, the seafarer’s residence might play a role, but only under given 

circumstances.272 Pursuant to article 11(4) of Regulation 883/2004, “a person 

employed on board a vessel flying the flag of a Member state and remunerated for such 

                                                 

266 Article 8 of the Regulation No. 883/2004. 
267 SS/GI stands for social security/gross income. 
268 Case C-106/11, M. J. Bakker v Minister van Financiën, ECLI:EU:C:2012:328. 
269 Case C-106/11, M. J. Bakker v Minister van Financiën, para. 29. See also para. 28. 
270 Case C-347/10, A. Salemink v. Raad van bestuur van het Uitvoeringsinstituut werknemersverzekeringen, 

ECLI:EU:C:2012:17, para. 32-35. 
271 Case C-347/10, A. Salemink, para. 40-44.  
272 Case C-347/10, A. Salemink v. Raad van bestuur van het Uitvoeringsinstituut werknemersverzekeringen, 

para. 32-35. 
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activity by an undertaking or a person whose registered office or place of business is 

another Member state shall be subject to the legislation of the latter Member state if he 

resides in that State. The undertaking or person paying the remuneration shall be 

considered as the employer for purposes of the said legislation”. Hence, if both a 

shipowner and a seafarer reside in one and the same country, the law governing social 

security matters would be that of the seafarer's country of residence.  

The same applies if the vessel is not flying the flag of a Member State as concluded by 

the Court of Justice in the SF case.273 A Latvian citizen residing in Latvia was requested 

to pay social security contributions to the Netherlands because he had been working for a 

Dutch-based company on board a vessel flying the flag of Bahamas that, during the 

working period on board, sailed over the German part of the continental shelf of the 

North Sea. The claim was appealed by the seafarer arguing that the relevant system was 

that of his residence in accordance with article 11(3) of Regulation 883/2004 as the latter 

is applicable in default of any other criteria. The Court of Justice confirms, first, that the 

case is covered ratione personae by the regulation - to the extent that both employer 

and employee are residing within the EU -, and second, the applicability of the said 

provision for cases in which services are provided on board ships flagged in third 

States.274 

If the seafarer is a mobile worker, who is constantly changing employers, vessels and 

territories,275 the country of habitual residence is again preferred provided that a 

substantial part of their activity is undertaken in that country. If not, the applicable 

system would be that of the Member State where the registered office or place of 

business of the employer is located, as indicated by the Court of Justice in the Kik 

judgment.276 This case involved a Dutch seafarer residing in the Netherlands that was 

first compulsorily insured in this country as he was employed by a Dutch company until 

31 May 2004. From 1 June 2004 he became an employee of a company seated in 

Switzerland, but to provide the same services as for the Dutch company on board a 

Panamanian-flagged pipe-laying vessel operating outside the territory of the EEA 

(approximately 3 weeks above the continental shelf of the United States and 

approximately 2 weeks in international waters) and then above the continental shelf of 

the Netherlands (periods of one month and approximately one week) and of the United 

Kingdom (a period of slightly more than one week). While his wages were subject to 

income tax in the Netherlands, the Court of Justice found that no substantial part of the 

services were provided in this country and prioritised the residence of the Swiss employer 

as the factor that established the applicable social security scheme.277 Finally, the Court 

of Justice takes a pro-worker approach reminding that, if the legislation of the Member 

States in which the employer is seated does not provide for the employee to be insured 

under any social security scheme, the legislation of the Member State of the employee’s 

residence will apply.278 And the same applies in cases involving several employers with 

registered offices or places of business in different Member States. 

                                                 

273 See Case C-631/17, SF v Inspecteur van de Belastingdients, judgment of 8 May 2019 ECLI:EU:C:2019:381. 
274 The case is an answer to practices such as the one applied by the Dutch National Institute of Social Security 

of applying Title II of Regulation No. 1408/71, now No. 883/2004 to EU national seafarers residing in one 

member State, but employed on board ships that do not fly a member State flag, by the mere fact that the 

employer is established in the Netherlands. See this mention in Case C-106/11, M. J. Bakker, para. 15. See 

Besluit verzekeringsplicht zeevarenden, as mentioned in Case C-266/13, L. Kik v Staatssecretaris van Financiën, 

ECLI:EU:C:2015:188. 
275 Article 13 of the Regulation No. 883/2004. 
276 A request for a preliminary ruling from the Hoge Raad der Nederlanden (Netherlands) was lodged on 15 May 

2013, Case C-266/13, L. Kik v Staatssecretaris van Financiën.  
277 See Case C-266/13, L. Kik v Staatssecretaris van Financiën, paragraph 58, in accordance with 

Aldewereld (EU:C:1994:271, paragraphs 21 and 22). The Court of Justice finds support for this conclusion in art. 

14(2)(a) of Regulation No. 1408/71. 
278 See Case C-266/13, L. Kik v Staatssecretaris van Financiën, paragraph 63, in accordance with judgment 

in van Pommeren-Bourgondiën, EU:C:2005:431, paragraph 34 and the case-law cited 
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Should a seafarer be a temporarily posted worker, the law of the habitual workplace 

applies, be that of the flag State or that of his/her residence depending on the 

abovementioned rules.279 

Setting aside open interpretation issues - in particular as regards to the meaning of the 

social security and social assistance concepts-, the main challenges arising out of 

this legal framework are related to an effective administrative cooperation. 

Regulation 883/2004 is a complex instrument and it might take time and a lot of effort to 

actually get Member State administrations to cooperate (Schiek et al, 2015, p. 74). By 

the same token, migrants can find it hard to join a social security scheme, not only 

because of information issues and administrative burden, but also because of the 

required criteria that make it hard to cash benefits (Carril Vázquez. & Fotinopoulou 

Basurko, 2018). 

7.2.4. Conclusions 

Seafarers’ social security protection faces the challenge that they do not usually work on 

a territory, but on-board ships that change flag and ply their trade across different 

jurisdictions. While each State unilaterally determines who is entitled to social security 

protection and to what extent, seafarers might easily fall out of these schemes. In 

practice, and as acknowledged by Communication from the Commission to the European 

Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the 

Committee of the Regions on Reassessing the regulatory social framework for more and 

better seafaring jobs in the EU, social security arrangements are usually part of the SEA 

and subject to private insurance. In general, seafarers’ social security protection might 

be minimal. 

As workers, seafarers are also entitled to join a national social security scheme, 

usually that of the flag State in accordance with article 94 of UNCLOS. However, 

open, second and international registries not only facilitate ship registration 

and thus a change in the flag State and the applicable scheme, but also, they 

might exclude non-resident seafarers from the protection provided by the flag 

State. In other words, seafarers residing in the flag State are usually covered by the 

domestic social security system, but those that do not reside in the flag State might be 

excluded and only covered by international contracts, i.e. shipowners and/or seafarers do 

not pay social security contributions to any country, but only private insurance. In case 

contributions are paid, a further problem is whether they can serve to cash benefits as 

they might not be paid for sufficient time to make seafarers beneficiaries, and/or 

seafarers might be specifically excluded from some benefits, in particular old-age benefit. 

Some problems might be solved by State coordination. However, that requires countries 

to sign bilateral or multilateral treaties on these specific matters. 

In order to avoid some of these problems, Regulation 4.5 of the MLC-2006 shifts the 

responsibility on social security matters from the flag State to the seafarer’s country of 

residence. The choice of this connecting factor is realistic and makes the country that is 

usually stable in the seafarer’s life responsible for his/her protection avoiding e.g. the 

urgent need of concluding bilateral and multilateral treaties to solve coordination 

problems. The challenge is that many countries signatory of the MLC-2006 have 

not changed their legislation to cover seafarers residing in their territory, but 

working on board foreign-flagged ships, yet. Against this backdrop, the MLC-2006 

reminds flag States that they still have to provide social protection to seafarers working 

on board their ships if there is a gap in this protection. As concluded by the ILO CEACR: 

“The Committee recalls that although the primary obligation rests with the Member in 

which the seafarer is ordinarily resident, under Standard A4.5, paragraph 6, Members 

also have an obligation to give consideration to the various ways in which comparable 
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benefits will, in accordance with national law and practice, be provided to seafarers in the 

absence of adequate coverage in the nine branches of social security”. In particular, the 

CEACR has reminded the following Member States of this responsibility as flag States: 

Greece, Lithuania, Malta, Sweden, and the UK registers in Bermuda, Cayman Islands and 

Isle of Man. 

Regulation 4.5 and Standard A4.5 of the MLC-2006 require States to take steps towards 

providing a comprehensive social security protection to seafarers. Thus, the regulation 

takes into account the socio-economic background of each State meaning that the 

requirement is that ratifying countries have to provide three branches as a minimum. In 

accordance with Guideline B4.5, those branches should be medical care, sickness benefit 

and employment injury benefit. It should be also noted that they overlap to a certain 

extent with Regulation 4.1 on medical care and Regulation 4.2 on shipowner’s liability in 

the event of disease, injury or death, i.e. those branches are really the minimum 

protection that seafarers should be granted. 

The ILO website on the MLC-2006 publishes the list of branches that each ratifying State 

provides to resident seafarers revealing significant divergences among countries, 

including the EU Member States. Remarkably, Finland, Hungary, Ireland, Malta, Portugal 

(including its registry in Madeira), Romania, Slovenia, and UK-Gibraltar have committed 

to provide to seafarers working on board their ships only three social security branches, 

while Cyprus, Denmark (including its registry in the Faroe Islands), Germany, Spain and 

UK-Cayman Islands just four. 

Divergences across countries do not only apply to the number of branches, but 

also to the benefits provided to seafarers and those to shore-based workers. 

The equal treatment principle also embedded in Regulation 4.5 does not seem to be 

applied in Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Germany, Greece, Lithuania, Gibraltar and the Isle 

of Man. In other cases, legislation has not been updated to cover seafarers 

residing in the country but working on board foreign-flagged ships: Bulgaria, 

Cyprus, Denmark (including the Faroe Islands), France (including New Caledonia), 

Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Malta, Netherlands, Poland, Spain, Sweden and 

UK. In other cases, where they are included, problems in getting social security 

contributions from foreign shipowners have been denounced by Croatia and 

Greece.  

Divergences in social security matters are not solved by EU law. Regulations 

(EEC) No. 1408/71, (EC) No. 859/2003 and (EC) No. 883/2004 only provide for 

coordination on social security system among EEA States covering both, EU citizens and 

third country nationals residing in this territory, ie. these provisions do not harmonize 

these matters. Moreover, they only apply to compulsory schemes and let aside 

non-statutory complementary insurance schemes such as those included in 

CBAs.  

EU regulations only comply with the principles that contributions have to be paid to only 

one country at a time while taken into account by other countries to provide benefits to 

the insured person. In shipping, the rule is that the responsible Member State is the flag 

State, even in those cases in which the ship operates on third country waters (Case C-

106/11, M. J. Bakker v Minister van Financiën) and regardless the seafarer’s residence in 

an EU Member State other than the flag State (Case C-347/10, A. Salemink). The 

principle is thus in contrast with that set up in Standard A4.5, paragraph 3, of the MLC-

2006. 

However, a seafarer’s residence in a EU Member State has also been taken into 

account to provide the relevant social security system in the EEA in those cases in 

which (s)he works on board a third-country flagged vessel (Case C-631/17, SF). The 

habitual residence principle is also used in those cases in which both shipowner and 

seafarer are residing in the same country (article 11(4) of Regulation (EC) No. 

883/2004). And in those in which the seafarer is constantly changing vessels and 

territories to allocate matters to the shipowner’s residence if a substantial part of the 

activity is undertaken at that country; if not, the seafarer’s residence comes to the front 
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(Case C-266/13, L. Kik). Finally, if a seafarer is temporarily posted, the law of the 

habitual workplace applies, be that of the flag State or that of the habitual residence 

depending on the abovementioned rules (article 12 of Regulation No. 883/2004).    

Legal divergence in social security matters - as regards to third countries, but also 

among EU Member States – fuels differences in labour costs depending on where the 

seafarer is from. However, it is not the only issue for seafarers’ protection as problems in 

coordinating Member States’ administrations, claiming for benefits and getting 

contributions paid in a cross-border framework have already been raised. 
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7.3.  Conflicts of laws in personal income tax and double (non-)taxation280 

This annex provides a detailed overview of conflicts of laws in personal income tax and 

double (non-)taxation, which is based on evidence collected mainly through desk 

research. 

7.3.1. Double (non-)taxation cases in shipping 

The levy of personal income tax is also a matter governed by the territoriality 

principle. The rule is based on taxing income in the place where the employee works, 

usually his/her place of residence. In international cases, both places might differ leading 

to cases of double taxation or no taxation at all, with one country levying income tax 

based on residence and the other on that of services provided in the country.  

In shipping, this type of cases is not only more frequent than in other 

professions, but also more complicated as triangular situations are also normal, 

i.e. cases in which not only seafarer's residence and workplace differ, but also 

the place from where the shipping enterprise is effectively managed. The 

rationale is that countries deduct wages and other remuneration paid to employees from 

the taxable profits of a company, thereby they also have an interest in levying tax on 

those employees, namely seafarers' personal income. Greece is a case in point with 

almost all its Income (and Capital) Tax Treaties applying this connecting factor, that is 

also embedded in the former article 15(3) of the OECD Model Tax Convention on Income 

and Capital. In line with article 8 therein, this provision allocates the right to levy the tax 

on personal income to the State where the place of the enterprise's effective 

management is located.  

An example of a triangular case is provided by the Dutch Court of Appeals,281 in a case 

involving a seafarer residing and paying taxes in Belgium but working for 234 days on 

board a ship that operated in the Netherlands for 22 days and in Nigeria for 212 days. As 

the shipping company was effectively managed from the Netherlands, the seafarer had to 

pay his entire remuneration in this country in application of article 15(3) of the 2001 

Belgium-Netherlands Tax Treaty that follows the abovementioned OECD Model Tax 

Convention. However, Belgium had signed in 1989 a treaty with Nigeria whose article 15 

allocates the right to tax for the services provided in the Contracting State, in this case 

Nigeria. As the 1991 Netherlands-Nigeria Tax Treaty could not be applied because the 

taxpayer did not reside in Dutch territory, the case opened the door to double taxation. It 

is also to note that the country of residence is left out and the seafarer does not get 

anything out of this double taxation. 

Considering all these problems, the OECD Model Tax Convention was amended in 

November 2017 and now article 15(3) reads as follows: 

"Notwithstanding the preceding provisions of this Article, remuneration derived by a 

resident of a Contracting State in respect of an employment, as a member of the regular 

complement of a ship or aircraft, that is exercised aboard a ship or aircraft operated in 

international traffic, other than aboard a ship or aircraft operated solely within the other 

Contracting State, shall be taxable in the first-mention State". 

The emphasis made in the provision is ours and signals the main differences with former 

article 15(3). First, the relevant connecting factor is not anymore the place of the 

enterprise's effective management, but that of the seafarer's residence. The amendment 

is based on the observation that countries from where shipowners effectively managed 

business are overcompensated by a rule that allows them not only to tax the latter's 

profits, but also employees' income. In terms of advantages, the new connecting 

factor avoids double taxation or double non-taxation in the abovementioned 
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triangular cases; addresses the complaint of those countries that do not allow 

the taxation of non-residents (OECD, 2013-2014); and terminates interpretation 

issues on what the effective management and/or the relevant enterprise is, in 

cases of hiring-outs and wet leases (Pötgens & Vergouwen, 2017). More importantly, 

and as the OECD Commentary to the provisions highlights, "The purpose of that 

amendment was to provide a clearer and administratively simpler rule concerning the 

taxation of the remuneration of these crews" (OECD, 2017). 

Second, "shall be taxed" replaces the former "may be taxed" reinforcing the exception 

nature of article 15(3) in respect of the previous two paragraphs thereof and avoiding the 

interpretation that it is not mandatory, i.e. giving room to taxation by other countries, for 

example, leading to the levy of tax in the countries where the seafarer had performed 

services (OECD, 2013-2014; Pötgens & Vergouwen, 2017). Nevertheless, the OECD 

provides two alternatives to the general rule pointing to the seafarer's country of 

residence, to allow taxation by both the country of the enterprise's effective management 

and that of the employee's residence. Either one alternative or other have to be inserted 

in the treaty along with mechanisms to avoid double taxation or double non-taxation, as 

laid down in article 23 of the OECD Model Taxation Convention. The latter is particularly 

important if the employee chooses to be a resident of a low- or no-tax jurisdiction 

(OECD, 2017, para. 9.9). 

Third, the definition of international traffic has been altered to also refer to a transport 

operated by an enterprise of a third State. Hence, a seafarer working for a shipowner 

operating from another country than that of his/her residence can be also taxed in the 

latter (OECD, 2017). Unlike the former article 15(3), this provision does not make any 

reference to employees working for companies managing "a boat engaged in inland 

waterways transport", although the Commentary makes it clear that interested countries 

can apply the same treatment to transport on rivers, canals or lakes as to international 

shipping. Hence, if the scope of article 8 of the OECD Model Tax Convention dealing with 

profits made by shipping companies engages in international traffic, is expanded to 

include this other type of companies, the same can be made in relation to article 15(3). 

However, the Commentary recommends to only apply this treatment to seafarers 

working on board boats operated by an enterprise of his/her State of residence (OECD, 

2017). The compensation principle comes here to the front to ensure that the same State 

that exempts employees' remuneration from the taxation of profits made as a result of 

activities only undertaken in its territory, can also levy taxes from employees. 

7.3.2. Conclusions 

Personal income tax is governed by the territoriality principle, but it depends on 

treaties to avoid double (non-)taxation in cross-border cases. In shipping, and 

unlike wages and social security matters, seafarers' income tax is not allocated 

to the flag State, but different connecting factors might be considered 

increasing the likelihood of double (non-)taxation. The relevant ones are the 

seafarer's residence, the place where services are provided and the place from where the 

shipping company is effectively managed. 

The former article 15(3) of the OECD Model Tax Convention on Income and Capital 

allocated the right to levy the tax to the State where the place of the enterprise's 

effective management was located. This provision was in line with article 8 thereof 

submitting taxation on the enterprise's profits to the same country. The rationale behind 

is that countries deduct wages and other remuneration paid to employees from the 

taxable profits of an enterprise, thereby they also have an interest in levying tax on 

seafarers' personal income. Following this rationale, Greece for example includes this rule 

in all its Income (and Capital) Tax Treaties. 

However, the enterprise's effective management criterion is controversial. First, because 

countries where management is located get overcompensated as they levy tax on both 

company's profits and seafarers' income. Second, because it increases the likelihood of 

double taxation in triangular cases, i.e. those in which the shipping interest is in one 

country, activity is performed in another one and the seafarer resides in a different 
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country from the other two. Third, because this criterion is not operative in those 

countries that do not tax non-residents. Four, because it gives rise to interpretation 

issues in cases of hiring-outs and wet leases being difficult to establish which one is the 

relevant enterprise and/or what is effective management. 

In view of these shortcomings, article 15(3) of the OECD Model Tax Convention has been 

amended in November 2017 as follows: "Notwithstanding the preceding provisions of this 

Article, remuneration derived by a resident of a Contracting State in respect of an 

employment, as a member of the regular complement of a ship or aircraft, that is 

exercised aboard a ship or aircraft operated in international traffic, other than aboard a 

ship or aircraft operated solely within the other Contracting State, shall be taxable in the 

first-mention State". 

In addition to tackle the abovementioned issues, the selection of the habitual 

residence criterion has the advantage of being in line with the main connecting 

factor used to determine the law applicable to wages and to social security 

matters. Moreover, and as the OECD Commentary to this provision highlights, "The 

purpose of that amendment was to provide a clearer and administratively simpler rule 

concerning the taxation of the remuneration of these crews" (OECD, 2017). 

Nevertheless, double (non-)taxation and administrative burden remain as 

problems to the extent that the OECD Model Tax Convention is only a model, 

and bilateral treaties with different criteria live with. 
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7.4. The Community Guidelines on State Aid to Maritime Transport282 

This annex provides an overview of the Community Guidelines on State Aid to Maritime 

Transport, which is based on evidence collected through desk research. 

7.4.1. Scope and objectives 

The Community Guidelines on State Aid to Maritime Transport (hereafter, Guidelines) 

were first adopted in 1989, amended in 1997,283 and in 2004,284 based on article 107 of 

TFUE. The introduction of preferential regimes for the shipping industry in EU member 

States started with Greece in 1957, soon followed by the Netherlands in 1996, the UK in 

2000, and Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Ireland and Spain in 2002. In fact, and 

although moderate in their success, the aid measures have proved to be 

essential in counteracting unfair competition arising out of third country 

registers. For example, according to a study commissioned by the UK Chamber of 

Shipping, the UK would have without the tonnage tax system 37,000 fewer jobs, £410 

million less in tax contributions and £3.7 billion in exports of seaborne transport services 

(UK Chamber of Shipping, 2018). Likewise, a study highlights the significance for the 

Greek flag - with 192,000 people employed in shipping and related trade - of this regime 

to remain competitive (Merika, Triantafyllow & Zombanakis, 2019). 

The Guidelines establish the framework against which member States can put in 

place their strategy to avoid flagging-out and attract re-registration. To this end, 

member States can resort to different aid measures that either directly benefit 

shipowners such as the flat rate tonnage taxation system (tonnage tax), or focus on 

maritime skills, in particular reductions in social security contributions and income tax 

rate for EU-based seafarers.  Hence, member States can tailor their regime focusing on 

ones or other measures provided that all aid measures do not go beyond a financial limit. 

The European Commission takes care that the regime does not trigger distortion of 

competition between member States that might be a threat to the common interest. 

The implementation of State aids in maritime transport seek to achieve the following five 

main objectives according to the Guidelines: 

"(1) improvement of a safer, more efficient, secure and environmentally friendlier 

maritime transport; 

(2) to encourage the flagging to the registers of the Member States; 

(3) to help consolidate the clusters of ships in the Member States and, at the same time, 

uphold the competitiveness of the entire fleet on a global scale; 

(4) to maintain the level of maritime know-how and the protection and promotion of 

employment of seamen in the European Union; and 

(5) to promote new services of short sea shipping."285   

Maritime transport as defined in Regulation (EEC) No 4055/86(8) and in Regulation (EEC) 

No 3577/92(9) sets up the Guidelines’ scope of application, that also apply to towage and 

dredging. The Guidelines apply regardless of the ship register, but a link with the EU 
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territory is of the essence by providing “details of vessels owned and operated under 

Community registers, Community nationals employed on ships and in land-based 

activities and investments in fixed assets”.286 More specifically, the fleet has to be linked 

to a member State meaning that “the strategic and commercial management of all ships 

concerned is actually carried out from within the territory and that this activity 

contributes substantially to economic activity and employment within the Community”.287  

Moreover, beneficiaries must pay corporate tax in an EU member State. They are not 

only shipping interests, but also businesses providing different types of services to 

shipowners, including crew recruitment and placement services as well as training and 

management.288 Compliance with international and EU safety and environmental 

standards as well as with rules regulating working conditions on board might be also 

required. 

The decision whether a national tonnage tax regime or any other aid measure is 

compliant with the Guidelines is primarily taken by the European Commission. There are 

a significant number of these decisions that, remarkably, are not consistent with each 

other,289 have broadened the Guidelines' scope,290 request for requirements not laid 

down in the Guidelines,291 or leave some concepts open292 (Weber & van de Sande, 

2017). Against this backdrop, it is strongly suggested to undertake an update of the 

Guidelines in force. 

7.4.2. Taxation in shipping, including tonnage tax systems 

In addition to a relaxed approach to safety, security, environmental and social protection 

on board, FOCs or open registers have attracted about half of the world’s tonnage thanks 

to advantageous tax regimes. Hence, the introduction of preferential tax regimes in 

member States was of the essence to stop the flagging-out and job migration to third 

countries as already indicated. According to (Stevens, 2017), preferential regimes are 

based on two types of incentives, namely, special profit regimes that might either use an 

exemption for qualifying income from international shipping activities and/or apply a 

tonnage tax regime; and special tax incentives such special depreciation systems (such 

as Denmark, the Netherlands and Spain), special profit calculations (Italy) or special tax 

rates. While all relevant EU member States in shipping use a tonnage tax system, Greece 

also applies an exemption.    
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layers, research vessels and crane vessels C(2010) 6094, 28 April 2010, point 30; Commission decision of 13 
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contributions of seafarers in Denmark. 
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applicable to companies with a ratio between tonnage of owned vessels and that of vessels chartered-in on a time 

or voyage basis, that greatly varies across its decision, from up to 3:1 (see Commission Decision C 20/03,) to 

10:1 (see Commission Decision of 12 March 2002 (State aid N 563/01) on Irish tonnage tax scheme) 
292 Revenue from financial assets can also benefit from tonnage tax if they are linked to the principal activity of 

shipping companies (see Commission Decision of 30 June 2004 concerning a series of tax measures which 

Belgium is planning to implement for maritime transport, C(2004) 2040, 30 June 2004). However, distinctions 

between assets are not clear as pointed out by ECSA, Maritime State Aid Guidelines Review; Qualifying 

Financial Income, D. 3999/12; SF 5.110. 
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As to tonnage tax regimes, two models are basically followed, either the Greek or the 

Dutch one. The former is followed in the EU by Cyprus and Malta while the latter is 

subscribed by a larger number of States within and outside the EU. The basic difference 

is that the Greek model replaces the existing corporate income tax by the tonnage tax, 

and the Dutch one applies a deemed profit instead of a normal profit but taxed against 

the normal corporate income tax rates (Stevens, 2017).  

Nevertheless, and as the devil lies in the detail, each country has its own tonnage tax 

regime whose features depend on the following factors: corporate forms allowed; 

qualifying ships; eligible income; flag requirements; profit calculation; tax rates; and 

formal procedures. Against this backdrop, significant differences can be found across EU 

countries that have introduced a tonnage tax regime, probably because the Guidelines 

only set up a framework within which countries design their policy. Another reason for 

such a divergence is that the Commission has not been consistent in their decisions on 

preferential regimes as already indicated (Stevens, 2017). As said, it seems to be time 

for the review of the Guidelines. 

7.4.3. Aid measures to increase maritime skills 

There is a general understanding on how essential preferential regimes are in keeping 

national fleets and thus in achieving objectives 2 and 3 of the Guidelines. Given how 

spread they are in shipping nations across the world, the field seems to have been 

levelled and even more, “the race to the bottom has reached the bottom” (Stevens, 

2017). Figures confirm this statement. According to a tonnage tax comparison prepared 

by Deloitte (2015) for a 51,000nt tanker, the amount paid by a shipowner in tonnage tax 

per annum is about €66,770 in Greece, €13,675 in the UK, €6,830 in Malta and €18,57 in 

Italy. Be that as it may, while there is no discussion about their maintenance within the 

EU, the point to be made now is whether EU Member States have made the most out of 

these regimes to comply with objective 4 of the Guidelines, i.e. “to maintain the level of 

maritime know-how and the protection and promotion of employment of seamen in the 

European Union”. 

The starting point is that if the shipping interest is kept in the country maritime-related 

jobs will be kept as well. The assumption is, of course, only true to a certain extent given 

that shipowners are entitled to recruit non-EU seafarers. While most EU countries with 

shipping interests require shipowners to keep key high-ranked jobs on board for EU 

nationals or at least seafarers that hold an EU certificate of competence (CoC), crew 

members come from all over the world. That has a secondary effect and it is the EU 

worker population’s lack of interest in competing for low-wage jobs with significant 

occupational hazards. This not only leads to a decrease in home seafaring and 

seafaring-related jobs, but also to a decline in training levels and an increase in 

wastage rates. The EU is home of different maritime traditions for which reason this 

assertion does not apply to all countries, but the case studies in Annex 5 examining an 

EU carrier and a non-EU carrier seem to confirm this trend towards engaging non-EU 

seafarers instead of EU seafarers because of labour costs. 

Other than fiscal benefits to shipowners, the Guidelines provide for aid measures that 

focus on maritime professionals. They entitle States either to subsidize maritime training 

and/or to support labour-related costs, in particular social security contributions and 

personal tax income. These measures directly aim at increasing employment in the 

sector for Community seafarers, defined in the Guidelines as Community/EEA citizens, in 

the case of seafarers working on board vessels (including ro-ro ferries) providing 

scheduled passenger services between ports of the Community”, and “all seafarers liable 

to taxation and/or social security contributions in a Member State, in all other cases”.293  

                                                 

293 See Guidelines, para 3.2. 
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It is to note that, while 20 member States have applied for a tonnage tax 

regime,294 only 11 have implemented seafarer schemes. Neither Cyprus nor Malta, 

the largest flag member States in the EU, are included in this group to which Belgium, 

France, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Italy, Ireland, the Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden 

and the UK, belong. Only Bulgaria, Croatia, Italy and the UK attach a training 

requirement to the tonnage tax. Luxembourg does not have a tonnage tax regime nor a 

seafarer scheme, but applies other type of tax incentives.  

Seafarer schemes usually consist either of an exemption/reduction in social security 

contributions (Belgium, France, Germany, Ireland)/income tax (Denmark) or both 

(Finland, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden and the UK), and in some case they 

include cost relief in the event of e.g. repatriation (Finland, UK). The benefits seem to 

be granted in the form of an exemption, a refund or a grant to the shipowner. 

The latter has been criticized in the case study No. 1 dealing with freight companies 

attached in Annex 5, section 5.2 because of the administrative burden that it involves. 

From the seafarer perspective, in some situations (s)he has no control as to 

these benefits that may lead in particular to cases of double taxation. According 

to Petition 2018/0502 posed before the European Parliament by officers working for a 

Danish company under the Danish International Ship Register,  

"(...) the passing of a new law in Denmark, which brings the company he works for under 

the DIS (Danish International Ship Register) tax regime, is severely disadvantageous and 

discriminatory towards foreign workers. The petitioner claims that in the future affected 

workers will be paid a net salary, but will then be subject to taxation and social security 

contributions in their own country of residence, resulting in a situation of double 

taxation." 

The seafarers' country of residence does not coincide with the country that is 

applying reduction/exemptions in social security contributions and/or personal 

income taxation (claimed by the shipowner and not by the seafarer 

him/herself). While the EU Regulation on coordination of social security 

systems provides a framework to solve these problems (i.e. application of the 

one stop shop principle), that is not the case of taxation.  

As to the measures undertaken with a focus on maritime employment, two traditional 

maritime nations with significant shipping and seafaring interests (the UK and Greece), 

one large flag State without seafaring interests (Malta) and one country with a prevalent 

seafaring interest (Croatia) will be examined.  

The benefits of the UK tonnage tax regime for the country have already been mentioned, 

especially if taken into account that before its introduction seafaring labour in the UK had 

decreased from 99,000 to only 17,000 by the end of the 1980s. Along with the tonnage 

tax regime, the UK Government set up the so-called Maritime Training Obligation (MTO) 

according to which each shipowner participating in, or benefitting from, the regime has to 

train at least one UK cadet from every 15 officer positions entered in the effective officer 

complement (the number of officers entered in the safe manning document) of all 

participant ships in the tonnage tax system, regardless of nationality.  After three years 

this commitment is changed to a ratio of one cadet for every five officer positions. In 

2015, the option of training three ratings for each trained officer was subject to trial and 

is in the process of adjusting into the system. If a participating company does not meet 

the MTO for justified reasons, then it has to make a payment to the Maritime Training 

Trust in proportion to the crewing complement of the ships operated (DETR, 1998).  

The UK has also introduced a partly subsidized training system, the Support for Maritime 

Training (SMarT) in order to further incentivize both shipping companies and students to 

                                                 

294 Information has been extracted from the European Commission, DG COMP website on State Aid Cases: < 

https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/index.cfm> 

https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/index.cfm
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invest in maritime skills for the sake not only of shipowners, but also the maritime cluster 

in general. This is also a measure to offset the significant training costs in the UK, that 

have been estimated in £59,150 (Oxford Economics & Frazer-Nash Consultancy, 2017, p. 

43). SMarT has been set up and is funded by the UK Government, but the fund is also 

fed by industry contributions, including voluntary ones. The program is successful, but it 

is to note that being trained by a shipping company in the UK tonnage tax regime does 

not guarantee employment in that or other companies in the system as they might still 

prefer hiring lower cost labor force (Oxford Economics & Frazer-Nash Consultancy, 2017, 

p. 59). Moreover, the program has encountered some deterrents (Oxford Economics & 

Frazer-Nash Consultancy, 2017, p. 61) in that training costs in the UK are so high 

compared to other countries that companies choose to train abroad; the administrative 

burden that implies especially for small companies; the frequent change in employment 

and higher working requirements (less time at sea) of UK seafarers compared to their 

foreign counterparts. Cadet berths availability is also an issue, but there are a higher 

number of berths than in other countries because of the MTO, whose availability would 

improve by adjusting course-plan and sea phases (Oxford Economics & Frazer-Nash 

Consultancy, 2017, p. 62-65). 

The UK has also established a Crew Relied Costs Scheme that provides a 20% deduction 

in the flight travel costs of British seafarers flying outside the EEA while deductions in 

social security contributions and personal income tax are also granted. By this means, UK 

seafarers are made less expensive for shipowners. However, trade unions have criticized 

that all the focus has been placed in recruitment and training, and not much in 

employment. The point made is that many shipping companies lack the motivation to 

properly train cadets despite meeting MTO because they find UK seafarers expensive. 

That leads to wastage rates as training does not fulfill cadets’ expectations. In view of 

these arguments, the proposal has been made to include an employment commitment in 

the tonnage tax regime, the first problem being the funding limit established by the 

Guidelines (Oyaro Gekara, 2010, pp. 491-492). Nevertheless, EMSA statistics based on 

CoCs show that the UK has issued 30,833 CoCs and recognized 16,632 as to 2017 

(EMSA, 2018). 

The Greek tonnage tax regime is the first one in the EU and serves as a model for other 

countries. It is needless to remind the significance of the shipping industry in this 

country, but it is worth mentioning that Greece is the first ship-owning country in terms 

of dead-weight tonnage with a market share of 17.3 %, followed by Japan at 11.7%, 

China at 9.6% and Germany at 5.6% (UNCTAD, 2018). Against this backdrop, all 

relevant stakeholders in the country value maritime skills and invest in seafaring labour, 

although not always accordingly. According to (EMSA, 2018), the country has issued 

18,935 CoCs by 2017, recognized 4,275 out of which 554 have been issued in another 

EU country. 

Greece has established a public Maritime Education and Training (MET) system that is 

run under the supervision of the Seafarers’ Training Directorate integrated in the Hellenic 

Coast Guard. This Directory is responsible for issuing and implementing regulations on, 

and programmes of, the public merchant marine schools, seafarers’ education and post-

training, including measures to attract young people to the profession. Admission to the 

Hellenic Maritime Academies is for free for the students, being co-funded by the 

Operational Programme of Competitiveness, Entrepreneurship and Innovation 2014-2020 

(EPAnEK). Moreover, students get accommodation allowance of a maximum of €1,000 

depending on income criteria and can apply for food allowance that varies from €300 to 

€600.  

The Shipowners’ Association is required to provide enough cadet berths for the students 

engaged in the public system, according to Presidential Decree 251/1999. While the MET 

system is State subsidized, first-year students are entitled to a subsidy of €880 per 

month paid by the shipowner although the latter is entitled to recover the paid amount 

from the subsidizing authority once the student has finished his/her 

training/employment. This amount is also subject to deduction in favour of the social 

security system in accordance with the insurance rules in force. Nevertheless, employers’ 
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contributions to the system and other financial obligations have to be met by the 

shipowner. The second educational trip is fully paid by the shipowners.  

According to Ministerial Decision 3615/02/2014, Decree 845/04.04.2014, students of 

Hellenic Maritime Academies that do not find berths on board Greek-flagged vessels or 

those flagged in third countries with an agreement with the Seafarers’ Pension Fund, are 

exceptionally allowed to carry their training on board vessels flying the flag of an EU 

Member State or a third country flag not affiliated with the said Fund. The Seafarers’ 

Pension Fund is nowadays integrated within the general social security regime as a result 

of the austerity measures implemented in Greece. Reductions in contributions or personal 

income tax could not be found in the Greek system. However, the commitment to retain 

maritime skills is leading to several shipowners’ initiatives such as the establishment of 

an Occupational Pension Fund (OPF) by the Tsakos Maritime Enterprises & Associates to 

supplement what has been lost with the integration of the Seafarers’ Pension Fund in the 

general social security scheme in Greece.  

As to Malta, the country is the largest flag State of the EU with a 3.74% vessel share of 

world total and a 63.18% cumulated share of dead-weight tonnage, right after Panama, 

Marshall Islands, Liberia, Hong Kong and Singapore (UNCTAD, 2018). As to its regime, 

the country follows the Greek tonnage tax regime, does not provide for specific aid 

measures related to labour costs, but also runs a public MET system training seafarer 

that mainly engage in domestic navigation. Nevertheless, the complaint is that there are 

not sufficient qualified and skilled employees to feed into the Maltese maritime cluster 

(Meli, 2018). This is consistent with the global problem raised in the Conclusions on the 

recruitment and retention of seafarers and the promotion of opportunities for women 

seafarers, paragraph 4, reached at the ILO Sectoral Meeting held in Geneva from 25 

February-1 March 2009. EMSA statistics based on CoCs show that in 2017, while the 

country has issued 44 CoCs, it has recognized 52,938 out of which 15,830 have been 

issued in another EU country (EMSA, 2018). 

Croatia introduced a tonnage tax regime in 2014 that requires shipping companies to 

prepare annual trainee boarding plans setting out the minimum number of deck or 

engine trainees. They have to be Croatian or EEA member State citizens. According to 

article 429a of the Maritime Code, there has to be a ratio 1:10 to the total number of 

officers on board all ships of the eligible undertaking included in the regime. According to 

the approved scheme, Croatian seafarers must pay social security contributions in 

Croatia if they are residents in the country, but an income tax exemption applies for 

seafarers who sailed on ships in international trade for more than 183 days in a tax year. 

As to 2017, Croatia is a labour-supplying country that has issued 13,619 CoCs (EMSA, 

2018). 

7.4.4. Conclusions 

The fiscal and labour benefits offered by open registers led first Greece to introduce a 

preferential regime for shipping in 1957, later on followed by other member States. 

Along the same lines, the Community Guidelines on State Aid in Maritime Transport as 

amended in 2004 have set up a framework within which EU member States design a 

policy to keep their fleet and maritime skills. To this end, the Guidelines authorize EU 

member States to adopt different aid measures from tonnage tax to other 

focused on seafarers’ recruitment and retention. 

Preferential regimes have as a primary objective “to encourage the flagging to the 

registers of the Member States” as indicated by the Guidelines. To this end, two types of 

incentives are offered to shipowners and ship-management companies, namely special 

profit regimes and special tax incentives. In particular, all relevant EU member States 

with the exception of Luxembourg apply a tonnage tax system that follows either the 

Greek model (Malta and Cyprus) or the Dutch model. There are a number of differences 

across member States that have implemented one or other regime, also because of lack 

of consistency on the side of the European Commission while approving these regimes. 
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However, the divergence is not relevant in economic terms as it can be said that “the 

race to the bottom has reached the bottom”. Preferential regimes are generalized across 

the Globe and they are essential to maintain and enhance the EU fleet.  

Other type of aid measures seeks “to maintain the level of maritime know-how and the 

protection and promotion of employment of seamen in the European Union” as indicated 

by the Guidelines. To this end, incentives to recruitment and training are put forward 

while some measures seek to make EU seafarers less expensive via crew relief and 

deductions/exemptions in social security contributions and personal income tax. Beyond 

the obligation to employ EEA nationals in key jobs, direct commitment to employment by 

shipping companies could not be found in any EU Member State. 

EU Member States largely diverge when it comes to aid measures for retaining 

maritime skills, depending basically on whether they are labour-supplying 

countries or not and their socio-economic background. In contrast to other 

countries, the UK offers a variety of measures that starts with the Maritime Training 

Obligation that applies to all companies participating in, or benefitting from, the tonnage 

tax system, and follows with a partly subsidized training system, the SMarT. In this vein, 

the country manages to have a significant pool of cadet berths compared to other 

countries like Malta where none of these obligations have been implemented. Moreover, 

the UK provides crew relief to help with UK seafarers’ travel costs and deductions in 

social security contributions and personal income tax.  

The general understanding is that the Guidelines have been successful in retaining the EU 

fleet against the pressure of open registers, and thus keeping jobs in the EU territory. 

However, the situation is uneven to the extent that only some EU countries have 

adopted measures that have a direct impact on EU seafarers and these 

measures diverge across the countries. The full extent of their effectiveness is 

difficult to determine as it depends on a variety of connecting factors, including the 

seafarer’s residence, the shipping company’s location, the ship’s registration and the 

ship’s flag. As the Guidelines are applied today, the primary objective is to 

reduce labour costs for shipping companies. However, they can also contribute 

to increase the attractiveness of the profession if fine-tuned to maximize 

benefits linked to State aids in training, social security and taxation matters for 

seafarers. 
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7.5. Enforcement of seafarers’ rights beyond flag and port State 
inspection295 

This annex provides a detailed overview of the enforcement of seafarers’ rights beyond 

flag and port State inspection, which is based on evidence collected through desk 

research. 

7.5.1. Introduction 

The examination of international jurisdiction and conflict-of-laws issues shows 

that seafarers as claimants face significant transaction costs that discourage 

litigation. Legal advice is essential, but expensive because of these matters' 

complexity. In addition to the low number of cases brought before EU courts, access to 

jurisdiction and the applicable law are not straightforward. A good example are the cases 

of abandonment because seafarers might not have an alternative other than to litigate if 

the mechanisms put in place by the MLC-2006 do not work. In 2007, the mainly 

Ghanaian crew of a ship flying the Honduras flag, owned by a company registered in 

Belize and chartered by a Cypriot shipowner, tried to claim for their wages after the ship 

was arrested in Bulgaria. To this end, they assigned their claims to a Bulgarian trade 

union, but the courts refused the case on grounds of lack of international jurisdiction. 

Lack of legal expertise in these complex matters is an issue that affects not only legal 

advisors but also judges and magistrates in charge of these matters. Another problem is 

identifying an available lawyer.  

Seafarers are not usually aware of the law applicable to their contracts and the 

protection granted by it. Regulations 1.4 and 2.1, and related Standards of the MLC-

2006 seek to ensure that they are informed of their rights as enshrined in the SEA and in 

the MLC-2006, a copy of which shall be carried out on board all ships flying the flag of a 

Member State.296 However, international jurisdiction and conflict-of-laws matters are not 

covered by the MLC-2006,297 and as abovementioned, the law applicable to the SEA 

might grant seafarers better wages than those laid down in the contract.  

In providing legal advice, trade unions stand out as the natural providers of 

information to seafarers. Also, as the ones capable to enhance seafarers' rights, 

in particular wages and social security schemes, via collective bargaining 

resorting, if necessary, to collective action. In this vein, there are countries such as 

Sweden in which only trade unions are entitled to monitor the working and living 

conditions laid down in collective bargaining agreements (CBAs) while the Swedish Work 

Environment Authority monitors OSH legislation. Moreover, if the national legislation 

grants standing, trade unions may claim rights on behalf of seafarers, including 

those that are residing in the country where the trade union is seated. While the 

matter might be controversial, the Court of Justice did not find these national provisions 

in contradiction with EU law in its judgment Sähköalojen ammattiliitto ry,298 where some 

posted Polish workers individually assigned their pay claims according to a Finish CBA to 

a Finish trade union in order to recover those claims. The following section will address 

some problems encountered by trade unions in the EU in pursuing their activities.  

In addition to the engagement of social partners, enforcement of seafarers’ rights 

requires State coordination and cooperation, for example when it comes to compliance 

with social security contributions or fiscal matters. The issue has already been raised in 

the EU in relation to the free movement of workers, and more specifically as a result of 

the many enforcement issues encountered as regards to temporarily posted workers. All 

                                                 

295 Report prepared by Laura Carballo Piñeiro, Professor, Nippon Foundation Chair of Maritime Labour Law and 

Policy, World Maritime University. 
296 See Standard A5.1.1, paragraph 2, of the MLC-2006. 
297 See Title 5, paragraph 4, of the MLC-2006. 
298 Case C-396/13, Sähköalojen ammattiliitto ry v Elektrobudowa Spółka Akcyjna, ECLI:EU:C:2015:86. 
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that has inspired the establishment of a European Labour Authority.299 The third section 

of this annex we briefly analyse whether this Authority may play also a role in seafarers' 

matters.    

7.5.2. Freedom of association and the right of collective bargaining 

and action in the EU 

7.5.2.1. Introduction 

The significance of freedom of association and the right to take collective action becomes 

apparent by the fact that they are included within the 1998 ILO Declaration on 

Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work. Structured in the Freedom of Association and 

Protection of the Right to Organise Convention, 1948 (No. 87) and the Right to Organise 

and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 (No. 98), article III of the MLC-2006 also 

lays down these rights while its Preamble specifically mentions the two Fundamental 

Conventions, No. 87 and No. 98. Moreover, the MLC-2006 lays down in several occasions 

that its regulations, standards and guidelines shall/should be implemented in domestic 

legal systems after/in consultation with shipowner's and seafarers' organizations. In 

acknowledging the significance of collective bargaining in enhancing the working and 

living conditions on board, the MLC-2006 goes as far as required those State lacking 

shipowners' and/or seafarers' organization to discuss its implementation with the Special 

Tripartite Committee.300 

According to article 28 of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, "Workers and 

employers, or their respective organisations, have, in accordance with Union law and 

national laws and practices, the right to negotiate and conclude collective agreements at 

the appropriate levels and, in cases of conflicts of interest, to take collective action to 

defend their interests, including strike action". However, the UE itself does not have any 

competencies in these matters as indicated by article 153(5) of the TFUE: "The 

provisions of this Article shall not apply to pay, the right of association, the right to strike 

or the right to impose lock-outs". Hence, it is up to each member State to establish the 

conditions to undertake collective bargaining, including the right to collective action, 

leading to essential limitations on the effects of CBAs. 

Fragmentation of labor markets is especially acute in seafaring due to its extreme 

internationalization. Against this backdrop, collective bargaining is only possible thanks to 

the ITF, an umbrella organization that coordinates national trade unions across the world 

and their action. In a world without the MLC-2006, ITF's CBAs had proven essential to 

level the playing field. They still play that role as to issues not fully harmonized by the 

MLC-2006 - such as wages or social security -, but of course, they are also the means to 

enhancing the working and living conditions on board above the minimum enshrined in 

the MLC-2006.  

The ITF follows the policy of putting in charge of collective bargaining in shipping to the 

trade union seated in the country where the beneficial ownership is located. All other 

trade unions should restrain from such negotiations, but support that fight if necessary, 

e.g. by engaging in collective action at any port in the world. In advance to the Maritime 

Labour Certificate, the Blue and Green Certificates issued by the ITF ensure a smooth 

operation of ship operations across the world, and more importantly that working and 

living conditions on board are decent.  

7.5.2.2. The Court of Justice’s case law 

                                                 

299 Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council establishing a European Labour 
Authority, amending Regulations (EC) No 883/2004, (EU) No 492/2011, and (EU) 2016/589 and 
repealing Decision (EU) 2016/344. 
300 See article VII of the MLC-2006. The Special Tripartite Committee is set up by article XIII of the MLC-

2006. 
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The abovementioned strategy got a significant blow as a result of a Court of Justice's 

judgment of 11 December 2007, Viking, that was short followed by three other decisions 

that also had a tremendous impact on the right to collective bargaining and take 

collective action at EU level, namely, Laval, Rüffert and Commission v Luxembourg.301 

While these cases deal with the economic freedom to provide services in the EU in 

relation with the Posted Workers' Directive, Viking focuses on the economic freedom of 

establishment, in this case by re-flagging a ship, and the action taken by ITF and 

national trade unions to protect seafarers' rights.302  

The core of the Viking case is a sympathy action undertaken by a Finish trade union in 

Finland, a country whose legislation authorizes this type of action (Northrup and Rowan, 

1983). The case started when the Finnish company, Viking Line, manifested its intention 

to flag out the at the time Finnish flagged ferry "Rosella" which was operating between 

Helsinki (Finland) and Tallinn (Estonia). By this re-flagging, the company intended to 

avoid a CBA signed with the Finnish Seamen’s Union (FSU). The latter not only opposed 

to the re-flagging but also sought the ITF's help. While the former announced the 

initiation of industrial action, the latter sent a circular to all affiliated trade unions 

advising not to work with Viking resulting both actions in preventing the company from 

flagging-out. In 2004, Viking decided, however, to go on with its plan and registered the 

"Rosella" in Estonia, that had just joined the EU. On the basis of the economic freedom of 

establishment enshrined at that time in article 43, now 49 of the TFEU, Viking brought 

both the ITF and FSU before the London courts to the extent that the ITF circular was still 

in force and thus industrial action could hamper its right to re-flag the "Rosella". The case 

finally reached the Court of Justice that concluded that the trade unions’ actions were 

hampering the freedom of establishment and thus were against EU law despite the fact 

that the right to strike in this case was apparently in line with Finnish legislation. 

In all countries where it is recognized, the right to undertake collective action 

prevails over other rights provided that it is exercised within the limits and 

according to the requirements established by the applicable legislation. In 

Viking, the Court of Justice strikingly opposes to this approach by placing the economic 

freedoms, in particular the freedom of establishment, above the right to strike.303 In this 

vein, the Court of Justice concludes that freedom of establishment can restrict the right 

to strike that only can be undertaken after a proportionality test has been run, to 

establish whether industrial action is necessary, proportionate and justified to the 

purpose intended, to ensure worker protection; otherwise, the action violates the 

freedom of establishment.304 Still, once this test has been passed, “it would then have to 

ascertain whether the collective action initiated by FSU is suitable for ensuring the 

achievement of the objective pursued and does not go beyond what is necessary to 

attain that objective”.305  

In the particular case and as regards to the abovementioned ITF policy, the Court of 

Justice concluded that “in the context of its policy of combating the use of flags of 

convenience, ITF is required, when asked by one of its members, to initiate solidarity 

action against the beneficial owner of a vessel which is registered in a State other than 

that of which that owner is a national, irrespective of whether or not that owner’s 

exercise of its right of freedom of establishment is liable to have a harmful effect on the 

work or conditions of employment of its employees. Therefore, as Viking argued during 

the hearing without being contradicted by ITF in that regard, the policy of reserving the 

right of collective negotiations to trade unions of the State of which the beneficial owner 

                                                 

301 Case C-341/05, Laval un Partneri Ltd vs. Svenska Byggnadsarbetareförbundet, Svenska 

Byggnadsarbetareförbundets avdelning 1, Byggetan and Svenska Elektrikerförbundet, ECLI:EU:C:2007:809; 

Case C-346/06, Dirk Rüffert, acting as liquidator in Objekt und Bauregie GmbH & Co. KG c. Land 

Niedersachsen, ECLI:EU:C:2008:189; Case C-319/06, Commission v Luxembourg, ECLI:EU:C:2008:350. 
302 Case C-438/05, International Transport Workers’ Federation and Finnish Seamen’s Union v Viking Line 

ABP and OÜ Viking Line Eesti, ECLI:EU:C:2007:772. 
303 Case C-438/05, Viking, para. 44. 
304 Case C-438/05, Viking, para. 81.  
305 Case C-438/05, Viking, para. 84. 
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of a vessel is a national is also applicable where the vessel is registered in a State which 

guarantees workers a higher level of social protection than they would enjoy in the first 

State”.306 While this clearly puts in question the ITF's strategy, it seriously 

compromises the role of trade unions in protecting and enhancing working and 

living conditions on board by supporting the race to the bottom at least within 

the internal market.307 Moreover, and as pointed out by the European Parliament 

Resolution of 22 October 2008 on challenges to collective agreements in the EU,308 the 

Court of Justice puts shipowners that sign and enforce CBAs at competitive disadvantage 

vis-à-vis companies that refuse to do so (at No. 12). 

The problem with this approach is not only that industrial action is meant to be 

considered illegal if it affects freedom of establishment, but also that the infringement of 

the market freedoms given rise to a non-contractual obligation,309 meaning that trade 

unions undertaken illegal action had to compensate the company for the damage caused. 

In fact, and after the DFDS Torline case,310 and after the pressure of governments like 

Sweden, a conflict rule on collective action was laid down in article 9 of the Rome II 

Regulation, with a view to secure that the illegality of the action is assessed in 

accordance with the legislation of the country where it was undertaken or planned311 

(Carballo Piñeiro, 2015).  

7.5.2.3. Reactions 

Although the Viking judgment had sparked a strong reaction, there have not been further 

legislative movements in the EU in addition to article 9 of the Rome II Regulation that, 

actually, is a reaction itself to DFDS Torline. This silence is in contrast with Regulation 

(EC) No. 2679/98 of 7 December 1998 on the functioning of the domestic market in 

relation to the free movement of goods among the member states,312 also known as 

Monti Regulation.  

The Monti Regulation is born after the farmers’ riots in France that infringed the freedom 

of movement of goods as stated by the Court of Justice in its judgment of 9 December 

1997.313 While the Monti Regulation requires States to take measures against actions 

that severely disrupt or hamper the free movement of goods, whether actively or by 

omission, it specifically establishes that the right to undertake collective action is 

excluded from these "acts or omissions" against which governments have to react to. 

Article 2 of the Monti Regulation highlights that its provisions cannot be interpreted “as 

affecting in any way the exercise of fundamental rights as recognised in Member states, 

including the right or freedom to strike”. 

As seen, the Court of Justice does not follow the path of the Monti Regulation in the 

Viking judgment. A deviation that has already been heavily criticized by the European 

Parliament. According to the latter’s Resolution of 22 October 2008 on challenges to 

collective agreements in the EU, the “freedom to provide services is not superior to the 

fundamental rights contained in the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European 

Union and in particular the right of trade unions to take industrial action, in particular 

since this is a constitutional right in several Member states. It therefore emphasizes that 

the abovementioned CJEU rulings in Rüffert, Laval and Viking demonstrate that it is 

necessary to clarify that economic freedoms as established in the Treaties should be 

                                                 

306 Case C-438/05, Viking, para. 89.  
307 As acknowledged by the CJEU itself in Case C-438/05, Viking, para. 72 and 73. 
308 2008/2085(INI). 
309 Case C-438/05, Viking, para. 33-34; Case C-341/05, Laval, para. 98. 
310 Case C 18/02, DFDS Torline A/S c. SEKO Sjöfolk Facket för Service och KommunikationK, 

ECLI:EU:C:2004:74. 
311 See Recital 27 of Rome II Regulation. 
312 OJ [1998] L 337/8. In the same journal, see the Resolution of the Council and of the Representatives of 

Member States Governments, Council meeting of 7 December 1998 on the free movement of goods. 
313 Case C 265/95, European Commission v. French Republic, ECLI:EU:C:1997:595. 
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interpreted in such a way as not to infringe upon the exercise of fundamental social 

rights as recognised in member states and by Community law, including the right to 

negotiate, conclude and enforce collective agreements and to take collective action, and 

not as infringing the autonomy of social partners when exercising these fundamental 

rights in pursuit of social interests and the protection of workers” (at No. 5). 

All this has led to a Proposal for a Council Regulation on the exercise of the right to take 

collective action within the context of the freedom of establishment and the freedom to 

provide services,314 with a view to establishing a similar clause to the one enshrined in 

the Monti Regulation. However, it could be safely said that the proposed article 2 of the 

proposal was empty of content by emphatically stating that “The exercise of the freedom 

of establishment and the freedom to provide services enshrined in the Treaty shall 

respect the fundamental right to take collective action, including the right or freedom to 

strike, and conversely, the exercise of the fundamental right to take collective action, 

including the right or freedom to strike, shall respect these economic freedoms”. The 

provision was circular and did not place the right to strike above the market freedoms. 

Be that as it may, the proposal was rejected by the member States and finally withdrawn 

by the European Commission on 11 September 2012.  

In 2009, the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights entered into force laying down two 

provisions dealing with freedom of association and the right of collective bargaining and 

action. Articles 12 and 28 thereof are nowadays part of the acquis communitaire and it is 

highly doubtful that the Court of Justice could rule out as it did in the abovementioned 

case law. While, according to article 52(3) thereof, “In so far as this Charter contains 

rights which correspond to rights guaranteed by the Convention for the Protection of 

Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, the meaning and scope of those rights shall 

be the same as those laid down by the said Convention”, the European Court on Human 

Rights (ECtHR) has given a step forward to protect the right to collective action in the 

leading case Demir and Baykara.315 The ECtHR has interpreted in the latter judgment 

that article 11 of the ECHR establishing the right to strike is a corollary of the right to 

collective bargaining, both linked to the freedom of association protected by the said 

provision.  

The European Social Charter and ILO Convention No. 87 are on the same page as the 

ECHR. In this vein, the ILO Committee on Freedom of Association has already 

condemned the Australian Trade Practices Act as well as its implementation by the 

Australian Competition and Consumer Commission because they held that the right to 

undertake sympathy action as part of the abovementioned ITF strategy could be 

restricted on the basis that it interferes with trade and commerce and threatens to cause 

significant damage to the economy.316 It is also worth mentioning that the CEACR has 

indirectly criticized the Viking judgment as a result of a complaint filed by the British Air 

Line Pilots’ Association (BALPA). After the breach of negotiations with British Airways on 

the setting up of a subsidiary company in France, BALPA announced a strike action that 

was followed by the threat of British Airways to file for an injunction on the base of the 

Viking judgement and a claim for damages estimated at £100 million per day. During the 

proceedings, BALPA refrained from taking action given the likelihood of becoming 

bankrupt if it were required to pay those damages, but complained to the CEACR that, 

first, indicates that “when elaborating its position in relation to the permissible 

restrictions that may be placed upon the right to strike, it has never included the need to 

assess the proportionality of interests bearing in mind a notion of freedom of 

establishment or freedom to provide services”, and second observes with “serious 

concern on the practical implications on the effective exercise of the right to strike of the 

BALPA workers in this case. The Committee takes the view that the omnipresent threat of 

an action for damages that could bankrupt the union, possible now in the light of the 

                                                 

314 Brussels, 21.3.2012 [COM(2012), 130 final]. 
315 ECtHR 12 November 2008, App No 34503/97, Demir and Baykara v Turkey. 
316 See Report No. 320, Case No. 1963 (Australia), – Date of the filing of the complaint: 7 May 1998, the 

International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU), the International Transport Workers’ Federation 

(ITF), the Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU), and the Maritime Union of Australia (MUA). 

http://cmiskp.echr.coe.int/tkp197/view.asp?action=html&documentId=843049&portal=hbkm&source=externalbydocnumber&table=F69A27FD8FB86142BF01C1166DEA398649
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Viking and Laval judgements, creates a situation where the rights under the Convention 

[No. 87] cannot be exercised.” (ILO Session 2010, Report III, Part I-A, p. 209). 

Finally, it is important to note that some actions have been taken to change the Court of 

Justice’s approach to the interaction between right to strike and the economic freedom to 

provide services across the EU. Directive (EU) 2018/957 of the European Parliament and 

of the Council of 28 June 2018 amending Directive 96/71/EC concerning the posting of 

workers in the framework of the provision of services, from which seafarers are excluded, 

has re-written Article 1 thereof as follows: ‘This Directive shall not in any way affect the 

exercise of fundamental rights as recognised in the Member States and at Union level, 

including the right or freedom to strike or to take other action covered by the specific 

industrial relations systems in Member States, in accordance with national law and/or 

practice. Nor does it affect the right to negotiate, to conclude and enforce collective 

agreements, or to take collective action in accordance with national law and/or practice’. 

Taking into account the similarities between seafarers and temporarily posted workers, 

similar steps could be taken as regards to the former. 

7.5.2.4. Preliminary conclusions 

In addition to the compliance and enforcement mechanisms put in place by the MLC-

2006, litigation is of course of the essence to enforce seafarers’ rights. However, access 

to legal advice is not easy for cross-border workers, as it is not to ascertain the complex 

international jurisdiction and conflict-of-laws rules enshrined in the EU instruments. 

Moreover, the MLC-2006 only seeks to set up minimum standards that can be enhanced 

by ratifying States. In all these tasks, trade unions are essential in assisting seafarers, in 

particular as operating under the umbrella of the ITF.  

In seeking to avoid competition among national trade unions, the ITF has set up the 

strategy of putting in charge of collective bargaining a trade union seated in the country 

where the beneficial ownership is located. The other trade unions do not only obey to this 

appointment, but also cooperate by taking collective action, usually in the form of 

sympathy action where appropriate, to support collective bargaining. The strategy has 

proven essential in enhancing working and living conditions at sea. 

However, the ITF strategy and in general the right to undertake collective action has 

been put under great pressure by the Court of Justice’s case law. Although these matters 

are not EU competence in accordance with article 153(5) of the TFUE, the Viking 

judgment has concluded that the announcement of collective action in Finland along with 

notice issued by the ITF to all its affiliates asking for support was infringing the 

shipowner’s freedom of establishment because it was intended to prevent it from re-

flagging in Estonia. As indicated in the DFDS Torline case, such an infringement gives rise 

to non-contractual liability and thus to the payment of damages. Such an approach 

greatly diminishes the role of trade unions in fighting for better working conditions, in 

particular in cross-border cases. 

The Court of Justice’s case law has met strong criticism from the European Parliament on 

its Resolution on challenges to collective agreements in the EU and was followed by a 

Proposal for a Council Regulation on the exercise of the right to take collective action 

within the context of the freedom of establishment and the freedom to provide services. 

The latter tried to emulate Regulation (EC) No. 2679/98 of 7 December 1998 on the 

functioning of the domestic market in relation to the free movement of goods among the 

member states whose article 2 clearly indicates that none of its provisions can be 

interpreted “as affecting in any way the exercise of fundamental rights as recognised in 

Member states, including the right or freedom to strike”. However, the said proposal 

failed in establishing a similar clause and was finally withdrawn. 

There have not been further attempts within the EU to remedy this particular case law. 

Article 28 of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights gives further support to alter the 

situation. As it does the ECtHR’s case law and other international institutions such as the 
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ILO. Remarkably, the CEACR has expressed “serious concern on the practical implications 

on the effective exercise of the right to strike of the BALPA workers in this case. The 

Committee takes the view that the omnipresent threat of an action for damages that 

could bankrupt the union, possible now in the light of the Viking and Laval judgements, 

creates a situation where the rights under the Convention [No. 87] cannot be exercised.” 

While it is to welcome that the Posting of Workers’ Directive has been amended to tackle 

the Laval judgment, the adoption of a similar action addressing the Viking judgement at 

a EU level is strongly encouraged.  

7.5.2.5. State coordination and cooperation 

The fact that cross-border workers fall under more than one jurisdiction makes State 

coordination and cooperation key in complying with, and enforcing, labour rights. In 

shipping, flag State inspection and port State control perform an essential role in 

enforcing seafarers’ rights. However, they are far from being sufficient because of time 

and resources constraints, but also because they go through only some of those rights. 

For example, (lack of) compliance with social security systems go fairly unnoticed by 

these enforcement mechanisms. 

However, this is proving challenging even in the EU as evidenced by instruments such as 

Directive 2014/54/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 16 April 2014 on 

measures facilitating the exercise of rights conferred on workers in the context of 

freedom of movement for workers,317 or Directive 2014/67/EU of the European 

Parliament and of the Council of 15 May 2014 on the enforcement of Directive 96/71/EC 

concerning the posting of workers in the framework of the provision of services and 

amending Regulation (EU) No 1024/2012 on administrative cooperation through the 

Internal Market Information System (‘the IMI Regulation’).318 In view of the challenges 

ahead, the EU has gone beyond and is in the process of setting up a European Labour 

Authority (ELA). 

ELA is born to 'assist Member States and the Commission in their effective application 

and enforcement of Union law related to labour mobility across the Union and the 

coordination of social security systems within the Union.'319 As highlighted by the 

European Council (13 June 2019), the main tasks of ELA are the following ones: 

 “improving the access to information for employees and employers on their rights 

and obligations in cases of cross-border mobility, free movement of services and 

social security coordination 

 supporting coordination between member states in the cross-border enforcement 

of relevant Union law, including facilitating concerted and joint inspections 

 supporting cooperation between member states in tackling undeclared work 

 assisting member states authorities in resolving cross-border disputes 

 supporting the coordination of social security systems, without prejudice to the 

competences of the Administrative Commission for the Coordination of Social 

Security Systems” 

The European Maritime Safety Agency (EMSA) accomplishes an essential coordination 

function, but mainly concerning flag States and port States. The extent to which this 

agency can cover other aspects of seafarers’ rights is still to be explored, in particular 

when it comes to social security matters. Against this backdrop, and while its role in 

these matters should be further examined, ELA should be also reminded of their position 

in assisting seafarers.  

                                                 

317 OJ [2014] L 128/8. 
318 OJ [2014] L 159/11. 
319 Art. 1(2) of ELA Regulation. 
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ANNEX 8: SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION TO CHAPTER 7 

This annex contains an analysis of port inspection deficiency and detention data. 

8.1. Analysis of port inspection deficiency and detention data 

This annex contains the analysis of port inspection and detention data (related to the 

MLC, 2006 only) recorded in 2018. The port State inspection data that were processed in 

this analysis were provided by EMSA, from the following information systems: 

 THETIS320, which includes port State control inspection data from ports that are in 

the Paris MoU region 

                                                 

320 The Thetis information system can be accessed at https://portal.emsa.europa.eu/web/thetis 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/06/13/european-labour-authority-council-adopts-founding-regulation/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/06/13/european-labour-authority-council-adopts-founding-regulation/
http://cmiskp.echr.coe.int/tkp197/view.asp?action=html&documentId=843049&portal=hbkm&source=externalbydocnumber&table=F69A27FD8FB86142BF01C1166DEA398649
https://portal.emsa.europa.eu/web/thetis
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 MARINFO, which is a database with information purchased from commercial 

providers, which includes Port State Control inspection data from ports that are in 

the following MoU321 regions: 

- Paris MoU 

- Black Sea MoU 

- Caribbean MoU,  

- Indian Ocean MoU 

- Mediterranean MoU and  

- Tokyo MoU 

8.1.1. Purpose of this exercise and objectives 

The purpose of this exercise is to analyse the deficiencies and detentions recorded at port 

state inspections undertaken on EU-flagged vessels at the above six MoU port regions, 

understand any trends or patterns that may exist at EU level and whether particular 

EU/EEA flags would require particular attention in terms of their performance against 

social aspects/ considerations, such as living and working conditions.  

It is worth pointing out that, in a global context, EU flags are quality flags. Indeed, 

according to the latest Paris MoU Annual Report 2018 on Port State Control Consistent 

Compliance322, 23 EU flags are included in the “White List”: this list includes flags that 

are considered as quality flags due to their low detention record. The remaining three EU 

flags (Bulgaria, Romania, Slovenia) were classified as “not listed flags” because the total 

number of inspections over a 3-year rolling period in the Paris MOU region was less than 

30.  

Thus, this exercise is not aiming to name any EU flags as either ‘low quality’ or 

‘substandard’, since all EU flags are generally high-quality flags. It is instead following a 

specific methodology processing inspection data collected in 2018, to understand 

whether there are any trends or patterns in terms of deficiencies and detentions at EU 

level and/or whether there are any trends or patterns observed in specific EU flags. 

8.1.2. Assumptions 

At the meeting on the 20th of May 2019, the following assumptions were agreed between 

EMSA and the study team. The assumptions were validated by EMSA’s officers and were 

then applied by them to filter and download the data from THETIS and MARINFO, which 

were then sent to the study team for processing and analysis. 

 Only port inspection data between 01/01/2018 and 31/12/2018 were analysed. 

Looking at data before 2018 was not part of the scope of this study (according to 

our inception report). Moreover, obtaining older data would potentially lead to 

complications in our analysis, as there are some EU Member States that have 

ratified the MLC-2006 as late as 2016 (Estonia, Portugal and Slovenia); on this 

basis, data before 2018 might have shown a distorted picture (i.e. with reduced 

number of inspections or MLC,2006 related deficiencies recorded due to late 

MLC,2006 ratification in these Port States).   

 Our analysis only includes port inspection data for the following flag States: 

Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, 

Greece, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands, 

Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, United Kingdom 

and Gibraltar. These represent 24 EU Member State Flags that had ratified the 

                                                 

321 Memorandum of Understanding on Port State Control 

322 Paris MOU, Port State Control Consistent Compliance, Annual Report 2018, published 1st July 2019 at https://www.parismou.org/2018-

paris-mou-annual-report-consistent-compliance  

https://www.parismou.org/2018-paris-mou-annual-report-consistent-compliance
https://www.parismou.org/2018-paris-mou-annual-report-consistent-compliance
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MLC, 2006, by the 1st of January 2018; that is all EU-28 Member States except 

Austria, the Czech Republic and Slovakia. Austria and the Czech Republic have not 

ratified the MLC to date and Slovakia only ratified the MLC in May 2018. Hungary 

is not included in the analysis either, despite having ratified the MLC,2006 in 

2013, as it does not have an active ship registry since 2004323. Consequently, 

there would have been no ships flying the Hungarian flag in 2018 to undertake 

inspections on. On the other hand, data for Norway were provided and analysed 

and data for the Gibraltar flag were obtained and analysed separately from the UK 

flag. Therefore, the analysis included data for a total of 26 flags. In this report, 

the term “EU flags” will refer to the 26 EEA flags specified above. In cases where 

an EU flag has a secondary or international register324, deficiency data that were 

obtained by MARINFO database separately reported deficiencies for the primary 

and secondary registers (as if these were two separate flags). In that sense, 

MARINFO provided deficiency data for a total number of 31 registers325. However, 

since the THETIS database -which is considered a more accurate source than 

MARINFO to obtain deficiencies recorded in the Paris MoU region- did not 

separately report deficiencies for primary and secondary/international registers, in 

our analysis and reported results we do not distinguish between a flag and its 

secondary/international register326.  

 Our analysis takes into consideration data from the abovementioned six MoU 

regions. Accordingly, we tried to obtain a fairly global picture of the EU flags’ 

performance, and not only their performance in the Paris MoU port region.  

 Paris MoU inspection data were obtained from THETIS database, with the data for 

all other MoU regions being obtained from MARINFO. However, data from both 

databases had to be combined in some occasions, such as when THETIS data 

were not as disaggregated as the MARINFO data327. 

 When downloading the inspection data from both THETIS and MARINFO, EMSA 

officers were asked to only include the inspection data that were related to social 

aspects and, more specifically, the ones that were only related to the provisions in 

the MLC, 2006. The deficiency items that are included in the data downloaded are 

listed in Table 13.  

 The deficiency categories that were selected belong to the following deficiency 

area codes in Thetis328: 

                                                 

323 According to UNCTADSTAT data between 1980 and 2018, Hungary does not have registered fleet between 2005 and 2018.  

324 That is the case of Portugal (MAR-the International Shipping Register of Madeira), Norway (NIS-Norwegian International Ship Register), 

France (FIS-French International Ship Register), Denmark DIS (Danish International Shipping Register) and Spain-CSR (Canary 

Islands Special Register of Ships) 

325 That is 26 flags + 5 secondary registers (CSR, FIS, DIS, MAR, NIS) 

326 Where we separately report results for each of the two parts of a flag (primary and international/secondary register), we clearly indicate 

this in this report.  

327 For example, for the same EU flags in the Paris MoU region, MARINFO and THETIS data would provide comparable but nonetheless 

different deficiency totals (per EU flag). Following EMSA’s advice, in those cases we assumed that the THETIS flag totals are were 

more accurate than the MARINFO totals. However, MARINFO deficiency data for the Paris MoU region also provided a breakdown 
of the flag State’s total number of deficiencies per deficiency item (code), whereas THETIS data only provided deficiency totals per EU 

flag. This breakdown by MARINGO was particularly useful in our analysis, as it allowed us to understand patterns in terms of types of 

deficiencies that were more frequently encountered and their severity. Our approach to overcome this issue was to “combine” the 
THETIS and MARINFO data by applying an adjustment factor to the MARINFO (disaggregated) deficiency data, to ensure that they 

would total to the total deficiencies per flag obtained by THETIS. The adjustment factor was equal to the total number of deficiencies 

per flag recorded by THETIS divided by the total number of deficiencies per flag recorded by MARINFO.  

328 A full list of the Paris MOU (THETIS) deficiency codes can be obtained from the Paris MOU website, at 

https://www.parismou.org/sites/default/files/List%20of%20Paris%20MoU%20deficiency%20codes%20on%20public%20website.pdf 

https://www.parismou.org/sites/default/files/List%20of%20Paris%20MoU%20deficiency%20codes%20on%20public%20website.pdf
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 011: Certificate & Documentation - Ship Certificates 

 012: Certificate & Documentation - Crew Certificates 

 013: Certificate & Documentation – Documents 

 181: Minimum requirements for seafarers 

 182: Conditions of employment 

 183: Accommodation, recreational facilities, food and catering 

 184: Health protection, medical care, social security 

Two deficiency categories from the MARINFO database were also included in the 

data selection; these can be linked to Thetis deficiency area 013: 

- MARINFO Code 1336: Certificate or documentary evidence of financial 

security relating to repatriation  

- MARINFO Code 1337: Certificate or documentary evidence of financial 

security relating to shipowners’ liability 

 It can be easily observed that there is a distinction between the deficiency area 

codes, in two main groups: 

 Deficiency area codes 011, 012 and 013 corresponding to deficiencies 

related with certificates and documentation, i.e. with paperwork that is 

required by inspectors to prove that social/ living conditions are as they 

should.  

 Deficiency area codes 181, 182, 183 and 184 corresponding to deficiencies 

related with the MLC,2006, i.e. with the actual living and working 

conditions. 

Table 13: PSC MLC related deficiency items (sorted alphabetically) 

Access / structural features (ship) 
(Thetis code 18425) 

Hospital accommodation (Sickbay) 
(18305) 

Preventative information (18423) 

Access to on shore medical doctor 
or dentist (18402) 

Insulation (18322) 
Procedure for complaint under 
MLC,2006 (01330) 

Adequate lighting - mooring 
arrangements (18419) 

Investigation after accident 
(18431) 

Procedure for inspection, reporting 
and correcting unsafe conditions 

and for investigating and reporting 
on-board occupational accidents 
(18429) 

Anchoring devices (18417) Laundry, Adequate Locker (18326) Protection machines/parts (18414) 

Asbestos fibres (18422) 
Legal documentation on work and 
rest hours (18202) 

Provisions quality and nutritional 
value (18315) 

Berth dimensions, etc. (18309) 
Lighting (Accommodation) 
(18304) 

Provisions quantity (18314) 

Calculation and payment of wages 
(18204) 

Lighting (Working spaces) (18407) Record of employment (01221) 

Certificate or documentary 
evidence of financial security for 
repatriation (MARINFO code 1336) 

Manning specified by the minimum 
safe manning doc (01209) 

Record of inspection (18328) 

Certificate or documentary 
evidence of financial security 

relating to shipowners liability 
(MARINFO code 1337) 

Maritime Labour Certificate 

(01139) 

Record of inspection (food and 

catering) (18320) 

Cleanliness (18313) 
Maximum hours of work or 
minimum hours of rest (01307) 

Records of seafarers' daily hours 
of work or rest (01308) 
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Cleanliness of engine room 
(18420) 

Measures to ensure transmission 
to seafarer's family (18205) 

Recruitment and placement 
service (18104) 

Cold room, cold room cleanliness, 

cold room temperature (18324) 

Medical advice by radio or satellite 

(18405) 

Report of inspection on MLC,2006 

(01329) 

Collective bargaining agreement 
(01331) 

Medical care onboard or ashore 
free of charge (18406) 

Risk evaluation, training and 
instruction to seafarers (18432) 

Dangerous areas (18409) Medical certificate (01218) Ropes and wires (18416) 

Declaration of Maritime Labour 
Compliance (Part I and II) 
(01140) 

Medical doctor or person in charge 
of medical care (18404) 

Sanitary Facilities (18302) 

Direct openings into sleeping 
rooms cargo/mach. (18307) 

Medical Equipment, medical chest, 
medical guide (18401) 

Seafarers' employment agreement 
(SEA) (01220) 

Drainage (18303) Medical fitness (18103) 
Shipboard working arrangements 
(01306) 

Electrical (18408) 
Messroom and recreational 
facilities (18311) 

Ship's occupational safety and 
health policies and programmes 

(18427) 

Emergency cleaning devices 

(18411) 
Minimum age (18101) Ship's safety committee (18430) 

Entry dangerous spaces (18415) Minimum headroom (18310) 
Sleeping room, additional spaces 

(18306) 

Exposure to harmful levels of 
ambient factors (18426) 

Night Working (18102) 
Standard medical report form 
(18403) 

Fitness for duty - work and rest 
hours (18201) 

Noise, vibration and other ambient 
factors (18301) 

Steam pipes, pressure pipes, wires 
(insulation) (18424) 

Food personal hygiene (18317) Office (18323) 
Training and qualification MLC - 
Personnel safety training (01219) 

Food segregation (18319) 

On board programme for the 

prevention of occupational injuries 
and diseases (18428) 

Training and qualification of ship's 
cook (18325) 

Food temperature (18318) 
Other (Accommodation, 
recreational facilities) (18399) 

Ventilation (Working spaces) 
(18327) 

Furnishings (18308) 
Other (Conditions of employment) 
(18299) 

Wages (18203) 

Galley, handling room 

(maintenance) (18312) 

Other (Health protection, medical 

care) (18499) 
Warning notices (18413) 

Gas instruments (18410) 
Other (Minimum requirements) 
(18199) 

Water, pipes, tanks (18316) 

Guards - fencing around 
dangerous machinery parts 
(18421) 

Passenger Ship Safety (including 
exemption) (01103) 

Winches & capstans (18418) 

Heating, air conditioning and 
ventilation (18321) 

Personal equipment (18412)  

 

 

The port state inspection deficiency items selected above are exactly the same as the 

ones selected in EMSA’s February 2018 report to the European Commission329. Given that 

the EMSA report used data from 2017, the analysis undertaken as part of this study can 

be considered as a continuation of EMSA’s work analysing 2017 data.  

8.1.3. Methodology applied 

To analyse Port inspection data, as well as analysing the absolute number of deficiencies 

recorded, the following measures or indicators were calculated.  

                                                 

329 EMSA (2018) - Enforcement of MLC, 2006 at a global level - Analysis of Port State Control Activity, European Maritime Safety Agency, 

Ref. Ares (2018)645300 – 02/02/2018. Non-public report prepared by EMSA to the European Commission. Obtained from EMSA. 
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 Indicator 1: MLC Deficiencies per inspection, where MLC deficiencies were 

recorded.  

 Indicator 2: Inspections with MLC Deficiencies divided by overall inspections. 

 Indicator 3: Number of inspections with at least one MLC deficiency recorded, 

divided by the flag’s fleet size (number of ships registered).  

 Indicator 4: Number of detentions with at least one MLC deficiency over number 

of inspections with at least one MLC deficiency 

 Indicator 5: Number of detentions with at least one MLC deficiency over total 

number of detentions 

The first two indicators were used by EMSA in their 2018 report330 to the European 

Commission. According to that report, these indicators are good measures to compare 

compliance standards and enforcement efforts, as they address the distorting effect of 

low inspection numbers which are observed in certain regions, therefore allowing 

comparison between flags, regardless of the number of inspections they underwent. 

Indicator 3 was calculated to consider the distorting effect of some flags which have a 

larger fleet. Thus, these flag ships are usually expected to undergo more frequent 

inspections. 

The last two indicators are similar to the first two, but with the difference that indicators 

4 and 5 look at the number of detentions, instead of the number of deficiencies.  

8.1.4. Overall results  

Based on the above assumptions, a total of 2,912 deficiencies were recorded across the 

flags listed above.  

The 10 most frequently recorded deficiency items (from all six categories described 

above) are summarised in  

                                                 

330 EMSA (2018) - Enforcement of MLC, 2006 at a global level - Analysis of Port State Control Activity, European Maritime Safety Agency, 

Ref. Ares (2018)645300 – 02/02/2018. Non-public report prepared by EMSA to the European Commission. Obtained from EMSA. 
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The analysis of 2018 port inspection data provided by EMSA for 26 EU/EEA flags revealed that the 
ten most frequently recorded deficiency items (from a selection of six deficiency area codes or 

categories that are related to the MLC, 2006 only) are the following: 

Rank-
ing 

Thetis 
def. 
item 
code 

Defective item description 

Number of 
deficiencies 

recorded 

(descending 
order) 

↓ 

Number of 
flags where 

recorded 
deficiency was 
encountered 

#1 18408 Electrical 315 21 

#2 18420 Cleanliness of engine room 181 24 

#3 18425 
Access / structural features 
(ship) 

149 22 

#4 18412 Personal equipment 144 21 

#5 01220 
Seafarers' employment 
agreement (SEA) 

144 17 

#6 01308 
Records of seafarers' daily hours 
of work or rest 

133 17 

#7 18407 Lighting (Working spaces) 116 13 

#8 18416 Ropes and wires 97 16 

#9 18499 
Other (Health protection, 
medical care) 

93 17 

#10 01209 
Manning specified by the 
minimum safe manning doc 

81 16 

Source: 2018 data provided by EMSA (THETIS & MARINFO databases) 

The first four deficiency items presented in the table above, and especially the first one 

(“18408-Electrical”), were the most frequently recorded deficiencies in 2018 because, according 
to feedback from EMSA, they cover a wide range of issues and PSC officers are used to using 
these codes to record them. The main deficiencies particularly relevant to this study are: 

- 01220-Seafarers' employment agreement (SEA): this deficiency item concerns the 
compliance of SEAs and was the fifth most frequently recorded item in 2018 among EU 
flags. 

- 01308-Records of seafarers' daily hours of work or rest: this was the sixth most 

frequently recorded item in 2018 among EU flags. 

- 18499-Other (Health protection, medical care): this was the ninth most frequently 
recorded item in 2018 among EU flags. 

.  

Table 14: 10 most frequently recorded deficiency items 2018. Original data obtained by EMSA 
(THETIS & MARINFO databases) 

Thetis 
Code 

Defective item 

Number of 

deficiencies 
recorded 

(descending order) 
↓ 

Number of flags where 
recorded deficiency was 

encountered 

18408 Electrical 315 21 

18420 Cleanliness of engine room 181 24 

18425 Access / structural features (ship) 149 22 

18412 Personal equipment 144 21 

01220 
Seafarers' employment agreement 
(SEA) 

144 17 

01308 
Records of seafarers' daily hours of 
work or rest 

133 17 

18407 Lighting (Working spaces) 116 13 

18416 Ropes and wires 97 16 

18499 Other (Health protection, medical care) 93 17 
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01209 
Manning specified by the minimum safe 
manning doc 

81 16 

 

The first four deficiency items in  

The analysis of 2018 port inspection data provided by EMSA for 26 EU/EEA flags revealed that the 
ten most frequently recorded deficiency items (from a selection of six deficiency area codes or 
categories that are related to the MLC, 2006 only) are the following: 

Rank-
ing 

Thetis 

def. 
item 
code 

Defective item description 

Number of 
deficiencies 

recorded 
(descending 

order) 
↓ 

Number of 
flags where 

recorded 
deficiency was 
encountered 

#1 18408 Electrical 315 21 

#2 18420 Cleanliness of engine room 181 24 

#3 18425 
Access / structural features 
(ship) 

149 22 

#4 18412 Personal equipment 144 21 

#5 01220 
Seafarers' employment 
agreement (SEA) 

144 17 

#6 01308 
Records of seafarers' daily hours 

of work or rest 
133 17 

#7 18407 Lighting (Working spaces) 116 13 

#8 18416 Ropes and wires 97 16 

#9 18499 
Other (Health protection, 
medical care) 

93 17 

#10 01209 
Manning specified by the 
minimum safe manning doc 

81 16 

Source: 2018 data provided by EMSA (THETIS & MARINFO databases) 

The first four deficiency items presented in the table above, and especially the first one 
(“18408-Electrical”), were the most frequently recorded deficiencies in 2018 because, according 
to feedback from EMSA, they cover a wide range of issues and PSC officers are used to using 

these codes to record them. The main deficiencies particularly relevant to this study are: 

- 01220-Seafarers' employment agreement (SEA): this deficiency item concerns the 
compliance of SEAs and was the fifth most frequently recorded item in 2018 among EU 

flags. 
- 01308-Records of seafarers' daily hours of work or rest: this was the sixth most 

frequently recorded item in 2018 among EU flags. 
- 18499-Other (Health protection, medical care): this was the ninth most frequently 

recorded item in 2018 among EU flags. 

 and especially the first one (“18408-Electrical”) has been the most frequently recorded 

because, according to feedback from EMSA, they cover a wide range of issues and PSC 

Officers use these codes to cover these issues. The main defective items from  
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The analysis of 2018 port inspection data provided by EMSA for 26 EU/EEA flags revealed that the 
ten most frequently recorded deficiency items (from a selection of six deficiency area codes or 

categories that are related to the MLC, 2006 only) are the following: 

Rank-
ing 

Thetis 
def. 
item 
code 

Defective item description 

Number of 
deficiencies 

recorded 

(descending 
order) 

↓ 

Number of 
flags where 

recorded 
deficiency was 
encountered 

#1 18408 Electrical 315 21 

#2 18420 Cleanliness of engine room 181 24 

#3 18425 
Access / structural features 
(ship) 

149 22 

#4 18412 Personal equipment 144 21 

#5 01220 
Seafarers' employment 
agreement (SEA) 

144 17 

#6 01308 
Records of seafarers' daily hours 
of work or rest 

133 17 

#7 18407 Lighting (Working spaces) 116 13 

#8 18416 Ropes and wires 97 16 

#9 18499 
Other (Health protection, 
medical care) 

93 17 

#10 01209 
Manning specified by the 
minimum safe manning doc 

81 16 

Source: 2018 data provided by EMSA (THETIS & MARINFO databases) 

The first four deficiency items presented in the table above, and especially the first one 

(“18408-Electrical”), were the most frequently recorded deficiencies in 2018 because, according 
to feedback from EMSA, they cover a wide range of issues and PSC officers are used to using 
these codes to record them. The main deficiencies particularly relevant to this study are: 

- 01220-Seafarers' employment agreement (SEA): this deficiency item concerns the 
compliance of SEAs and was the fifth most frequently recorded item in 2018 among EU 
flags. 

- 01308-Records of seafarers' daily hours of work or rest: this was the sixth most 

frequently recorded item in 2018 among EU flags. 

- 18499-Other (Health protection, medical care): this was the ninth most frequently 
recorded item in 2018 among EU flags. 

 that require particular attention are:  

 01220-Seafarers' employment agreement (SEA): this deficiency item has to do 

with the compliance of SEA’s and has been the 5th most frequently recorded item 

in 2018 among EU flags. 

 01308-Records of seafarers' daily hours of work or rest: this has been ranked as 

the 6th most frequently recorded item in 2018 among EU flags 

 18499-Other (Health protection, medical care): this has been ranked as the 9th 

most frequently recorded item in 2018 among EU flags.  

In Table 15, the deficiency items are grouped by the following categories or THETIS 

deficiency area codes: 011, 012, 013, 181, 182, 183 and 184 331. Table 15 shows the 

number of deficiencies under each area code and the number of flags that a particular 

deficiency area code was recorded at. The distinction between the two groups of 

deficiency area codes was described above and can also be seen in  

                                                 

331 A full list of the Paris MOU (THETIS) deficiency codes can be obtained from the Paris MOU website, at 

https://www.parismou.org/sites/default/files/List%20of%20Paris%20MoU%20deficiency%20codes%20on%20public%

20website.pdf 

https://www.parismou.org/sites/default/files/List%20of%20Paris%20MoU%20deficiency%20codes%20on%20public%20website.pdf
https://www.parismou.org/sites/default/files/List%20of%20Paris%20MoU%20deficiency%20codes%20on%20public%20website.pdf
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Figure 42: Number of flags where deficiencies were encountered under each deficiency area code 

.  

According to the evidence we obtained from EMSA and from port State authorities, it is 

not uncommon for companies to adhere to the substance of an MLC provision but to not 

have the appropriate certificate to prove this. Where feasible in the analysis that follows, 

we have separately reported graphs or related data specifically for the latter group of 

deficiency area codes, i.e. focusing on the actual living and working conditions (area 

codes 181, 182, 183, 184) and not on the certificates (area codes 011, 012 and 013 and 

MARINFO 1336&1337). This approach does not imply that the area codes related to 

certificates and documentation should not be given importance or due attention. In fact, 

these area codes include important provisions, such as whether there is documentation 

of seafarers’ employment agreements (code 01220 with 144 deficiencies recorded in 

2018) and records of seafarers' daily hours of work or rest (code 01308 with 133 

deficiencies recorded). The approach to focus on codes 181-184 in some aspects of our 

analysis below is to understand whether there are any critical patterns in terms of flags, 

when looking at the substance of labour conditions onboard.  
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Table 15: Number of deficiencies recorded for 2018, broken down per deficiency areas.  
Data obtained by EMSA (THETIS & MARINFO databases) 

 
THETIS 
Deficiency 

Area Code 

Area Code description 

Number of 
deficiencies 
under area 
code 

Number of flags 
with 
deficiencies 

under this area 
code 
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 011 
Certificate & Documentation - Ship 
Certificates 

93 8 

012 
Certificate & Documentation - Crew 
Certificates 

251 14 

013 Certificate & Documentation - Documents 179 18 

N/A  
(Marinfo 
Codes 1336 & 

1337)  

Certificate or documentary evidence of 
financial security relating to repatriation 
(1336) & to shipowners’ liability (1337) 

30 19 

D
e
fi

c
ie

n
c
ie

s
 

r
e
la

te
d

 t
o

 

a
c
tu

a
l 

li
v
in

g
 

a
n

d
 w

o
r
k
in

g
 

c
o

n
d

it
io

n
s
 181 

Labour conditions - Minimum requirements for 
seafarers 

20 10 

182 Labour conditions - Conditions of employment 151 15 

183 
Labour conditions - Accommodation, 
recreational facilities, food and catering 

540 23 

184 
Labour conditions - Health protection, medical 
care, social security 

1648 23 

TOTAL NUMBER OF MLC,2006 RELATED DEFICIENCIES RECORDED 
AT EU FLAGGED VESSELS IN 2018 IN SIX MOU REGIONS 2912 

 

 

The above deficiency data are also graphically presented in the pie charts below (Figure 

41 and  

Figure 42), clearly showing that: 

 In terms of the number of deficiencies recorded in 2018 for EU flags in the six 

MOU regions (Figure 41), the majority of deficiencies (1648 in number, 

corresponding to 57% of the total number of deficiencies recorded) are under to 

area code 184-Health protection, medical care and social security, followed by 

area code 183-Accommodation, recreational facilities, food and catering which 

recorded 540 deficiencies (18%) and by area code 182- Conditions of 

employment (151 deficiencies, corresponding to 5%).  

 A similar picture in terms of ranking most frequently recorded deficiencies 

(aggregated per deficiency area code) may be obtained when looking at the 

number of flag states that each deficiency was recorded at (shown in  

 Figure 42), with deficiencies under area code 184 being recorded for 23 flags, 

area code 183 deficiencies also recorded for 23 flags, and area code 182 

deficiencies with 15 flags.  

A detailed list showing the specific deficiencies recorded under the (most frequently 

recorded) 184-area code (brown area of the Figure 41 pie chart) is provided in Table 18 

below. 

However, according to evidence obtained from EMSA, the reason that items under area 

code 184 (Health protection, medical care and social security) were considerably more 

frequently recorded compared to other area codes analysed does not necessarily reflect 

any pattern related to the frequency or severity of these deficiency items (compared to 

other deficiency area codes) but it might be attributed to the fact that area code 184 

covers a wider spectrum of items compared to the remaining area codes. 
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Figure 41: Number of deficiencies recorded across 26 EU flags, per deficiency area code 

 

Figure 42: Number of flags where deficiencies were encountered under each deficiency area code 

 

Number of port State inspections undertaken in 2018 (all MoU regions) 

The total number of port State inspections undertaken in 2018 across the 

abovementioned 26 EU flags and the six MoU port regions was of 11,324; in 1,849 of 

these inspections there has been at least one MLC,2006-related deficiency.  

The chart below shows the number of Port State inspections undertaken per flag in 2018 

across the abovementioned six MoU regions. It also shows the number of inspections 

(per flag) that had at least one MLC,2006-related deficiency. Malta, Cyprus, the 
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Netherlands, Portugal (including MAR) and Norway (incl. NIS) had the highest number of 

inspections undertaken on the vessels flying their flag and the highest number of 

inspections with at least one MLC deficiency recorded.  

Figure 43: Port State inspections undertaken in 2018, across the six MOU regions 
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MLC Deficiencies per EU flag (all MoU regions) in 2018 

The absolute number of MLC, 2006-related deficiencies recorded per flag in 2018 is 

summarised in Figure 44 below, which presents these deficiencies per flag in a 

descending order. The data presented are obtained from the abovementioned six MoU 

regions. The graph shows that Malta has the highest number of recorded deficiencies 

(958), followed by Cyprus (428) and the Netherlands (310). In the case of Romania and 

Slovenia, only 4 inspections were recorded in 2018 (2 per flag) in the Paris MoU region, 

none of which had MLC, 2006-related deficiencies recorded in them. In the case of the 

Estonian flag, 24 inspections were recorded in 2018 in the Paris MoU region only, none of 

which had MLC, 2006-related deficiencies recorded in them.  

In orange, Figure 44 shows the number of “living and working conditions” deficiencies 

(area codes 181, 182, 183, 184), excluding the number of deficiencies related to 

certificates and documentation (area codes 011, 012, 013 and MARINFO codes 1336 & 

1337), which is a subset of the total number of MLC,2006-related deficiencies (shown in 

a blue colour). A roughly similar trend can be observed between the two bars (blue and 

orange) in Figure 44, which indicates that the “living and working conditions” group of 

deficiencies follows the same trend as the total number of MLC deficiencies, in terms of 

the absolute number of deficiencies recorded per EU flag.  

Figure 44: Number of MLC Deficiencies per EU flag (six MOU regions) in 2018 

 

The total number of MLC,2006-related deficiencies recorded at the inspected vessels 

flying the 26 EU flags in 2018 across the abovementioned six MoU regions analysed is 

2,913. When looking at the breakdown of these 2,913 recorded deficiencies per MoU 

(port) region (Figure 45), there is a higher number of deficiencies recorded in the Paris 

MoU region (1,768 deficiencies), followed by Tokyo MoU (573) and the Black Sea MoU 

(413). Lower number of deficiencies were recorded at the Indian Ocean MoU, 

Mediterranean MoU and Caribbean MoU. As officers at EMSA pointed out, the reason for 

less MLC deficiencies in regions outside the Paris MoU region might not necessarily be a 
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result of flags performing better outside Paris MoU, but, instead, due to the Port States in 

regions outside the Paris MoU region not having ratified the MLC, 2006 332. 

Figure 45: MLC Deficiencies recorded in 2018, grouped by MoU region (all EU Flags) 

 

In the following sections of the analysis (Indicators 1-5), it was decided for the following 

flags to be excluded from the analysis, as the total number of inspections on each of 

these flags was less than 30 per year: 

 Estonia (24 port State control inspections), 

 Romania (2 port State control inspections),  

 Slovenia (2 port State control inspections),  

 Bulgaria (9 port State control inspections) and  

 Poland (28 port State control inspections).  

The decision to remove these flags from the analysis below was made to avoid distorting 

the calculated indicators and, thus, to avoid drawing conclusions from a low sample of 

inspections. 

Given the relatively low number of merchant ships registered in 2018 under the above 

flags (Estonia-74, Romania-112, Slovenia-8, Bulgaria-80, Poland-148) 333, excluding 

these flags is not expected to have significantly limited the scope of the analysis or the 

results that follow.   

Detentions per EU flag (all MoU regions) in 2018 

A total of 130 detentions on EU flagged vessels were recorded in 2018 across the Paris 

MOU port regions334. In 33of these detentions an MLC-related deficiency was (at least 

                                                 

332 MLC, 2006 port inspections can only be performed by States that have ratified the Convention. 

333 Source: The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development statistics platform, Merchant fleet by flag of registration and by type 

of ship, in 2018 https://unctadstat.unctad.org/wds/TableViewer/tableView.aspx?ReportId=93  

334 According to the Paris MOU 2018 report “Port State Control Consistent Compliance - ANNUAL REPORT 2018”, table “Inspections, 
Detentions and Deficiencies 2018” pages 34-36, column “Inspections with detentions”, 

https://www.parismou.org/system/files/2018%20Annual%20Paris%20MoU.pdf 
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one of) the reasons for the detention. The breakdown per flag is summarised in Figure 46 

below.  
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Figure 46: Number of Detentions per EU flag (Paris MOU region only) in 2018 (total number and 
number of detentions with at least one MLC deficiency)
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INDICATOR 1 - MLC Deficiencies per inspection where MLC deficiencies were 

recorded 

According to EMSA335, this indicator is a good measure to compare compliance standards 

and enforcement effort, as it addresses the distorting effect of low inspection numbers 

which are observed in certain regions. Therefore, it enables a comparison between flags, 

regardless of the number of inspections they were subjected to.  

The results per flag are shown in Figure 47 below. The flags that ranked the highest 

(hence requiring some attention) according to this indicator are: Finland, Malta, Ireland, 

Cyprus and Greece. 

Figure 47: Indicator 1 - MLC Deficiencies per inspection where MLC deficiencies were 
recorded, across six MOU regions in 2018  

 

 

                                                 

335 EMSA (2018) - Enforcement of MLC, 2006 at a global level - Analysis of Port State Control Activity, European Maritime Safety Agency, 

Ref. Ares (2018)645300 – 02/02/2018. Non-public report prepared by EMSA to the European Commission. Obtained from EMSA. 
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INDICATOR 1a - MLC Deficiencies per inspection where MLC deficiencies were 

recorded 

In this section, we have repeated the calculations for Indicator 1, but this time excluding 

from the analysis the deficiencies related to ‘certificates and documentation’ (area codes 

011,012,013 and MARINFO codes 1336 and 1337). In theory, we should also recount the 

number of inspections where MLC deficiencies were recorded to exclude the inspections 

where MLC deficiencies under area codes 011-013 only were recorded. In practice, this 

was not possible because the data were not aggregated to that level of detail to allow 

this adjustment to be made. In that sense, this indicator might be somewhat distorted. 

However, the distortion shouldn’t be significant because, as seen in Figure 41 and in  

Figure 42, more deficiencies are related to area codes 181,182,183 and 184 when 

compared to deficiencies under area codes 011,012,013 and MARINFO codes 1336 & 

1337, with a percentage of 81% vs 19% respectively. On this basis, it is reasonable to 

assume that there are practically no inspections with MLC deficiencies without at least 

one deficiency recorded under area codes 181,182,183 or 184. Therefore, the number of 

inspections would not need to be adjusted. 

The flags that ranked the highest (hence requiring some attention) under Indicator 1a 

are: Malta, Italy, Ireland, Greece and Lithuania. It is worth pointing out that Malta and 

Ireland were ranked in the ‘top 5’ list under indicator 1 as well (Figure 47). 

Figure 48: Indicator 1a - MLC Deficiencies (selected deficiencies from 181,182,183,184 area codes 
only) per inspection where MLC deficiencies were recorded, across six MOU regions in 2018  
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INDICATOR 2 - Inspections with MLC Deficiencies divided by overall inspections 

This was also used in EMSA’s 2018 report to the European Commission as an indicator of 

overall compliance.  
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The flags that ranked the highest (hence requiring some attention) according to this 

indicator are: Gibraltar (UK), Cyprus, Malta, the Netherlands and Portugal (incl. MAR). It 

is worth noting that Cyprus and Malta also ranked high according to the previous 

indicators too (Indicators 1 and 1a).  

 

INDICATOR 3 – Number of detentions with at least one MLC deficiency over 

number of inspections with at least one MLC deficiency 

This indicator is similar to indicator 1 but, instead of considering the number of 

deficiencies per flag, it takes into account the number of detentions per flag. It is worth 

pointing out a limitation of this indicator, which is due to the way the data is 

summarised/ reported in Thetis and MARINFO: the detainable deficiency (i.e. the 

deficiency leading to detention) might not necessarily be related to the MLC, 2006. In the 

case whereby a ship is detained due to a non-MLC related deficiency but at the inspection 
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Figure 49: Indicator 2 – Number of Inspections with at least one MLC Deficiency divided by number of overall inspections, across six MOU 

regions in 2018 
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there was at least one (un-detainable) MLC deficiency, this would still be included in the 

calculation as one “detention with at least one MLC deficiency”. 

The results per flag are shown in Figure 10 below.  

 

The flags that ranked the highest (hence requiring some attention) according to this 

indicator are: France (incl. FIS), the Netherlands, Finland, Cyprus and Malta. 

INDICATOR 4 – Number of detentions with at least one MLC deficiency over 

total number of detentions 

This indicator is similar to indicator 2 but instead of considering the number of 

deficiencies, it takes into account the number of detentions with at least one MLC 

deficiency and the total number of detentions.  

Figure 50: Indicator 4 - Number of detentions with at least one MLC deficiency over number of inspections with at least one MLC 

deficiency, across six MOU regions in 2018 
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The limitation with this indicator, related to the recorded number of detentions with at 

least one MLC deficiency, is described in the above section (indicator 3) and it also 

applies here. In addition to that, another limitation is that the data collected to calculate 

this indicator were only from Paris MoU, as no reliable data could be obtained for the 

overall number of detentions for the other 5 MOU regions. 

The results per flag are shown in Figure 11 below.  

The flags that ranked the highest (hence requiring some attention) according to this 

indicator are: France (incl. FIS), Norway, Netherlands, Cyprus and Malta. 

 

 

Developing a methodology to assess and rank the performance of EU flags  

The following methodology was developed to combine the above results, in order to 

assess and rank the performance of the 26 EU flags.  

According to the ranking obtained in each indicator, ‘penalty points’ were assigned as 

follows: 

Figure 51: Indicator 5 - Number of detentions with MLC deficiencies over total number of detentions, across Paris MOU only, in 

2018 
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 When a flag was ranked 1st (worst) in terms of its performance at an indicator, 

this flag was assigned 5 points.  

 When a flag was ranked 2nd (worst) in terms of its performance at an indicator, 

this flag was assigned 4 points.  

 When a flag was ranked 3rd (worst) in terms of its performance at an indicator, 

this flag was assigned 3 points.  

 When a flag was ranked 4th (worst) in terms of its performance at an indicator, 

this flag was assigned 2 points. 

 When a flag was ranked 5th (worst) in terms of its performance at an indicator, 

this flag was assigned 1 point. 

Points were assigned to flags according to the above rule, for each of the 4 indicators (1, 

2, 3, 4). In the end, the total number of points per flag was obtained, which revealed the 

following overall ranking: 

Table 16: Total penalty points for combination of indicators 1,2,3,4 

Flag 
Total penalty points 

(descending order) 

Cyprus 10 

France (incl. FIS) 10 

Malta 9 

Netherlands 9 

Finland 8 

Gibraltar, UK 5 

Ireland 3 

Portugal (incl. MAR) 1 

Greece 1 

 

The above process was repeated but taking into consideration indicator 1a instead of 

indicator 1. This resulted in the following overall ranking: 

Table 17: Total penalty points for combination of indicators 1a,2,3,4 

Flag 
Total penalty points 

(descending order) 

Malta 10 

France (incl. FIS) 10 

Netherlands 9 

Cyprus 8 

Gibraltar, UK 5 



 

 

 

Flag 
Total penalty points 

(descending order) 

Italy 4 

Finland 3 

Ireland 3 

Greece 2 

Portugal (incl. MAR) 1 

Lithuania 1 

 

Looking at both Table 16 and  

Table 17 and according to the methodology described, as well as the criteria set above, 

the selected EU flags for further analysis are France, Malta, Cyprus and the Netherlands. 

It is noted that France has been selected for further analysis based on the above ranking 

methodology, even though the total number of recorded deficiencies for the French flag 

is low compared to the other three selected flags. This can be attributed to the fact that, 

in its performance against Indicator nº4, it ranked first at 100%, because the single 

detention that was recorded for the French flag, was also a detention with MLC, 2006 

deficiencies recorded.  

Understanding in more detail the deficiency patterns in the three selected EU 

flags 

Looking at the profile of the frequency of deficiencies recorded for the Maltese, Cypriot 

and Dutch flags in more detail, grouped per deficiency area code (category), the 

following three pie charts are produced.  
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Figure 52: Number of deficiencies per area code for ships flying the Maltese flag only 
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Figure 53: Number of deficiencies per area code for ships flying the Cypriot flag only 
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Figure 54: Number of deficiencies per area code for ships flying the Dutch flag only 



 

 

 

 

In general, the most frequently recorded deficiency area codes are 184- Health 

protection, medical care, social security; followed by area code 183- Accommodation, 

recreational facilities, food and catering. This is consistent across the Maltese, Cypriot, 

French and Dutch flags as well as with the total figures for the 26 EU flags (Figure 41).  

 

However, it is noted that for the French flag, deficiencies under area code 184 are 

significantly less frequently recorded compared to the French, Cypriot and to the Maltese 

flags (in absolute terms). 

In the following sections, we analyse the frequency that each specific deficiency items 

were recorded within the deficiency area codes with the higher share of recorded 

deficiency items, namely area codes 184, 183, 182, 013 and 012 (from  

Figure 42: Number of flags where deficiencies were encountered under each deficiency area code 

 but also Figure 12 to Figure 15).  

Deficiencies recorded under Deficiency Area code 184 (Health protection, 

medical care, social security) 

Table 18 below lists the frequency of deficiency items recorded under area code 184 

across all the 26 EU flags and specifically in each of the above three flags (Malta, Cyprus, 

the Netherlands). The French flag has not been included in this analysis due to the low 

number of MLC, 2006 deficiencies recorded (28 in number), compared to the other three 

flags (958 for Malta, 428 for Cyprus and 319 for the Netherlands). 

The table presents the deficiency items and ranks them (in descending order) according 

to the number of deficiencies across the 26 EU flags. Colour coding has also been applied 

to allow an easier comparison between the four columns (All 26 EU flags, Malta, Cyprus, 

Netherlands). The colour coding is separately applied in each column, marking the 

maximum number with dark red, number zero with white and all the numbers in between 

with the different shades of red (dark to light). The fact that each column is colour-coded 

Figure 56: Number of deficiencies per area code for ships flying the Dutch flag only 
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based on its own values (i.e. independently from the other columns) can enable a 

comparison between the columns.  

The colour coding in Table 18 suggests that, when considering the frequency of recorded 

deficiencies within area code 184, a similar pattern is observed across the 26 EU flags, 

the Maltese, the Cypriot and the Dutch flag. The trends observed are presented in Table 

18 below. The most frequently recorded deficiencies appear to be related to: Electrical, 

Cleanliness of engine room, Access to the ship/structural features, personal equipment 

and lighting at working spaces.  

Table 18: List of most frequently recorded deficiency items under Thetis area code 184, across all 
26 EU flags and the three selected flags (MT, CY, NL). Data are sorted in descending order of 
number of deficiencies recorded across all 26 EU flags (3rd column) 

Deficiency item Number of deficiencies 

Thetis 

code 
 Description 

All 26 EU 
FLAGS 

(descending 
order) ↓ 

Selected EU flags 

MALTA CYPRUS NETHERLANDS 

18408 Electrical 315 105 45 26 

18420 Cleanliness of engine room 181 41 25 17 

18425 Access / structural features (ship) 149 46 22 17 

18412 Personal equipment 144 50 19 13 

18407 Lighting (Working spaces) 116 47 15 8 

18416 Ropes and wires 97 36 18 10 

18499 Other (Health protection, medical care) 93 28 14 9 

18418 Winches & capstans 71 22 9 6 

18424 
Steam pipes, pressure pipes, wires 
(insulation) 

70 22 11 4 

18401 
Medical Equipment, medical chest, 
medical guide 

68 21 15 5 

18414 Protection machines/parts 64 23 10 8 

18417 Anchoring devices 56 24 8 3 

18409 Dangerous areas 44 12 5 3 

18421 
Guards - fencing around dangerous 
machinery parts 

35 6 8 6 

18423 Preventative information 30 11 6 2 

18413 Warning notices 22 10 4 1 

18432 
Risk evaluation, training and instruction 
to seafarers 

21 5 3 3 

18415 Entry dangerous spaces 18 9 1 2 

18410 Gas instruments 12 2 3 1 



 

 

 

Deficiency item Number of deficiencies 

Thetis 

code 
 Description 

All 26 EU 
FLAGS 

(descending 
order) ↓ 

Selected EU flags 

MALTA CYPRUS NETHERLANDS 

18426 
Exposure to harmful levels of ambient 
factors 

12 3 1 2 

18427 
Ship's occupational safety and health 
policies and programmes 

6 2 3 1 

18429 

Procedure for inspection, reporting and 
correcting unsafe conditions and for 
investigating and reporting on-board 
occupational accidents 

6 2 2 2 

18428 
On board programme for the prevention 

of occupational injuries and diseases 
5 - 3 1 

18411 Emergency cleaning devices 4 1 1 1 

18419 
Adequate lighting - mooring 
arrangements 

4 1 1 - 

18430 Ship's safety committee 3 3 - - 

18404 
Medical doctor or person in charge of 
medical care 

2 2 - - 

18406 
Medical care onboard or ashore free of 
charge 

1 - - - 

18422 Asbestos fibres 1 - - - 

18402 
Access to on shore medical doctor or 
dentist 

0 - - - 

18403 Standard medical report form 0 - - - 

18405 Medical advice by radio or satellite 0 - - - 

18431 Investigation after accident 0 - - - 

 

Deficiencies recorded under Def. Area code 183 (Accommodation, recreational 

facilities, food and catering) 



 

306 
 

A similar process was followed to understand the nature of the deficiencies 

recorded under area code 183 (accommodation, recreational facilities, food and 

catering). Sorting the results in descending order of the number of deficiencies 

across the 26 EU flags, produced Table 19 below.  

The main highlights from the table are the following: 

 The most frequent deficiency item for the 26 EU flags in total is nº 18324 

(Cold room, cold room cleanliness, cold room temperature). This is the 

case for the Dutch flag as well, but not for the Maltese or the Cypriot flag.  

 The second most frequent deficiency item for the total of 26 EU flags and the 

most frequent deficiency item for the Maltese and Cypriot flags is nº 18302 

(Sanitary facilities). This is not the case for the Dutch flag- in fact the ‘Sanitary 

facilities’ deficiency item is one of the least frequent items recorded on Dutch 

flagged vessels.  

 The ‘cleanliness’ deficiency item appears to be more frequently detected for the 

Maltese flag compared to other deficiency items than it is for the Cypriot or Dutch 

flags. The same applies for the ‘Water, pipes, tanks’ deficiency.  

Table 19: List of most frequently recorded deficiency items under Thetis area code 183, across all 
26 EU flags and the three selected flags (MT, CY, NL). Data are sorted in descending order of 
number of deficiencies recorded across all 26 EU flags (3rd column) 

Deficiency item Number of deficiencies 

Thetis 
code 

 Description 

All 26 EU 
FLAGS 

(descending 
order) ↓ 

Selected EU flags 

MALTA CYPRUS NETHERLANDS 

18324 
Cold room, cold room cleanliness, cold 
room temperature 

52 15 6 9 

18302 Sanitary Facilities 51 19 11 2 

18312 Galley, handling room (maintenance) 45 13 8 6 

18322 Insulation 

40 9 6 5 

18313 Cleanliness 37 15 5 - 

18323 Office 35 3 6 3 

18316 Water, pipes, tanks 32 16 3 1 

18304 Lighting (Accommodation) 29 11 5 4 

18315 Provisions quality and nutritional value 27 8 4 4 

18321 Heating, air conditioning and ventilation 26 8 3 3 

18327 Ventilation (Working spaces) 24 5 5 3 

18318 Food temperature 22 10 3 3 

18314 Provisions quantity 21 9 3 5 



 

 

 

Deficiency item Number of deficiencies 

Thetis 

code 
 Description 

All 26 EU 
FLAGS 

(descending 
order) ↓ 

Selected EU flags 

MALTA CYPRUS NETHERLANDS 

18399 
Other (Accommodation, recreational 
facilities) 

19 9 3 3 

18305 Hospital accommodation (Sickbay) 16 8 2 - 

18319 Food segregation 16 4 3 1 

18317 Food personal hygiene 8 4 - 2 

18308 Furnishings 7 3 2 1 

18320 

Record of inspection (Food and 

catering) 
7 2 2 2 

18325 Training and qualification of ship's cook 7 2 1 3 

18306 Sleeping room, additional spaces 6 2 3 1 

18311 Messroom and recreational facilities 6 2 1 - 

18328 Record of inspection 3 1 1 - 

18303 Drainage 2 1 - - 

18326 Laundry, Adequate Locker 2 1 - 1 

18301 
Noise, vibration and other ambient 
factors 

1 - - - 

18307 
Direct openings into sleeping rooms 
cargo/mach. 

0 - - - 

18309 Berth dimensions, etc. 0 - - - 

18310 Minimum headroom 0 - - - 
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Deficiencies recorded under Deficiency Area code 182 (Conditions of 

employment) 

A similar process was also followed to understand the nature of the deficiencies 

recorded under area code 182 (conditions of employment). The results are 

presented in Table 20 below, highlighting that, for deficiencies within area code 

182: 

 The ‘Fitness for duty, work and rest hours’ deficiency item is the most 

frequently recorded across the 26 EU flags. This is also the case in 

Cyprus and the Netherlands but not in Malta, where this item is the 

second most frequently recorded.  

 For Malta, the most frequently recorded deficiency item is ‘18201 - Wages’. On 

the contrary, this is one of the less frequently recorded deficiency items for 

Cyprus (only one deficiency recorded in 2018).  

Table 20: List of most frequently recorded deficiency items under Thetis area code 183, across all 

26 EU flags and the three selected flags (MT, CY, NL). Data are sorted in descending order of 

number of deficiencies recorded across all 26 EU flags (3rd column) 

Deficiency item Number of deficiencies 

Thetis 

code 
 Description 

All 26 EU 
FLAGS 

(descending 
order) ↓ 

Selected EU flags 

MALTA CYPRUS NETHERLANDS 

18201 Fitness for duty - work and rest hours 56 13 10 9 

18203 Wages 40 27 1 7 

18299 Other (Conditions of employment) 22 10 3 2 

18204 Calculation and payment of wages 18 12  5 

18202 

Legal documentation on work and rest 

hours 
15 

6 2 1 

18205 
Measures to ensure transmission to 
seafarer's family 

1 
  1 

 

Deficiencies recorded under Deficiency Area code 013 (Certificates and 

Documentation-Documents) 

The deficiency items that are recorded under Area code 013 (certificates and 

documentation-Documents) are listed in Table 21. By observing the table, it is 

clear that the most frequently recorded item across the 26 EU flags (in total), as 

well as specifically in each of the three ‘critical’ EU flags (MT, CY, NL) is nº 

01308-Records of seafarers' daily hours of work or rest. This might highlight 

that there is a need across EU flags to either ensure that accurate work/rest 

records are being kept.  

Table 21: List of most frequently recorded deficiency items under Thetis area code 013, across all 
26 EU flags and the three selected flags (MT, CY, NL). Data are sorted in descending order of 
number of deficiencies recorded across all 26 EU flags (3rd column) 

Deficiency item Number of deficiencies 



 

 

 

Thetis 

code 
 Description 

All 26 EU 
FLAGS 

(descending 
order) ↓ 

Selected EU flags 

MALTA CYPRUS NETHERLANDS 

01308 
Records of seafarers' daily hours of 
work or rest 133 33 24 17 

01306 Shipboard working arrangements 30 2 2 8 

01330 
Procedure for complaint under 
MLC,2006 11 7 - 1 

01331 Collective bargaining agreement 5 2 - 1 

 

Deficiencies recorded under Deficiency Area code 012 (Certificates and 

Documentation-Crew Certificates) 

A similar analysis for deficiency items that are recorded under Area code 012-Crew 

certificates (Table 22) indicates that the most frequent deficiencies across the total of EU 

flags, as well as specifically for  MT, CY and NL flags, are related to SEA (Seafarers' 

employment agreement). The second more frequent deficiency item at EU level under 

area code 012 is nº 01209-Manning specified by the minimum safe manning doc, which 

seems to also be highly ranked in terms of frequency for the Maltese flag (34 

deficiencies), but not for Cyprus (7 deficiencies) or the Netherlands (8 deficiencies).  

Table 22: List of most frequently recorded deficiency items under Thetis area code 012, across all 
26 EU flags and the three selected flags (MT, CY, NL).  Data are sorted in descending order of 
number of deficiencies recorded across all 26 EU flags (3rd column) 

Deficiency item Number of deficiencies 

Thetis 
code 

 Description 

All 26 EU 
FLAGS 

(descending 
order) ↓ 

Selected EU flags 

MALTA CYPRUS NETHERLANDS 

01220 
Seafarers' employment agreement 
(SEA) 144 45 29 21 

01209 
Manning specified by the minimum safe 

manning doc 81 34 7 8 

01218 Medical certificate 25 7 6 3 

01219 
Training and qualification MLC - 
Personnel safety training 1  - - 

01221 Record of employment 1 1 - - 

 

Main conclusions from the analysis  

 The flags of Malta, Cyprus and the Netherlands were selected for more detailed 

analysis, based on how they ranked compared to other EU flags under 4 

indicators. The 4 indicators combined data such as number of (MLC and total) 

deficiencies, number of detentions, number of inspections, number of inspections 

with at least one MLC deficiency.  
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 Deficiencies under Area Code 184 (Health protection, medical care, social 

security) were more frequently recorded compared to other Deficiency Area 

Codes. This is the case both in terms of the total number of deficiencies recorded 

at the level of the 26 EU flags and at each of the three flags that have been 

selected (Malta, Cyprus and the Netherlands). Within the 184 code, deficiency 

items such as Electrical, Cleanliness of engine room, Access to the ship/structural 

features, Personal equipment and Lighting at working spaces are the most 

frequently recorded. This is the case when looking at all 26 EU flags (as a total) as 

well as looking at the flags of MT, CY and NL separately.  

 Deficiencies under Area Code 183 (Accommodation, recreational facilities, food 

and catering) were the second most frequently recorded (compared to other 

Deficiency Area Codes. This is the case both in terms of the total number of 

deficiencies recorded at the level of the 26 EU flags (as a total) and at each of the 

selected three flags (Malta, Cyprus and the Netherlands). Within the 183 code, 

items such as Cold room/cold room cleanliness/cold room temperature, Sanitary 

Facilities, Galley, handling room (maintenance), Insulation, Cleanliness and 

Water, pipes, tanks are generally the most frequently recorded at the level of 26 

EU flags (as a total). However, MT, CY and NL flagged vessels present a slightly 

different pattern to the 26 EU flags as a total. For example, item ‘Sanitary 

facilities’ has been the second most frequently recorded for the 26 EU flags as a 

total, for MT and for CY; however, in the case of the NL flag, it was one of the 

least frequently deficiency items under area code 183. 



 

 

 

ANNEX 10: FUNCTIONING OF SOCIAL DIALOGUE IN MARITIME 
TRANSPORT  

10.1. Understanding of the intervention logic of the SSDC-MT  

10.1.1. Rationale  

The Treaty of the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) establishes that 

promotion of social dialogue is an objective of the Union and not of the Commission only. 

The Union shall therefore facilitate dialogue between the social partners, respecting their 

autonomy (Article 152).  

The TFEU also establishes the requirement for social partners to be consulted by the 

Commission on the direction and content of proposals in the social policy field; and 

provide them with the opportunity to issue and opinion or recommendation or to reach to 

an agreement themselves (Articles 154 and 155). 

The rationale for the SSDC (in maritime transport but also in other sectors) is best 

expressed in the Commission Decision of 20 May 1998 – 98/500/EC which 

establishes it:  

“… the situation in the various Member States clearly demonstrates the need for 

the two sides of industry to participate actively in discussions on the improvement 

of living and working conditions in their sector; whereas a sectoral dialogue 

committee attached to the Commission is the most appropriate means of ensuring 

such participation, by creating at Community level a representative forum for the 

socio-economic interests involved”.  

The same document establishes the relevance of the social partners as best placed, 

through sectoral dialogue, to assess the impact of regulation and/or deregulation on 

employment in their economic sectors.  

This rationale of the SSDC-MT is captured in the intervention logic as follows: There is a 

need for both sides of industry to actively contribute to discussions on the improvement 

of living and working conditions in the sector and for the Commission to have a forum 

which represents the interests of the sector to consult for social policy developments and 

/ or let social partners take the lead on reaching agreements.  

10.1.2. Problem  

The problems facing the maritime transport sector are constantly evolving, complex and 

wide-ranging. There is no single document which captures the problems facing the 

sector; not least because the nature and significance of problems will naturally vary by 

actor.  

At the EU level, the Commission developed the EU Maritime Transport Strategy 

(2009 – 2018)336 to address the strategic needs of the sector. It identified five themes 

for action as follows: (i) Maritime Safety and Security; (ii) Digitalisation and 

Administrative Simplification; (iii) Environmental Sustainability and Decarbonisation; (iv) 

Raising the Profile and Qualifications of Seafarers and Maritime Professions and (v) EU 

Shipping: A stronger global player. 

The work programmes agreed by the social partners also provide insight into the 

problems facing the sector and comprise a set of topics the SSDC-MT has collectively 

agreed on and is committed to addressing, including: improving workers’ rights for 

seafarers; exploring the possibility of incorporating ILO MLC amendments on 

abandonment, disability and death of seafarers into EU law; monitoring the Schengen 

visa system and security/seafarers’ ID; piracy; making the sector more attractive – 

                                                 

336 See https://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/strategies/2018_maritime_transport_strategy_en  

https://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/strategies/2018_maritime_transport_strategy_en
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improving on-board living and working conditions, better skills and training for seafarers; 

combating bullying and harassment; health and safety337 (Annex 3b). The social partners’ 

websites provide another reference to the social issues facing the sector through the 

differing lens of the ETF338 and ECSA339. 

To put both documentary sources of evidence into context, DG EMPL provides a summary 

of the long-term challenges facing the sector which are described as: 

“The number of EU seafarers employed on EU-flagged ships has fallen rapidly in 

recent years, and only a minority of the world’s vessels now sail under EU-country 

flags. 

EU regulation has opened up national markets to competition. Globalisation and the 

use of ‘open registers’ (in countries that are far more attractive to ship-owners than 

Europe in terms of tax, social legislation and safety and environmental standards), 

are serious challenges for the sector.”340 

These examples show problems identified within the Commission and the sector. As such, 

the problem is summarised in our intervention logic as follows: A declining share of EU 

seafarers employed on EU-flagged ships; and a declining share of vessels sailing under 

EU-country flags due to a global market with fierce competition and a challenging work 

environment for seafarers.  

10.1.3. Impact  

From this rationale and problem statement, we derive the high-level impact statement, 

which explains the change pursued through the creation of the SSDC in Maritime 

Transport. This is not stated anywhere explicitly but can be deduced from the above 

elements. It also chimes with the ILO explanation of what successful social dialogue 

should achieve, namely: “Successful social dialogue structures and processes have the 

potential to resolve important economic and social issues, encourage good governance, 

advance social and industrial peace and stability and boost economic progress.”341 

We have summarised the impact in the intervention logic as follows: Sectoral social 

dialogue in maritime transport serves to identify and agree on changes needed in the 

sector to improve living and working conditions and ensure its competitiveness. 

10.1.4. Specific objectives 

The specific objectives of the SSDC-MT, as per the internal rules, is to assist the 

Commission in the formulation and implementation of Community policy aimed at:  

 Improving and harmonising living and working conditions in maritime transport 

within the context of the relevant articles of the Treaty;  

 Improving the economic and competitive position of the Community’s maritime 

transport; 

 Promoting Community seafarers’ employment opportunities. 

For its part, the Commission must consult the SSDC-MT on initiatives in the social policy 

field and, European transport policy having social consequence342. The social partners 

may then choose to issue and opinion or recommendation or initiate an autonomous 

agreement. 

                                                 

337 As presented on the DG EMPL dedicated webpage for the Sectoral Social dialogue for Maritime Transport, here, and detailed in work 

programmes (2011 – 2019) 
338 https://www.etf-europe.org/our_work/maritime-transport/?section=social-dialogue 
339 https://www.ecsa.eu/index.php/policy-priorities/social-affairs 
340 As presented on the DG EMPL dedicated webpage, as above. 
341 https://www.ilo.org/ifpdial/areas-of-work/social-dialogue/lang--en/index.htm)%20%20a 
342 As stipulated in the internal rules and as per Article 154 of the Treaty of the Functioning of the European Union 

https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=480&langId=en&intPageId=1844#navItem-3
https://www.etf-europe.org/our_work/maritime-transport/?section=social-dialogue
https://www.ecsa.eu/index.php/policy-priorities/social-affairs
https://www.ilo.org/ifpdial/areas-of-work/social-dialogue/lang--en/index.htm)%20%20a


 

 

 

Another specific objective of the SSDC-MT is for the social partners to encourage and 

develop dialogue in the sector. As such, it is both an end and a means to an end343.  

As such, the specific objectives of the SSDC-MT are summarised in the intervention 

logic as follows: 

 Social partners engage in dialogue to build consensus on the improvements necessary 

for the sector; 

 Social partners contribute to the development of coherent EU maritime transport 

policy; 

 European Commission consults social partners on the social dimension of EU 

(maritime) policy. 

To reach these objectives and, ultimately, the desired impact, there are a series of steps 

from the input level, to activities through to outputs.  

10.1.5. Input  

The input level shows what goes into the SSDC-MT to allow it to function: As explained 

before, Articles 154 and 155 of the TFEU provides the legal basis for the consultation 

of social partners at Union level and the possibility for autonomous agreements. Article 

154 requires that the Commission consult them on the “direction of Union action” before 

submitting proposals in the social policy fields, and if action is pursued, on the content of 

the proposal. Based on this, the social partners may inform the Commission of their wish 

to initiate the process covered by Article 155 which allows them to reach autonomous 

agreements implemented either by social partners or by a Council decision (if required). 

The Commission Decision of 20 May 1998 establishes the composition of the SSDC 

and the Commission’s support available (later modified by Commission Regulation 

1792/2006), as follows: 

 Composition: The representatives of the two sides of industry taking part in the 

meetings of each Committee shall number a maximum of 66 in all, with an equal 

number of representatives of the employers' and workers' delegations344. 

 Logistical and financial support: A maximum of 56 representatives drawn from 

the two sides of industry taking part in a meeting of a Committee shall receive 

subsistence allowance and travelling expenses345.  

As per the internal rules, ECSA and ETF (then the FST - Federation of Transport Unions 

in the EU) form the SSDC-MT. The internal rules are established by the social partners, 

together with the Commission, and thereby ensure the principle of autonomy of the 

work of the SSDC-MT346. The internal rules set out: 

 Working groups should be created, if necessary, to facilitate work; 

 Chairman and Vice-Chairman should be elected for 2 years (alternating between 

each side); 

 A Steering Committee should be created to plan and coordinate work; 

 Commission to provide secretariat for the meetings, convene meetings in good 

time, prepare minutes and provide background papers.  

                                                 

343 As per Article 2 of Commission Decision 98/500/EC and the internal rules. 
344 As per Article 3. Ibid. 
345 As per Article 5. Ibid. 
346 As explained in Vademecum - Practical guide for European Social Partner Organisations and their national affiliates (2017). Available on 

Europa: https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=11718&langId=en 

https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=11718&langId=en
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In addition, complementary financial support is available to transnational projects 

carried out by social partners and others active in the field of industrial relations through 

the social dialogue budget lines (social partners may respond to calls for proposals and 

be awarded funding if they are successful347). It is also provided through the European 

Social Fund (ESF)348 for capacity-building of social partner organisations at national level 

and through a programme for Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI)349. 

In addition to these inputs is the financial and human resources from the social 

partners and the Commission for the inevitable planning and peripheral activities (as 

detailed below). It is worth mentioning that, while the Commission provides support to 

facilitate the social dialogue, the social dialogue established between social partners at 

the EU level should have its own momentum, with social partners having a genuine 

interest and to invest their own resources. As such, the Commission support is the 

starting, not the end, point; there is an expectation that the social partners cooperate 

beyond this. 

A summary of these inputs is presented in the intervention logic as follows:  

 TFEU (Articles 154 and 155) establishing the Commission’s responsibility to 

consult social partners on social policy initiatives and gives social partners an 

opportunity to reach autonomous agreements 

 Commission Decision 98/500/EC and Regulation 1792/2006 establishing 

composition and Commission facilitation support  

 Internal rules establishing working processes 

 EU financial support for relevant transnational projects to support social dialogue  

 Social partner and Commission’s human resources  

10.1.6. Activities  

The activities or processes follow directly from the input. While there may be ad-hoc 

activities, we focus on the regular, recurring activities. 

As per the Commission Decision, the SSDCs should meet at least once a year350. In 

practice, the social partners for the SSDC-MT determine how frequently they meet, and a 

review of the SSDC-MT minutes shows that this is typically for two working groups and 

one plenary session a year (Annex 3b). 

Outside of these formal meetings there is a need for a lot of regular administrative 

activity between the social partners and their national affiliates and the Commission (DG 

EMPL and DG MOVE) to agree and communicate the agenda, request attendance of 

relevant Commission officials and so on351.  

There is also specific activity in relation to the delivery of EU-funded transnational 

projects to support social dialogue.  

As required by the TFEU, the Commission must formally consult social partners on the 

direction of social policy proposals (first phase) and their content (second phase). 

The summary of activities for the intervention logic is as follows:  

 Formal meetings (working groups / plenary sessions)  

                                                 

347 Calls for proposals are publicised on the Europa website (here: https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=629) and organised 
yearly for the budget headings on Industrial Relations and social dialogue, Information and training measures for workers' organisations, and 

Information, consultation and participation of representatives of undertakings (as explained in the practical guide above). 
348 Commission, DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion. European Social Fund. http://ec.europa.eu/esf/home.jsp?langId=en  
349 More detailed information can be found on DG EMPL's website: http://ec.europa.eu/social/home.jsp?langId=en  
350 As per Article 5. Op. Cit. 
351 This is outlined in detail in the Vademecum - Practical guide for European Social Partner Organisations and their national affiliates, 
Op.Cit.  

http://ec.europa.eu/esf/home.jsp?langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/esf/home.jsp?langId=en
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=629
http://ec.europa.eu/esf/home.jsp?langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/home.jsp?langId=en


 

 

 

 On-going administrative work and dialogue  

 Project-related work  

 Commission consultation of social partners 

10.1.7. Outputs  

The outputs are the tangible results of the activities supported. In 2010, the 

Commission produced a Staff Working Document on the functioning and potential of 

European sectoral social dialogue352. The document reviewed all SSDCs in operation and 

recalled a useful typology of the outputs developed by the Commission in 2004353. The 

text outlines the following levels of tangible results: 

1. agreements (whether or not implemented through European Directives) which 

are binding and must be followed up and monitored, since they are based on 

Article 155 of the Lisbon Treaty;  

2. process-oriented texts (frameworks of action, guidelines, codes of conduct, 

policy orientations) which, albeit not legally binding, must be followed up, and 

progress in implementing them must be regularly assessed;   

3. joint opinions and tools intended to influence European policies and to help 

share knowledge. 

This typology was also referred to in Vademecum - Practical guide for European Social 

Partner Organisations and their national affiliates354, where social partners were 

encouraged to classify their outcomes as summarised in the table below:  

Table 1: Categories of texts and outputs of European Sectoral Social Dialogue 
Committees 

Category  Sub-categories Follow-up measures 

Agreements Implementation by Directives 
Implementation by social 
partners (Article 155) 

Implementation reports 

Process-orientated texts Framework of actions, 

guidelines, codes of conduct, 
policy orientations 

Follow-up reports 

Joint opinions and tools Declarations, guides, 
handbooks, websites, tools 

No follow-up clauses  

Promotional activities 

The practical guide explains that the process for follow-up is primarily in the hands of 

the social partners, but the Commission intends to strengthen, together with EU social 

partners, the tools which help to assess the follow-up and evaluate the policy impact of 

EU social dialogue outcomes. The Commission decided to integrate into the new EU 

Social Dialogue Newsletter a list of formal social dialogue outcomes and to publish these 

achievements once a year and report on the follow-up regarding these jointly agreed 

results. The precise mechanism for how the follow up is reported on was not explained. 

The SSDC-MT is also simply for the social partners to encourage and develop social 

dialogue in the sector, as means to the develop the outputs and achieve the objectives 

and ultimately the desired impact. 

The intervention logic uses this same categorisation to outline three types of outputs of 

the SSDC-MT:  

                                                 

352 Commission Staff Working Document SEC(2010) 964 final 
353 Communication from the Commission Partnership for change in an enlarged Europe — Enhancing the contribution of European social 

dialogue COM(2004) 557 final of 12 August 2004. 
354 Op. Cit. 
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1. Binding agreements (autonomous or by Directives); 

2. Process-oriented texts; 

3. Joint opinions and tools. 

An intermediary output is the development and encouragement of social dialogue itself.  
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