LIFE

AFTER
LOCKDOWN…
Irreversible shifts in crew engagement
#1 in a series of papers by V.Group
© V.Group, June 2020

Your vessel, our responsibility

FOREWORD
The Covid-19 pandemic
has been a cataclysmic
event on both a human and
economic level. The maritime
industry, already facing future
uncertainties, has been hit
harder than most.

This, our first paper, takes a look at how Covid-19 has
resulted in greater engagement with crews.
In each of the following sections, we outline lessons we
at V.Group have learned and pose several questions for
consideration.
Future papers will take a more in-depth look at topics
including digitalisation, crew safety, leadership,
recruitment, piracy and the environment – each
influenced in some or other way by Covid-19.
I hope you enjoy reading this and subsequent papers,
and that they stimulate debate – possibly change – in
our sector.

Occasionally criticised for being slow to embrace
change, the sector has been forced to take a long hard
look at its working practices.
Some might argue that the crisis is a catalyst for change
– that our industry has been presented with a rare
chance to enhance our approach to crew engagement
and wellness.
With this in mind, we have created a series of papers
looking at specific areas of operations that have been
affected. As well as sharing some of the lessons
learned, we hope to stimulate debate by outlining
changes we think might benefit future generations
of the maritime sector.
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WHAT
WE
LEARNED
#1
Crew wellbeing must
be our first priority
The importance of mental health and wellbeing has been gaining traction in
the maritime industry in recent years. Stigmas once associated with feelings
of anxiety, depression and insecurity have, for the most part, been eradicated.
Rather than causing embarrassment, asking for help is now encouraged and,
even, commended.
Covid-19 served to give a sharper focus to something we’ve always
understood at V.Group – the importance of caring for the mental health and
wellbeing of our colleagues at sea. It’s an established fact that prolonged
periods of separation from the social cornerstones of our lives can have
damaging mental health effects. Extending such periods of isolation incurs
greater risks.
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We were quick to introduce a
number of initiatives to support
our 44,000 seafaring colleagues
(as you can see to the right).
In addition, we produced a comprehensive and practical guide
for Masters about crew wellbeing, and have continued to roll
out ‘VCare’ programmes across our fleet.
Developed by doctors, physiotherapists and psychologists, the
programmes are aimed at enhancing the physical and mental
wellbeing of crew by creating a series of challenges for individuals,
entire crews or teams to take on. These can be simple things such
as improving fitness, losing weight or giving up smoking. These
challenges give individuals a sense of purpose, enhance social
integration, build team morale and even enable ships crews to
challenge crews from other vessels.
The paralysing of air transport, closing of borders, imposed periods
of quarantine and major economic disruption have all resulted in
crews being ship bound for unacceptable periods. Thanks to the
excellent work already done in the social, military and medical
spheres, a great deal is now understood about the causes and
consequences of trauma, emotional deprivation and isolation.

IN THE MEANTIME, WE HAVE LISTENED
TO OUR SEAFARERS AND ARE
SUPPORTING THEM IN MANY WAYS

COVID CREW
COMMAND
CENTRE

Regular communication
with crew and families

Education modules for
career enhancement

Regular health checks
and testing

Focus on nutrition
and healthy living

24/7 access to
medical advisers

Increased crew
internet allowance

Confidential
assistance helpline

Enhanced remote
working facilities

Access to resilience
training programme

Repatriation
(where permissible)

Rather than trying to create our own solutions, we reached out
and took advice from experts in the field.
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LANDMARK
LESSONS
To ignore the physical and mental wellbeing of crews
is a major oversight.

Using external providers of healthcare programmes is more
effective than trying to create a programme from scratch.

DISCUSSION POINTS
As individuals retreat to their cabins to talk with their families, they can become more isolated and
their wellbeing suffer further, especially if they receive bad news from home and are unable to help.
• Is greater internet connectivity really the answer?
• What initiatives could be introduced to ensure crews are fully engaged and actively participating
in life onboard during their down time?
• Should this be the responsibility of officers?
• Are officers adequately trained to spot the warning signs when someone is struggling?
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WHAT
WE
LEARNED
#2
Communication is simply
more than delivering messages
As the leading edge of communications has evolved in the last century from
flag signals and mail to the internet, the maritime industry has always recognised
the importance of communication to those onboard vessels. The key change has
been to bring communication from the bridge to individuals at all levels.
Along with other companies, V.Group increased internet access to enable our
seafarers to communicate more freely with their family and friends.
Covid-19 confirmed our belief that our communication with our seafarers is
equally important.
A team of senior leaders, including the CEO, set up a programme to talk directly
with the officers and crew of our vessels on a regular basis. This provided an
opportunity to engage directly with crews, hear about their concerns and discuss
how we could support them further.
Our captains also set about contacting the families of each of their crew members.
Knowing that a senior officer was expressing a personal interest in their loved ones
at sea was a great comfort to the families. It was also hugely appreciated by the crew
members and had a profound and positive impact on crew morale.
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Digital engagement
The digital revolution has provided the maritime industry with the tools
to enable easy communication between ship and shore.
Despite this, it is estimated that 50% of vessels still have unsatisfactory
levels of internet access. In some cases, they have none and their ability
to communicate is limited to radio contact.
Although some trade organisations have pushed for greater internet
access, some ship owners are reluctant to invest in the necessary
equipment.
Covid-19 has brought into sharp focus the imperative of stranded crew
members being able to communicate with their families and friends via
the internet.
A majority of owners exhibit a duty of care by providing improved digital
communications. They also stand to benefit commercially as it has been
proven that enhanced communication improves mental wellbeing which,
in turn, reduces accidents and incidents.
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LANDMARK
LESSONS
Communication is not just about delivering
a message but about listening, too.

There is no substitute for speaking directly
with crew members.

To keep a seafarer happy, we need to keep
their family happy.

There remains a need to educate the
industry on the importance of wellbeing and
its impact on vessel operations.

DISCUSSION POINTS
In an effort to ensure crews didn’t feel abandoned and isolated during lockdown, levels of communication
between senior management, officers, seafarers and shore staff increased. Although the intentions are
undoubtedly sound – and sometimes essential – it could be argued that the impact of messages is lost
because of the sheer amount and frequency of contact and information being generated.
• Is there such a thing as too much communication?
• What can organisations do to ensure quality over quantity in their communications?
• How can they ensure crew remain fully engaged and don’t ‘switch off’?
• During a crisis, who should take responsibility for communicating with the families of crew members –
officers or their shore-based colleagues?
• Should internet access on all vessels be made compulsory?
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WHAT
WE
LEARNED
#3
Appreciation goes
a long way
Of necessity, Covid-19 led to increased levels of personal communication
between officers, crew and senior onshore executives. In turn, this created
more opportunities to acknowledge and thank crews for their sacrifices and
unstinting efforts.
Although we have always aimed to acknowledge the endeavours of our
colleagues, Covid-19 highlighted the importance of such appreciation.This was
amply demonstrated by the level of interest generated by a series of short films
created by our CEO to communicate his personal appreciation of our crews.
Another form of appreciation arose from a call between one of our senior
executives and the Captain of a vessel, who said it would be good to
formally recognise the contribution of those who had endured lockdown.
As a result of this passing comment, we began awarding certificates,
personally signed by our CEO, to express gratitude to every crew member
who disembarked after spending extended time onboard during lockdown.
This simple act was much valued and shared on social media and will,
no doubt, be a source of pride for crew members and their families for
generations to come.
Moving forward, we will continue to look for similar simple ways to show
our appreciation to crews.
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LANDMARK
LESSONS
Simple acts of kindness and appreciation
go a long way to raising morale.

Personal communication is very much
appreciated by crew members.

DISCUSSION POINTS
Large corporations understand that to build trust and loyalty, they must create a culture where colleagues
feel they are consulted, heard and valued. Such two-way communication relies on proactive practices.
• Could the maritime sector benefit from a cultural change?
• Does the maritime sector do enough to communicate with its seafarers?
• What initiatives could be introduced to build greater trust and ensure they feel truly valued?
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WHAT
WE
LEARNED
#4
The importance
of our profession
Seafarers are the silent, unseen enablers of the global economy.
The lifeblood of our industry, their contribution is largely unheralded
by the wider public they serve.
Covid-19 highlighted just how much seafarers are taken for granted
by society at large.
Sterling efforts are being made by organisations such as IMO, ICS and
others to highlight the plight of stranded seafarers during lockdown and
their vital role in keeping global trade functioning. Despite this, governments
around the world have failed to classify them as critical key workers.
Our industry needs to collaborate more to enlighten and educate society
about the value and importance of shipping – not just during a crisis
like Covid-19 but as a vital element of the ongoing global economic
infrastructure.
Covid-19 has demonstrated the extent to which seafarers are dedicated to
their chosen career. During the most challenging of times, they have
remained committed and professional. It is time they were given the
respect they deserve.
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LANDMARK
LESSONS
The maritime industry is too introspective and assumes the public knows
about its essential role, out of sight and out of mind. They don’t.

Despite being one of the oldest industries, we have allowed ourselves to
be eclipsed by others with louder voices and more obvious public profiles.

DISCUSSION POINTS
Covid-19 proved that society is still largely ignorant about the vital role the maritime sector plays
in their daily lives. Perhaps it’s time for our industry to put aside competitive rivalries and join forces
to raise awareness of our collective contribution. As well as securing greater respect for seafarers,
this could help with recruitment and help ensure seafarers gain the keyworker status they deserve.
• Is it time to create a powerbase of industry influencers to launch a global,
consumer-facing PR and advertising campaign to change public perceptions?
• How else could the maritime industry educate the public about our value?
• Would you participate in such an initiative?
• What other ideas do you have?
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A REAL
LIFE
CHALLENGE
V.Group did not escape the clutches of Covid-19.
At the time of publication, many of our active
seafarers are onboard beyond their contracted period.
Fortunately, we were able to harness the skills and expertise of various teams within the company
– most notably our specialist travel division GMT and our dedicated crewing teams - to repatriate
many of those who had been onboard for extended periods. These repatriation efforts are ongoing.

150,000+
4,240
Number of crew movements facilitated by V.Group

FROM

SEAFARERS STRANDED AT SEA
ACROSS THE MARITIME INDUSTRY

471

VESSELS

78

NATIONALITIES
OF CREW

Due to high levels of engagement between our crews and shore staff, we were even
able to provide compassionate emergency support to a handful of individuals who
had pressing personal circumstances.
Note: Figures correct at 31.05.2020. Additional sources:
https://www.intermanager.org/maritime-champions
https://www.seatrade-maritime.com/ship-operations/intermanager-launches-crew-change-league-table
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A REAL
LIFE
CHALLENGE
Case studies
One of our crew members had a heart attack onboard a vessel docked in South Korea.
The Master managed to get him admitted to a hospital onshore, where he underwent life-saving
surgery. A week later, he was transferred to a local hotel, where he stayed for three weeks.
Our initial attempts to fly him home were thwarted by red tape due to airport and airline restrictions,
so our team contacted his embassy who granted him permission to fly which enabled us to finally
reunite him with his family.

A Russian seafarer complained of visual impairment while on his vessel. Our team made many
attempts to arrange a doctor’s appointment, firstly in China and then in Indonesia. Strict restrictions
in both countries prevented him from leaving the vessel, while the harbourmasters refused to let
a doctor on board.
Approaches to his embassy and unions fell on deaf ears so we contacted vessel flag state officials
who secured permission for him to disembark. After the vessel arrived in Singapore, we arranged
a doctor’s assessment and repatriated him home to Russia where he is recovering under the care
of his family.
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FURTHER
READING
AND
INFORMATION
The following links provide additional information about the topics covered
in this paper. Additionally, information about our own initiatives and response
to Covid-19 can be accessed here.
https://globalwellnessinstitute.org/about-us
https://www.sailors-society.org/not-on-my-watch
https://safety4sea.com/cm-safety4sea-crew-wellness
-survey-how-happy-are-seafarers-onboard
https://www.seafarerswelfare.org
https://www.missiontoseafarers.org/news/latest-seafarers-happiness-indexshows-decrease-in-positivity-and-satisfaction-among-those-working-at-sea
https://safetyatsea.net/news/2020/maintaining
-a-safety-first-approach-during-covid-19
https://www.nautilusint.org/en/news-insight/resources
/nautilus-reports/connectivity-at-sea-whitepaper
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HAVE
YOUR
SAY
Covid-19 emphasised the ongoing and
future importance of crew engagement
in the maritime industry.
Our intention with this series of papers is to stimulate discussion. If you would like to send
us your views about any of the topics raised in this paper, we would love to hear them.
Simply drop a line to:

lifeafterlockdown@vgrouplimited.com
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