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ASF SEAFARERS COMMITTEE

Chairman’s Report to the 18th ASF

Events held during the year.

The 14th Interim meeting of the Committee was held in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia on Friday, 21st  November 2008.  Attending the meeting were the Secretary-General of the ASF and delegates representing the shipowner associations of China, Chinese Taipei, Hong Kong, Japan and the Federation of ASEAN Shipowner Associations (FASA), as represented by delegates from the shipowner associations of Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore and Vietnam. Written submissions were received from Australia and Korea, who were not able to attend the meeting. A full delegate list is attached as Annex 1 and the Joint Statement from the meeting is attached as Annex 2. 
An update of the major issues handled by the Committee at its interim meeting.

List of Issues: 
1. Piracy attacks in the Gulf of Aden
2. Seafarer Recruitment and Training
3. Review of STCW’95 Convention

4. ILO Convention 185 and difficulties of shore leave for seafarers
5.   ILO Maritime Labour Convention 2006

6.   Fair Treatment of Seafarers in the event of a Maritime Accident

7.   Economic turmoil and seafarer recruitment and training
1. Piracy attacks in the Gulf of Aden
The Committee noted with serious concern the continuing attacks on ships in the Gulf of Aden, which represent a severe threat to the safety of ships trading through this area despite that fact that the industry has succeeded in bringing the awful situation to the attention of the United Nations, and there are now many more naval ships in the area ready to protect merchant shipping. Attacks are still continuing, sometimes in full view of the naval escorts. The Committee expressed its concern over the trauma suffered by seafarers on hijacked ships and on ship passing through the area, as well as the concern felt by their families. 

The Committee was pleased to note the developments within the UN and IMO to review existing national legislation to prevent and punish piracy and armed robbery at sea as part of IMO’s anti-piracy strategy.  The Committee also noted and supported the initiative of industry associations to develop best management guidance on human element issues arising from the piracy crisis in the waters off Somalia. 

2. Seafarers Recruitment and Training

The Committee was pleased to note that the number of seafarers serving on ships in most ASF member countries/regions has increased compared to previous years. The Committee was encouraged by the active cooperation between the governments, the training institutions and shipowners in the region in the training and employment of seafarers. The Committee was also pleased to note that incentive schemes of governments to attract more young people to join the sea-going career had been in place in many member countries and regions and considered that these interactions would assist in the continued promotion of the supply and employment of Asian seafarers. In particular: 

Australia:  Seafarers training, in addition to funding, requires specialist facilities ashore with which Australia remains well equipped for the present. Three key maritime centres exist in the Australian Maritime College in Launceston, Challenger TAFE in Fremantle and Hunter Institute in Newcastle. However, there is a shortage of lecturing staff at these institutions. The employers of seagoing labour have established a group know as SeaSkills to discuss the skills shortage and how to work together to improve the situation. The Royal Australian Navy is also involved in the SeaSkills group as the other large employer of seagoing labour in Australia. 

China:  China now has 510,000 registered seafarers including 170,000 seafarers who hold valid commercial ocean going license, among them 57,600 are officers.  Most of them are working onboard national flag vessels and only about 25% of seafarers are working onboard foreign flagged vessels. Strong demand led serious shortage of qualified seafarer in China though numbers of graduates from the current maritime institutions have increased from 4,025 in 2004 to 11,982 in 2009 as expected. The seafaring market is not badly affected by the worldwide economic turmoil as China’s economy foundation is till sound and solid. Chinese shipping companies will continue to recruit more young people to serve for their fleet.

The Philippines: The Department of Transport and Communications, through the Maritime Industry Authority is in the process of drafting a Maritime Code of the Philippines which will incorporate all maritime laws conforming with all the maritime Conventions. The draft of the proposed legislation is expected to be released in the first quarter of 2009. The government is also introducing Maritime Education Development Loan Program (MEDLDP), financial incentives to top qualified BSMT and BSMarE cadets, Trainers’ Training Program for Return/Retired Seafarers and other incentives to promote the training and employment of Filipino seafarers. 

Hong Kong:  As at 31st October 2008, the total number of active and inactive registered seafarers in Hong Kong is 1,293 and 3,535 respectively.  Training facilities approved by the Marine Department are as follows:

1. Hong Kong Polytechnic University
2. Institute of Vocational Education/Tsing Yi
3. Maritime Service Training Institute
The HKSOA Hong Kong cadet program supported by the incentive scheme from Maritime Industry Council continues to select students graduated from the above 3 institutions to serve on HKSOA members ships. In 2008, 20 graduates joined the cadet program which makes the total number of Hong Kong cadets within the program to reach 90. HKSOA has been running a class 3 preparatory course since 2007, and 15 deck cadets have so far passed the examinations for Class 3 certificate of competency. 

Japan:  The number of Japanese seafarers working on ocean-going vessels reached its peak of 57,000 in 1974 and then constantly decreased until 2005. In the last 2 years, the decreasing trend was slightly mitigated and number of seafarers in 2007 increased by6 0.05% to 2,662 as compared with the number of 2006 (2,650).  The number of seafarers working on domestic vessels continued to decrease from its peak of 71,000 in 1974 to 30,277 in 2007. 

The Council of Transport Policy of the Japanese government is making a series of proposals including the study of current policy on tonnage tax to secure Japanese flagged vessels and stable maritime transportation, seafarer supply and ocean going shipping companies.  JSA has set up a task force committee to secure human resources for both domestic and ocean going seafarers in July 2008.

Malaysia:  The current number of seafarers registered in Malaysia is about 90,000 and it is estimated that about 40 per cent of this number are foreigner nationals from more than 50 over countries. There are 14 training and educational institutions in Malaysia proving seafarers training program. There are 2 maritime colleges – Malaysian Maritime Academy (MMA) and Politeknik Ungku Umar (PUO) – which offer cadetship training program, including one of which offers advanced competency program. Two universities offer degree-level program in marine engineering and related subjects. Modular courses are available at a few other training institutions, in addition to the foregoing principal maritime colleges. Cadets trained at the maritime colleges are mostly bonded to shipping companies, as well as ports or relevant government agencies. 

Vietnam: As at May 2008, Vietnam has more 1,150 ships with more than 500 trading worldwide. There are 1,170 registered captains, 721 chief officers, 1,038 chief engineers and 608 first engineers which indicate that Vietnam has an ample supply of officers. Vietnam has 6 training institutions which provide seafarer training courses under the permission of the Ministry of Transport. 

Singapore: There are totally 37,535 seafarers on Singapore flagged ships among which 8,880 deck officers, 8655 engineers and 20,000 ratings. There are three full time diploma courses in Singapore for seafarer training, diploma in Marine Engineering, Diploma in Maritime Transportation Management and Diploma in Nautical Studies. Total numbers of students taken by the three courses are 940. The shipping industry in Singapore is badly affected by the recent fall in freight markets particularly on the employment of seafarers which resulted in the wage freeze, ships being withdrawn or laid up, management crew retrained and redeployed. 

Taiwan: It is estimated that there are about 4,157 seafarers serving on board ships in Taiwan and 869 seafarers staying ashore. Compared with last year, the number of seafarers working on board increased by about 560 persons, but the number increased still is still not able to not meet the demand of new ships delivered in the area. Recruitment of foreign seafarers to meet the shortage is obvious and it is believed that the major part should be from the Chinese market. 

After 4 years joint efforts of the government, training institutions and the industry, it is encouraging to note that there have been an increased of new generation to join the industry particularly on the engineer sectors. 
3. Review of STCW’95 Convention
IMO is presently engaged on a wide ranging review of STCW. One of the issues previously handled by the Committee is Hours of Work and Rest. Members support the work to harmonize the provisions of ILO C180 and STCW rest hour regimes. The Committee supports the inclusion of Bridge Resource Management (BRM) and Engine Resource Management (EFM) in the relevant part of the STCW Code. 
The Committee agreed that given the fact that that majority of the world’s seafarers are recruited and supplied from the region, ASF members and their governments should be actively involved and contribute to the review to ensure the revision will be conducted in a systematic and organized manner and will best reflect the interests of shipping industry and governments in the region.

4. ILO Convention 185 and difficulties of short leave for seafarers
There are difficulties of shore leave for seafarers in many countries and it is becoming increasingly difficult in obtaining visas for seafarers to be able to join or leave a ship. ILO Convention 185 (Seafarers’ Identity Documents Convention) was adopted by the ILO in June 2003 and came into force in February 2005. There are currently 13 ratifications and 1 conditional ratification, a low ratification rate that is perhaps usual for ILO Conventions but still disappointing. One reason for the low ratification rate is given as the last minute addition by the Seafarers of paragraph 6, Article 6, which states ‘For the purposes of shore leave seafarers shall not be required to hold a visa’. This is felt by many, including the United States, to be too prescriptive and does not allow the flexibility to disallow shore leave if other indicators are negative. The Committee noted the difficulties of shore leave for seafarers and welcomed the US Coast Guard Commandant’s pledge to treat seafarers with more respect. 

5. ILO Maritime Labour Convention 2006
Panama, the largest flag State in the world, with nearly 25 per cent of the world’s merchant fleet, became the fourth major shipping country in the world to ratify the Convention, and it is now likely that the ILO Maritime Convention 2006, which was adopted by the 94th International Labour Conference (Maritime) in Geneva in February 2006, will most likely come into effect in 2011. 

Panama’s ratification, combined with the ratifications by Liberia, the Republic of Marshall Islands and the Bahamas, means that one of the two requirements for entry into force (33 per cent of the world gross tonnage) is more than achieved. Progress in many other countries indicates that the second requirement for entry into force, ratification by at least 30 countries, is expected by 2011. 
The Committee was pleased to note the progress toward the final entry into force of the Maritime Labour Convention 2006 and encourages all ASF members to continue to work with their individual countries to achieve early ratification of the Convention. Members also discussed the Guidelines for Flag State inspections, and Guidelines for Port State control officers carrying out inspections under the MLC 2006 which were finalized at a meeting of the ILO in September 2008. The Committee welcomed the development of the Guidelines and considers it important for members to continue to encourage their individual administrations, where appropriate, to refer to the Guidelines in order to observe consistent and enforcement of the Convention without over burdening shipowners and seafarers. 

6. Fair Treatment of Seafarers in the event of a Maritime Accident
As a result of concern for the welfare of seafarers who may be detained in a foreign port when a ship is involved in a casualty, the IMO and ILO adopted “Guidelines on fair treatment of seafarers in the event of maritime accident in 2006. Members discussed the Guidelines and discussed instances of non-compliance with the guidelines and the practical application of the Guidelines. 

Arthur Bowring, Managing Director of HKSOA reported on the lobbying effort of international organizations and the HKSOA in respect of the continued detention of the two officers from the ‘Hebei Spirit’.  However, it is now well accepted that the Fair Treatment Guidelines do not apply in this instance, because of the nature of the Guidelines and because Korean national law supersedes the intent of the Guidelines. The HKSOA will continue to work with the P&I and the lawyers involved to press for the proper trial and release of the seafarers. 

7. Economic turmoil and seafarers recruitment and training
The Committee discussed the impact of the worldwide economic turmoil which resulted in the recent fall in freight market and increasing difficulties in the employment of seafarers due to ships being withdrawn or laid up.  The Committee urges ASF members to maintain recruitment and training initiatives despite the present economic turmoil. 
8. Next meeting

The Committee accepted the offer from VSA to host the 15th interim meeting of the Committee in Ho Chi Minh City in the autumn of 2009. 
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