[image: The image features the logo of the Institut Supￃﾩrieur d'ￃﾉconomie Maritime, located in Nantes, Saint-Nazaire.

Le contenu généré par l’IA peut être incorrect.]



Maritime Summary Note n°284 – October 2026 

« Being a Seafarer today : Human Element, Profession and Working Conditions at sea »

Today, nearly 2.5 million seafarers work worldwide, the vast majority of whom come from developing countries. As essential players in international trade, they ensure the daily transport of goods and contribute to the proper functioning of global supply chains. Yet, behind this indispensable activity are women and men facing unique working and living conditions, often marked by distance, isolation, and significant constraints. The seafaring profession thus exposes professionals to numerous risks, whether physical, psychological, social, or technological. The Covid-19 pandemic notably revealed the consequences of isolation on seafarers' mental health, while evolving technologies are giving rise to new threats, such as cyberattacks targeting navigation systems. Added to this are risks related to the maritime and geopolitical context, such as armed conflicts, piracy, or terrorism, as well as certain issues linked to behaviors and addictions. Let us explore in greater detail the realities of this profession and the living conditions of those who keep global trade running on a daily basis.

Seafarers' solidarity
Once familiar figures in port cities where they would call, seafarers have now, for many, become the invisible workers of globalization. Modern ports, increasingly vast and industrialized, are now frequently located far from urban centers, relegating crews to the periphery of industrial-port complexes.
The romantic image of the sailor, associated with adventure and travel, is far removed from the reality of the profession today. Isolation, long periods at sea, and separation from loved ones shape the daily lives of many seafarers. Beyond the remarkable work of the ITF (International Transport Workers' Federation)—which brings together 700 unions across 150 countries and defends 16 to 20 million workers across all sectors—seafarers' solidarity is also embodied by the international Catholic charity, Stella Maris. It constitutes the world's largest ship-visiting network, operating in over 50 countries and hundreds of ports to break the isolation of crews. It offers a practical and pastoral support. Chaplains and volunteers board merchant or fishing vessels to offer a friendly presence, distribute SIM cards, or provide Wi-Fi access so that seafarers—who are often away from home for 9 to 12 months—can contact their families. The organization fights against exploitation, assists in recovering unpaid wages, and supports crews abandoned in ports. It also provides psychological and spiritual support in the event of maritime accidents, hospitalization, or bereavement. Alongside this organization are Seamen’s Clubs, which are sometimes managed by Stella Maris. They welcome seafarers ashore in a dedicated space featuring free Wi-Fi access, a bar (often without hard liquor), pool and ping-pong tables, a small shop selling souvenirs and basic necessities, a currency exchange service, and transport shuttles to take seafarers into town.

Key figures
According to figures from the 2026 BIMCO Seafarer Workforce Report, there are 2.5 million seafarers worldwide, with a significant overrepresentation of Filipino and Indian nationals in officer positions.
In 2026, the number of merchant vessels is estimated at 85,148, representing a 14% increase compared to 2021. In parallel, the number of seafarers has also increased by 35% compared to 2021, with a more detailed breakdown showing a 23% increase for officers and a 46% increase for ratings.
The three types of vessels currently in highest demand are general cargo ships, bulk carriers, and cruise ships. The maritime sector is characterized by difficult working conditions, intense work schedules, coupled with physical fatigue and long periods of isolation. The current supply and demand situation for global maritime labor shows an estimated deficit of 39,100 officers and a surplus of 56,890 ratings. This trend is not new. According to BIMCO forecasts, by 2030, an additional 22,074 officers will be needed each year, representing a 2% increase to satisfy demand. The maritime industry must promote careers at sea and also enable career bridges toward shore-based positions.

Protection of seafarers' rights
Due to the international nature of the seafaring profession (seafarers' nationalities, foreign flags, manning agencies, shipowner's nationality, etc.), the consistent application of labor standards on board proves complex. The Maritime Labour Convention (MLC 2006), adopted in February 2006 during a special International Labour Conference of the ILO, provides a global legal framework for this profession. To date, 113 ILO Member States have ratified the Convention, representing 96.6% of the gross tonnage of the world merchant marine fleet. The Convention applies to all seafarers (crew and hotel staff) working on ships engaged in commercial activities, with the exception of fishing vessels, traditionally built vessels such as dhows and junks, and warships. It is considered the fourth pillar of international maritime law, complementing key IMO Conventions dealing with safety, security, and environmental protection.
The MLC 2006 entered into force on August 20, 2013. It sets out in a single legal instrument minimum standards relating to the working and living conditions of seafarers, including, for example: minimum age, medical certificates, seafarer qualifications, seafarers' employment agreements and labor accords, ship manning levels, hours of work and rest, payment of wages, repatriation, medical care on board, the use of recruitment and placement services, accommodation, food and catering, onboard recreational facilities, medical care and accident prevention, and onboard complaint procedures.
Compliance with the MLC 2006 relies on inspections conducted by the flag State and the port State. When the requirements of the MLC 2006 are not met, the inspectors can prohibit a vessel from leaving port until the necessary measures are taken.
The MLC 2006 continues to evolve in 2025. During the fifth meeting of the Special Tripartite Committee—a body composed of representatives from Member States, shipowners, and seafarers that oversees the ongoing review of the MLC—an agreement was reached to strengthen seafarers' rights. These amendments were officially adopted on June 6, 2025, during the 113th session of the International Labour Conference, and are expected to enter into force in December 2027. They notably concern: the protection of seafarers against violence and harassment on board; the call for the designation and recognition of seafarers as essential workers; the reinforcement of seafarers' rights regarding shore leave in the interest of their health and well-being; the facilitation of seafarers' repatriation by excluding any discriminatory motives (ensuring a rapid and effective financial guarantee for the repatriation of seafarers); and the facilitation of shore permissions.
However, a recent report by the International Transport Workers' Federation (ITF) Seafarers’ Trust and the World Maritime University highlighted an emerging trend toward restricting seafarers' traditional right to go ashore. This development was initially attributed to the acceleration of the supply chain and the implementation of the International Ship and Port Facility Security Code (ISPS Code). It reached a boiling point during the crew change crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and the measures taken to address it. Nevertheless, despite the resolution of crew change difficulties following the pandemic, previous levels of shore leave authorization have not been restored.

Seafaring: a high-risk profession
Mental health, risk of burnout, digital addictions, substance use, risks related to armed conflicts, presence of migrants on board, piracy... Whether threats come from within or outside, potential vulnerabilities are numerous. This prompts shipping lines toward a greater awareness of seafarers' vulnerability and a demand for more significant support.

COVID-19: towards a better understanding of psychotrauma
The COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 constituted a true ordeal for thousands of embarked seafarers—key workers at the heart of global trade—who faced the greatest difficulties returning home at the end of their contracts (stranded on board or in ports), as well as well as being replaced on board. Seafarers' physical and mental health was at stake.
The primary issue was crew changes, which faced a cascade of obstacles: border closures, visa refusals, the cancellation of international flights, ports refusing to allow seafarers to disembark upon instructions from landing States, and a lack of prioritization in vaccine access. Added to this was the fear of contracting the virus at sea and uncertainty regarding the situation of their loved ones. On average, embarkation time for an officer is four months, whereas for non-officers this figure ranges between eight and nine months. Under the Maritime Labour Convention (MLC 2006), crew rotation is mandatory since the maximum period of embarkation cannot exceed eleven consecutive months, and repatriation is the responsibility of the shipowner. This maximum embarkation time is due to the nature of the work, which requires professional alertness 24/7. Living in confinement within a potentially hazardous working environment and constant exposure to noise expose seafarers to fatigue, and thus to a risk of accidents detrimental to the ship's safety. After several months of hesitation, the international community, through a partnership involving the ILO, ICS, ITF, and IMO, succeeded in having seafarers designated as "essential workers" and exempting them from travel restrictions. A home-to-ship sanitary protocol for crew changes was implemented, incorporating masks, testing, temperature checks, temporary accommodation, as well as recommendations for local authorities at ports and airports through which seafarers transit.
Following the COVID-19 crisis, it became paramount to have access to national mental health support for seafarers, their families, and more broadly, maritime stakeholders, whether at sea or ashore. This is precisely the purpose of the Center for Psychological Aid and Research at Sea (CRAPEM), based in Saint-Nazaire. It intervenes directly with patients in distress, as well as with employers and labor organizations, and also downstream within the framework of trauma analysis following accidents at sea. There is no specific pathology unique to seafarers. However, work constraints, exhaustion, onboard hierarchy, and isolation significantly influence the assessment and management of psychotrauma. CRAPEM’s missions are to evaluate cases requiring care, coordinate psychological relief services—particularly during maritime incidents—and to train and inform about psychological distress. The Center also offers continuous training and maintains an emergency hotline accessible 24/7.

Growing geopolitical instability
Seafarers can find themselves on the front lines of an increasingly unstable global geopolitical landscape. In the exercise of their profession, they are exposed to various external threats related notably to terrorism, armed conflicts, as well as acts of robbery and piracy. According to the 2025 annual report of the MICA Center (Maritime Information Cooperation & Awareness Center), which records acts of violence committed at sea worldwide, 606 incidents were recorded in 2025, compared to 641 in 2024. These figures reflect relative stability in the number of maritime acts of violence. However, no maritime zone can be considered entirely spared.
Current geopolitical tensions also tend to extend to the sea. The conflicts between Russia and Ukraine, as well as tensions involving Iran, Israel, and the United States, have direct repercussions on commercial shipping and crew safety. Added to this are migratory flows in the Mediterranean, attacks targeting vessels in the Red Sea, and tensions in the Strait of Hormuz—all situations likely to increase the risks faced by seafarers.
This deteriorating security context can also lead to legal consequences for seafarers. An increase in reports concerning the detention of seafarers has been noted by the International Maritime Organization (IMO) and the International Labour Organization (ILO), particularly following maritime incidents such as pollution, accidents, or the discovery of illicit cargo. In some cases, seafarers may face prosecution or detention measures even before the full circumstances and responsibilities surrounding the incident have been completely established.
The current geopolitical situation thus exacerbates the vulnerability of seafarers, who may be exposed not only to physical risks but also to legal and professional consequences. At the height of the crisis in the Strait of Hormuz, nearly 20,000 seafarers were reportedly stranded in or near this strategic zone. In response to these situations, the officers of the ILO Special Tripartite Committee on maritime labor reminded stakeholders of the importance of respecting seafarers' right to freely choose whether or not to work in areas designated as high-risk, without this decision resulting in negative consequences for their future employment.
In 2024, the ILO and the IMO adopted guidelines aimed at ensuring the fair treatment of seafarers detained in connection with suspected offenses. These guidelines specify the responsibilities of flag States, port States, and coastal States, as well as those of shipowners and seafarers' countries of origin.
These guidelines notably strengthen access to legal and consular assistance, limit the recourse to detention when alternative measures are available, and reaffirm seafarers' rights, particularly regarding wages and medical care. They also aim to prevent the risks of coercion, intimidation, and self-incrimination. Despite these regulatory advancements, their practical application remains complex at times. Close cooperation between States and maritime industry stakeholders therefore remains essential to protect seafarers' rights while preserving the continuity of maritime transport and global supply chains.

Digital addiction among seafarers
Digital addiction among seafarers is a major emerging issue that is profoundly transforming life on board and the mental health of crews. Historically exposed to traditional addictions (such as alcohol or substances due to isolation), seafarers now face cyberdependency (social networks, video games, continuous information feeds) fueled by the widespread availability of high-speed internet connections at sea (via satellite constellations like Starlink).
The maritime environment constitutes an additional risk factor for seafarers. Separated from their loved ones for weeks, screens become an emotional refuge to break loneliness and maintain family ties. The arrival of unlimited internet on board sometimes drives seafarers to isolate themselves in their cabins as soon as their watch ends, drastically reducing moments of socialization and social cohesion, which are essential. Time differences linked to watchkeeping schedules, combined with compulsive "scrolling" or online gaming before sleeping, worsen chronic fatigue, thereby increasing the risk of workplace accidents. Difficulties in transitioning between the virtual life maintained on board and the reality of the home upon return can also generate stress and anxiety.
To balance digital well-being and safety on board, several levers can be activated, such as a digital charter that sets clear rules for disconnection (for example, banning smartphones on the bridge or in the engine room). Designing disconnected spaces to encourage collective activities in common areas (sports, board games, shared meals) can help recreate social bonds. Furthermore, training and raising awareness among captains and the Maritime Social Service (Service Social Maritime) to detect psychological distress related to digital cognitive overload is essential.

Drugs in the maritime environment
The consumption of psychoactive substances is present within the maritime environment and has evolved over time. It notably involves alcohol, cannabis, cocaine, heroin, and certain stimulants. Since the 1990s, cannabis has taken a more prominent place among certain seafarers. This trend partly reflects changes observed in broader society, from which the maritime world is not immune.
The causes of this consumption are multifaceted and can be linked to the working environment, the seafarer's personality, or the sought-after effects. Some may seek a "bubble effect" through substance use to cope with a difficult, isolating, or dangerous environment. However, these behaviors can have significant consequences on alertness and safety on board.
The maritime sector is indeed particularly accident-prone, with workplace accident rates comparable to sectors such as construction or road transport. Fatal accidents in the maritime industry are especially concerning, with rates that can be 5 to 10 times higher than those observed ashore. The risk is acute for watchkeeping personnel, particularly at night, as well as for individuals holding safety-sensitive positions or working on the bridge. Investigations by the French Marine Accident Investigation Office (BEA Mer) regularly highlight factors related to decreased alertness, which can sometimes be associated with the consumption of psychoactive substances.
To prevent these risks, the Seafarers' Health Service (Service de santé des gens de mer) assesses the medical fitness of seafarers before they embark. The medical fitness certificate, valid for two years, can take into account the consumption of tobacco, alcohol, cannabis, or cocaine. Unlike certain Anglo-Saxon countries, France does not mandate systematic drug screening before every embarkation. Addiction management can also rely on specialized structures, such as CSAPA (Centers for Care, Support, and Prevention in Addiction), which offer anonymous and free support.
Addiction thus corresponds to consumption that has become difficult to control, to the point where the product or behavior occupies a major, or even obsessive, place in the individual's life. In the maritime environment, it constitutes a health issue, but also a safety challenge, given its potential consequences on alertness and the capacity to perform specific duties on board.
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