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offer them. They are well trained in excellent maritime training institutions and they easily
adapt to serving on western European-owned vessels. Polish and Croatian officers are
now making their presence felt even in the Asia-Pacific region. Nonetheless, Asian
seafarers continue to hold their own on western-owned vessels but clearly much depends
on the quality of training received, if they are to continue to find favour on ships of
advanced maritime nations.

5. 

SUPPLY OF ASIA-PACIFIC SEAFARERS

This section examines the supply of Asian seafarers beginning with a summary
of the findings of the BIMCQ-ISF study (Wilson~, 1990) on the world-wide demand
and supply of seafarers but focusing on seafarers and countries supplying seafarers in
the Asia-Pacific region.

5.1 

Results of the BIMCQ-ISF study

Table 8 is drawn from estimates made by the well-known BIMCQ-ISF study which
shows the situation as in 1990. South and South-East Asia constitute the largest supply
region accounting for a total of 81.2 per cent of the total supply of officers. South Asia
represent the next most important source of officers with a contribution of 10.5 per cent
of which India alone accounts for nearly 70 per cent. As for ratings, the two areas are
still the dominant supply sources. Together they account for a combined total of 72.1 per
cent of the world total, with South and West Asia contributing 12.4 and 14.2 per cent,
respectively to the total supply of ratings. Again, India was the main supplier accounting
for 57.4 per cent to the total ratings supplied from South Asia. In West Asia, it was
Turkey, straddling Asia and Europe, that accounted for just over 98 per cent of the total
supplied from the area.

On the demand side, East Asia accounted for more than half of the ratings
employed while South-east Asia employed about a quarter of the total ratings employed
in the Asia-Pacific region. In terms of surplus seafarers available for foreign employment,
the largest surpluses came from South-east Asia with the Philippines accounting for 90.7
and 81.7 per cent of officers and ratings, respectively. Indonesia was the next most
important supplier of ratings accounting for 11.2 and 12.0 per cent, respectively, of the
total surplus from South-east Asia (see figure III).

5.1.1 

Recent chanaes

While the broad picture remair\.s unchanged since 1990, there have been
significant developments affecting many countries including the major supplying countries
of India and the Philippines (see discussion below). As noted earlier, within Asia, there
the region's merchant shipping fleet has grown significantly requiring additional seafarers
to man the additional ships. Some adjustments of the earlier estimates have been made
in follow-up investigations by the International Shipping Federation (ISF) and an update
on India was given in a paper by Dearsley (1992). The estimates for 1992 for India was
that the demand had increased to 21 ,800 officers and 32,400 ratings. Resulting from this,
there was a shortage of 6,000 officers and 2,600 ratings rather than a surplus as
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estimated earlier as indicated in table 8. The report also projected further deterioration
of the situation over the following five years amounting to shortages of 9,600 officers and
5,200 ratings by 1997. This implies that training levels would need to increase over the
five-year period by 40 per cent for officers and 50 per cent for ratings just to maintain the
status quo (as in 1992).

Table 9 shows the change in the crew supply situation of a number of key supply
countries according to estimates made by the United Kingdom P&I Club (Lawford, 1995).
The table shows an increase of 20 per cent of officers and 9.5 per cent of ratings for
India while Pakistan on the other hand actually experienced a decline for both officers
and ratings of 7.7 per cent and 43.2 per cent, respectively. Pakistan's declining supply
of seafarers indicates the country's inability to take up the opportunity afforded by the
demand for seafarers. In the case of the Philippines, the increase in the supply of
officers was a marginal 5.3 per cent and a substantial one of 39.3 per cent of ratings over
the five-year period. Indonesia too was able to increase the supply of officers by 6.8 per
cent and ratings by a remarkable 79.0 per cent over the interval.

Changes in the estimates were made based on a revision of the wastage rate of
10 per cent per year in the original BIMCQ-ISF study to 7 per cent which improved the
outlook for the supply of seafarers. The revision resulted in an upward adjustment of the
stock of seafarers and a drop in the deficit from the earlier estimates of 400,000 officers
and 350,000 ratings to 346,000 officers and 235,000 ratings by the year 2000 (Dearsley,
1992). It appears that the availability of East European seafarers in the last few years
has contributed to relieving the shortage somewhat. Lawford (1995) provides estimates
by United Kingdom P&I Club as at 5,500 officers and 6,500 ratings in 1995 from Poland,
and 20,100 officers and 27,600 ratings from the Commonwealth of Independent (CIS)
states. However, the larger picture is still one of severe shortage of seafarers due to
continued expansion of the world's fleet and a higher than world-average growth in Asian
fleets. The question is whether Asian supply countries are able to meet the challenge of
raising the level of training capacity without compromising on quality.

As a result of the increase in the size of the world's fleet and especially the Asian
fleets, there has been strong growth in demand for seafarers world-wide. As mentioned,
in the 1990s, Indian shipowners experienced an acute shortage of seafarers as a result
of the preference of Indian seafarers for employment on foreign-owned ships since wages
are much higher then those of national shipping lines (COMET, 1991; Dearsley, 1992).
The Philippines has been facing increasing difficulty in meeting demand from the
international shipping community for many categories of seafarers. As at 1992, the
employment rates (employment/available) for most officer categories were regarded as
at critical levels. For the two years, 1991 and 1992, the demand for officers rose by an
average of about 16 per cent each year while supply only increased by 4 per cent per
annum. The new computer-based examination system introduced in 1993 resulted in a
drastic reduction in pass rates thereby seriously curtailing the supply of officers for
employment. This will continue to have the effect of reducing the supply until the
system settles down, but there will be longer term benefits since confidence in the quality
of Filipino officers will rise as perceived by employers.
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5.2 Sources of supply of maritime manpower

Over time, employment on foreign vessels provides exposure to international
standards of operation of ships, familiarity with commercial maritime practices, and
different seafaring traditions of major advanced maritime countries. It is no surprise that
some of the emerging major shipowning nations, for example, China, the Philippines and
Indonesia, are also major suppliers of maritime personnel. It may be argued that
seafarers, particularly officers, deployed on foreign-going ships provide opportunities for
them to acquire sound knowledge of the operation and management of shipping. Thus,
countries with a stock of experience and well trained maritime personnel, together with
well-established maritime training institutions provide a strong foundation for the maritime
industry in their home states. This may have been the experience of such countries as
South Korea, Taiwan, India as well as Hong Kong and Singapore.

Major port cities that are home to abundance of seafarers for overseas
employment also attracts crewing agencies and shipmanagement companies.
Regulations of most countries, including the major maritime labour suppliers, do not allow
direct hiring by foreign shipping companies which must either employ the services of
shipmanagement companies or crewing agents to recruit seafarers. Over time, major
supply countries have developed into centres for shipmanagement and crewing,
examples of which are Bombay and Manila. Other major centres for recruiting seafarers
for overseas employment are Hong Kong and Singapore which have little restrictions on
the operation of foreign shipping or shipmanagement companies.

In South Korea, there are many private manning agencies actively engaged in
obtaining overseas employment for Korean seafarers. The ITF brought action giving
warning to the Korea Maritime and Ports Authority (KMPA) to improve the system of
foreign ships manned by Korean seafarers on the evidence of malpractice of recruitment
agents. As a consequence, KMPA created the Seamen's Overseas Employment Council
to be responsible for overseeing seamen's hiring processing for foreign ships. This will
be administered under the Korea Association of Seafarers' Employment to which KMPA
has entrusted this responsibility. The Council's functions are:

(a) To register seamen who seek overseas employment;

To determine minimum standards for seamen's overseas employment terms;(b)

(c) To pprove and register ship manning agents;

To carry out examination of contract documents for manning agents and overseas

employment..!?!
(d)

13. Korea Maritime News, 1 Sept. 1986: (7-9)
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The dynamics of the supply of maritime manpower from a number of the Asian
countries to international shipping is in response to the decline of seafaring in western
maritime nations and action taken by countries with abundance of low-cost labour
meeting the demand so generated. The Commonwealth countries.!1' as well as some
of the previously colonised states of Indonesia and the Philippines have benefited from
maritime traditions inherited from the Dutch and the Americans, respectively. The South
Asian States have good basic educational systems and have (for India at least) continued
to use English as a medium of instruction in the schools and universities, provided
generations of very able seafarers to man British-owned ships. The decision to remove
the use of the English language from the education institutions and over-zealous
application of administrative controls have tended to make the recruitment of seafarers
from some of these 'traditional' sources difficult. Myanmar has since 1989 reintroduced
English into the schools. Serious efforts have also been made in the cases of India and
Bangladesh to promote training and employment of their seafarers for foreign shipowners.

The most successful country has clearly been the Philippines (Chia, 1994) when
a combination of circumstances and with the support of the national government
produced large numbers of seafarers mainly by private training institutions to meet the
strong demand of maritime manpower on vessels owned by the European and Americanshipowners. 

The nation's close links with the Americans and familiarity with western
custom as well as the facility of the English language of most Filipinos held the key to
easy integration on ships with senior European officers. Nations wishing to emulate the
Philippines will find it more difficult without the benefit of knowledge of the Englishlanguage. 

Nevertheless, Indonesian which uses the English alphabet for the national
language (Bahasa Indonesia) should have some advantage in promoting the overseas
employment their seafarers.

In general, the good nature of Asians, their ability to learn skills quickly, and their
positive work attitude render them highly employable. Nevertheless there are factors
such as colonial ties, inherited customs, natural affinity to the sea, and education/training
institutions that play an important role in the employability of certain Asian nationalities
in particular niches. The large Hong Kong beneficially-owned fleets and the small but
growing Chinese shipowning interests located in Western countries have opened up
valuable opportunities for the employment of Chinese seafarers. There is also historic
ties among the East Asian States by way of close language affinities and cultures that
render Chinese and perhaps Vietnamese seafarers easily acceptable to Japanese
shipowners and perhaps also Taiwanese and Korean owners.

14.

These include all of the South Asian States of Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka as
well as the island nations in the Indian Ocean; Myanmar, Malaysia, Singapore, and the Colony
of Hong Kong
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Attention will also be given to the island nations of the Indian Ocean and Pacific
oceans. They are highly skilled traditional seafarers and are clearly adaptable to working
onboard ships for extended periods of time. Most island nations, having also had colonial
pasts, also use the English (and French) language. They have also been largely
Christianised. Given the right conditions, these islanders should also be significant
sources of seafarers for international shipping. Pacific island seamen are already being
employed on a number of European shipping companies including the Columbus Line
and the Mediterranean Shipping Company.

5.3.1 Major traditional sources of suQQI~

There is plentiful published information on both Indian and Filipino seafarers and
further elaboration here is not necessary.~1 Indian officers are particularly sought after
by foreign shipowners because of their training, discipline and seafaring traditions.~'
A combination of favourable factors have been responsible for the country's success in
increased employment of their seafarers. The country has several well established
maritime training institutions which are staffed by experience trainers and provided with
modern training equipment from several sources including the government, foreign and
local shipowners and agents as well as the strong seafarers' unions. The system of
administration and certification and recruitment of seafarers is progressive and has been
well accepted internationally. The industry has received strong support by the
government which has been able to work hand in hand with both employers and labour
unions. The presence of many foreign shipping companies operating through their
agents in the thriving port-cities of Bombay and to a less extent at Calcutta is an
additional favourable factor. Unlike the other South Asian States, India has not
abandoned the use of the English language as a medium of instruction for the nation's
schools and colleges. The language has been upheld as the working language for
business.

According to a recent official report,:J1! the number of seamen registered in the
Seamen's Employment Office (SEO) on 31 July 1994 was 11,575 in Bombay and 7,123
in Calcutta giving a total of 18,698 for employment on national registered ships. However,
the number of jobs available was 4,751 in Bombay and 1,721 in Calcutta. For those
registered for foreign-flag ships, the number registered was 12,341 while the available
jobs on 441 foreign vessels came to 6,443. There appears to be a significant number
of underemployment of ratings in Calcutta. The same report gives an estimate of some
10,000 Indian officers serving on merchant navy ships around the world. Officers are

15.

For India, see Barnes (1983) and India, Ministry of Surface Transport, Committee on Maritime
& Training (COMET) (1992) and, for the Philippines, see Anon (1987), Baluyut (1987), Mier
(1989). See also International Shipping Federation (ISF)(1990), ILO (1995), and China (1995b)
for both of these and other supply countries.

16. There was estimated 300,000 Indian seafarers serving on foreign-flag vessels at the time of
India's independence in 1947 (ILa, p. 220)

17. India country report in ILO (1965).
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not required to be registered and, in any case, Many Indian officers are certificated in the
United Kingdom. Thus, accurate estimates of their number is difficult.

The Philippines has a particularly well-estab.lished system of recruitment and
placement of their seafarers employed on foreign-owned vessels. The Philippines
Overseas Employment Agency (POEA) maintains a registry of skills for seafarers and
promotes the development of skills for seafarers for foreign employment. The Maritime
Industry Authority (MARINA) on the other hand is concerned with the need for trained
seafarers for the domestic fleet. The POEA is responsible for the proper recruitment and
placement of Filipino seafarers which are handled by private manning agencies licensed
by the Agency. The Seabed Tripartite Consultative Body comprising representatives from
the government, private manning sector, Filipino shipowners, and seafarers' unions acts
as an advisory body to the POEA. The Agency formulates and enforces regulations
relating to the registration of qualified seafarers, the accreditation of foreign shipowners,
processing of employment contracts as well as licensing and monitoring of manning
agencies. Only POEA-registered seafarers are permitted to seek employment on board
ocean-going vessels.1§./

Some details of the training and education of Filipino seafarers are given in a later
section of this report. There are some 300,000 trained seafarers of which about 153,000
are employed on foreign vessels around the world. Each year, some 10,000 Filipino
seafarers join the ranks of those working onboard foreign vessels..12' Chong (1995)
reports official estimates by the Philippines government that about 20,000 to 24,000
Filipinos are employed on Norwegian-owned vessels, and an equivalent number working
on Japanese-owned ships. An additional 15,000 to 20,000 are employed on Greekvessels. 

Increasingly, Filipino seafarers are being sought by Asian shipping lines.

The supply of Filipino crew is, however, uneven with shortages in some areas and
oversupply in others. There are plentiful deck ratings and radio officers which are not
adequately trained as electrical/electronics officers and without training in knowledge in
Global Maritime Distress and Safety Systems (GMDSS). There is a severe shortage
of junior tanker officers and a general shortage of well-trained officers (Craig-Bennett,

1995).

5.3.2 Sianificant sources of su~~I~

Bangladesh inherited a strong tradition of seafarers from the British and its training
institutions and administration are well established. The country had, by mid-1989,
ratified 36 ILO Conventions and the regulation of seafarers is covered by the
Merchant Shipping Ordinance 1983. The country has enacted a fairly comprehensive
set of laws, rules and regulations covering her maritime workforce. There are alsoformalized 

agreements between the Government, employers and unions governing

18.

See Philippines Country Report in ESCAP (1987), pp. 232-40; and ILa (1965), p. 264.

19.

This includes those working onboard fishing boats.



22

the terms and conditions of work for seafarers (Hasnat, 1989). Foreign employers
wishing to employ Bangladeshi seamen are required to send their applications to the
Shipping Master of the Government Shipping Office through their local agents in
Bangladesh. Shipowners employing full crew for at least eight of their vessels at a
time may operate their own roster with registered seamen of their own choice. They
can thus build up their own pool of reserved seamen.

The number of seamen registered has been declining from 6,750 in 1989 to 4,868
in 1994 as are the seafarers employed on both foreign vessels which declined from 1,822
to 1,680 and on national ships from 817 to 629. There appears to be some serious
hitches preventing more Bangladeshi seafarers from active employment in spite the
desire on the part of the Government to find more employment opportunities for theirseafarers.

Myanmar has a well-established seafaring tradition with long association with
British shipping. The people make excellent seafarers, mix well with foreign senior
officers and are sought after by both European as well as Asian shipowners. They are
largely Buddhists and the older seafarers have good command of the English language.
Singapore provides a ready outlet for recruiting seafarers from Myanmar. It is also not
uncommon to find Myanman managers in foreign shipping companies. Myanmar
instructors are also found in maritime training institutions in Singapore and Malaysia andelsewhere. 

The BIMCQ-ISF study estimated that, Myanmar had just over 5,000 officersand 
10,000 ratings and surpluses of 4, 156 officers and 8,015 ratings available for foreignemployment. 

According to one source in Singapore, there are some 30,000 Myanmarseafarers 
with a ratio of 2: 1 of ratings and officers..?Q' Myanmar has a small merchantshipping 

fleet of 132 ships in 1995 and has only 4 ships on order.

5.3.3 

Emeraent sources of su~~I~

Indonesia is the world's largest archipelagic state and has a population of 190.7million. 
Some communities such as the Bugis and Makassarese have well-established

long-distance seafaring traditions that bring them to as far as the East African coast.
Indonesia has a rapidly growing merchant shipping fleet which increased from 1,653
vessels in 1985 to 2,136 vessels in 1994, representing an growth rate of 29 per cent overthe 

interval. There is also a large inter-island fleet of smaller cargo ships which are
manned entirely by national crews (see Haryantho, n.d.).

The country is already a significant supplier of maritime labour to foreign-ownedvessels 
and recruitment is based largely in Jakarta. Their long association with the Dutch

also means that many Indonesian seafarers have been employed on Dutch-owned

20.Mr. 

Maung Win Kyaw of MT Maritime Shipmanagement Pte. Ltd. in Singapore. The parent
company is a joint US and Singapore company operating a fleet of eight chemical tankers. The
shipmanagement subsidiary has only begun operation in 1993. They employ a total of 350seafarers. 

Their ships are manned by European (including Croatians and Poles) seniorofficers, 
Filipino and Myanmar junior officers and all of their ratings are from Myanmar.
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vessels. 

Many ship operators in Singapore find Indonesian seafarers well acceptable and
employ them on their ships.

The number of registered seafarers in January 1989 totalled 82,000 of which
78,000 were ratings. Some 40,000 seafarers are actively employed of which some
12,000 are serving on foreign flag ships (see ISF, 1990, pp. 81-89). The remaining
seafarers are presumed to be serving on mainly fishing vessels. A recent official
reporf-11 indicates the same number of Indonesian seafarers serving on national and
foreign-registered ships, respectively, in 1994. There has been no systematic
enumeration of the employment of Indonesian seafarers although this is liKely to change
in the near future with tighter regulations being introduced. The country's three maritime
training institutions and a good number of seaman's training centres provide the
foundation for effectively augmenting the supply of seafarers for overseas employment.
The use of the English language is becoming more prevalent and foreign assistance in
the training of seafarers have been forthcoming. The government .has also been
supportive of foreign employment of Indonesian seafarers.

Chinese seafarers including those from Hong Kong have been well-accepted on
foreign ships prior to the Cultural Revolution. An interesting suggestion was made by
Gilbert (1995) that China would re-emerge in the international maritime labour marke~
and could replace the Philippines as the world's largest supplier of seamen in the
foreseeable future. He observed that there have been improvements in the quality
and quantity of China's seafarers. China has about 300,000 seamen compared with
the Philippine's 350,000 with 160,000 deployed on foreign-owned ships. China,
however, has only about 10 per cent of their seafarers employment on foreign flag
vessels (Gilbert, 1995)..?.21 The problem of language deficiency of Chinese seafarers
will be gradually solved not only by the maritime training institutions but also through
a programme of teaching foreign languages at the level of the schools. The quality
of training at the premier maritime institutions has been traditionally high and they
adhere to international standards. The certification system for seafarers in China is
well controlled and meets international standards.

Gilbert also noted that recently there has been reform of the seamen's
employment system in China. Previously, seamen were employed under a
nationwide system that provided lifetime employment. Recruitment of Chinese
seafarers was done though designated manning companies in China and foreign
shipowners were assigned the crews. Also re-employment of the same crews after
the completion of a contract was not possible. This has now changed to the contract
system and shipowners may choose the crew. Under this system, the crew receive

21

Indonesian country report in ILa (1995).

22.

Chinese seafarers began to reappear outside of China. in the late 1970s after the Chinese
Government adopted the 'open door' policy.

23. Mr. Harry Gilbert is CEO of Wallem Group Ltd. The company maintains a large office in Hong
Kong and is thoroughly familiar with the quality of Chinese seafarers.
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much higher salaries but social benefits of life-long employment is no longerguaranteed. 
There is therefore a great deal more incentive to work hard as a result

of the competition for the well-paid foreign employment.

The Vietnamese Government has been promoting the hiring of their workers
including seafarers for foreign employment (Doan, 1993). Efforts have been made to
improve the training programme and the facilities in ~he country's premier maritime
training institute, the Viet Nam Maritime University in Haiphong. Attempts have also been
made to adopt international training standards and the use of the English language isencouraged. 

However, it appears that the country's training schools leaves much to bedesired. 
According to one report, there are already 200 Vietnamese seafarers working

onboard Japanese vessels..?1'

5.3.4 Island nations

There are about 1.7 million (in 1994) Pacific islanders spread among numerous
islands in the Pacific mid-ocean States. The largest of these island nations is Fiji which
has a population of 0.78 million which also enjoys the highest per capita GNP of
US$2,140 (1993). Papua New Guinea which is usually included among the Western
Pacific States has a population of 4 million (see table 1). These island nations have
significant numbers of vessels on their registers with Vanuatu registering 287 vessels in
1994 having grown from only 28 in 1985. This is the result of Vanuatu's opening its
shipping register to foreign owners.

The legendary long-distance navigation ability of Pacific islanders using native craft
is well known and they are clearly well suited to seafaring on modern vessels if they are
given proper training. There are fairly well provided for maritime training institutions
producing a small but steady flow of trained seafarers. According to the data reported
in the BIMCQ-ISF study (see table 8), Fiji, Micronesia, Papua New Guinea and Samoa
had a total surplus of 571 officers and 979 ratings with Fiji suffering from a shortage of
301 ratings in 1990. In the case of Tuvaluans, they have traditionally employed by
German and British (Hong Kong) shipowners. They speak English and are known to
possess good seamanship and mixes well with European officers (ISF, 1990, p. 201-205).
Samoan seafarers have already been employed by foreign shipowners and have won
themselves a good reputation as being good seafarers.~1 The Mediterranean Shipping
Company of Italy has employed 91 Samoan seamen on two cruise ships and a container
ship (as in September 1995). The Pacific Forum Line has employed 24 seamen on
board the Forum Samoa with one Samoan officer with 40 seamen on leave. Samoan
seafarers with Fijian certificates are accepted by the United States Coastguard for the
ferry service between the two Samoas. There are sufficient locally trained Tongan
seafarers to man all locally registered vessels.

24. 'Japan to help Vietnam train sailors', Business Times, 31 Oct. 1995.

25. Part of the information contained in this section and in section 8.5 was provided by the Division
of Transport, Communications and Tourism, ESCAP.


