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called ratings who assist the officers.  They can include oilers, stewards, cooks, 
electricians and bosuns. 

Seafarers come from all over the world.  China, the Philippines, Indonesia, the 
Russian Federation, India and Ukraine are estimated to be the largest supply 
countries for all seafarers (officers and ratings).  The Philippines is the biggest 
supplier of ratings, while China supplies the most officers. 

To keep the global economy afloat it is critical that merchant vessels continue 
to move goods around the world, even during extremely challenging periods 
like global pandemics.  To do that successfully, we need to take care of the 
seafarers that work onboard these vessels.  Hugo de Stoop, CEO of tanker 
owner Euronav, has been a strong advocate for seafarers worldwide throughout 
the pandemic.  "If you stop shipping, you stop the world," according to De 
Stoop. "It's time we recognized the people working on the ships and the 
sacrifices they are making.  They are the best ambassadors we have.”   

I could not agree more.  We should all support seafarers worldwide by 
designating them “key workers” and ensure that they will receive priority 
vaccinations. 

  

 
 

 
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

The global maritime workforce deserves vaccine priority 

The global shipping industry, through its supporting 
organizations, has come together to show its appreciation for 
the estimated 1.6 million seafarers in the world.  Seafarers are 
the unsung heroes of the maritime business, a critical industry 
that carries around 90% of global trade, but seafarers are mostly 
taken for granted.  In 2020, in the middle of a global pandemic, 
they have continued to keep international trade going while 
facing significant adversity.  Throughout the year, shipping 
organizations and maritime executives have highlighted the 
plight of the seafarers to draw attention to the crew-change 
crisis caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. 

On 24 September 2020, on the sidelines of the United Nations 
General Assembly, Captain Hedi Marzougui, pleaded the case 
for the seafarers, some which had been at sea for a year or 
more.  At the time some 400,000 seafarers from around the 
globe were stranded on ships because borders were closed and 
flights were few and far between.  This complicated efforts to 
bring in replacement crews, forcing the manning agents and 
shipowners to keep extending the contracts of the seafarers on 
board.  The situation has improved in recent months, but 
hundreds of thousands of seafarers continue to work well 
beyond the usual periods of service at sea.  A few days ago, the 
International Labour Organization (ILO) a specialized agency of 
the United Nations, adopted a resolution to address the dire 
situation of seafarers trapped at sea because of the Covid-19 
Pandemic.  It refers to the “immense risk that seafarer fatigue 
represents for the physical and mental health of the individual 
seafarers and for the safety of navigation, security and the 
protection of the marine environment.”  Among other things, 
the ILO urges member states to remove obstacles to crew 
changes, designate seafarers as “key workers” and consider 
(temporary) measures including waivers, exemptions or other 
changes to visa or documentary requirements. 

Shipping is a truly global business.  There are an estimated 
50,000 merchant ships trading internationally, moving every 
type of cargo, including containers, dry bulk commodities, crude 
oil, refined petroleum products, LNG and LPG.  The number of 
crew members on board a vessel varies with the size of the 
vessel, its equipment and the cargo it is designed to carry.  Each 
company can operate their ships slightly differently, but all 
vessels must have the personnel to operate 24x7 regardless of 
size.  Most crews of larger international vessels have between 
20 and 30 members, divided between officers and ratings.  The 
Captain is in charge.  He is assisted by several deck officers, who 
are in charge of navigation and cargo handling and engineering 
officers, who run the engine department and the auxiliary 
equipment.  In addition, there are lower ranking crew members, 
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