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Mr Chairperson / Vice Chairpersons, Ministers, Director General, 

delegates, staff of the ILO and distinguished observers Ð itÕs my 

honour to give the workers response to the report of the Director 

General at this historic Maritime Session of the International Labour 

Organisation. 

 

We live in a time when international institutions are under attack or 

are being bypassed under the guise of the rights of sovereign nations 

to act unilaterally or are being manipulated by various coalitions of 

the willing for short term political or strategic advantage. This has 

resulted in a loss of confidence by many global citizens in such 

institutions, as well as in the Governments who represent those 

citizens. We should recognise and take pride in the fact that the ILO 

has maintained respect and honour in the international community in 

this environment. 

 

The work achieved over the last five years, and culminating in the 

decisions taken at this Maritime Session, reflects the spirit and 

determination upon which that standing rests.  

 

Mutual respect and effective dialogue defines civilised and 

constructive society. It is a defining feature of the ILO, through the 

tripartite nature of its work and its decision making.  
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The workplace, where so much of this worldÕs humanity spends 

increasingly considerable portions of each waking day, is a place of 

social relations as well as a place of productive relations. The 

functional relationship between workers and the organisations that 

represent their interests and employers and the organisations that 

represent their interests is critical to economic success as well as 

being a measurement of moral content.  Government is a guiding 

hand as a rule maker, regulator, umpire, aimed, we always hope and 

expect, at ensuring equity, fairness and justice in the facilitation of the 

public interest. This is an essential triangular dynamic reflecting the 

highest intellectual and philosophical commitment to democratic 

process in humanityÕs collective interest. 

 

A number of other international institutions could benefit from 

adopting this tripartite model.  The International Maritime 

Organisation and the World Trade Organisation are two institutions 

which spring to mind as being impoverished to an extent by their 

elitist focus. 

 

While essential to a healthy decision making process, this process is 

however only part of a mechanism that can secure meaningful 

outcomes. Much of the work really cuts in when we leave this house. 

Agreement stemming from our dialogue here, agreement carefully 

counter weighting the various needs and perspectives of the stake 

holders into a functional instrument, must then be clothed and fed into 
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strength and life by the practical action of adherence. Firstly through 

legislative application and then through balanced enforcement. 

 

Talk the talk, and then walk the walk as they say. 

 

We have an obligation to vigorously implement the decisions in our 

direct national spheres of interest, to work through implementation 

problems consistent with the spirit of the agreement, in other words to 

make a difference in peopleÕs lives - that means in our case in the 

lives of the worldÕs seafarers.  That is in the first part a moral 

obligation.  To do nothing or to do otherwise is a breach of faith to the 

delegated responsibility we have been entrusted with and that we 

have consciously accepted. That commitment defines strength of 

character and the ethical purpose of our work, and from a personal 

perspective the meaning of our professional lives. To fail would be a 

stark punctuation of personal, professional and moral leadership 

global circumstances now demand of us. 

 

All seafarers have a right to decent work. 

 

What we do here and subsequently will either ensure or deny that to 

them, with all the implications that brings to their families and 

communities for generations to come. This is of course a serious 

responsibility to take up, and not for the faint hearted or weak willed. 
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A heavy responsibility that history  will hold us to account for and by 

extension we will hold ourselves accountable to. 

 

Decent work provides for opportunities for work that is productive and 

delivers a fair wage, security in the workplace and social protection 

for families, better prospects for personal development and social 

integration, freedom for people to express their concerns, organise 

and participate in the decisions that affect their lives and most 

importantly equality of opportunity and treatment for all women and 

men. 

 

Contrast that objective against the reality of seafaring life where lives 

and work are beyond the physical boundaries of territory and the 

immediacy of self interest that promotes.  Many of the flags that fly 

from the sterns of those seafarers ships reflect business opportunity 

not national responsibility. Their lives are often marred by crushing 

exploitation, savage intimidation and life and limb threatening neglect.  

Many of the flags are merely loopholes to national Standards and 

labour regulation.  Dark shadows of true national interest.  Second as 

opposed to first registry means less scrutiny, less accountability and 

less direct ownership links.  Other flags are really only mechanisms of 

avoidance and convenience to commercial interests.  A third category 

are national flags that reflect the poor quality of public service and 

governance standards prevailing there. 
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Consider this.  A couple of years ago a Malaysian vessel turned up in 

Australia and was detained in Cairns inside our beautiful barrier reef.  

It had no global maritime distress and safety system equipment.  The 

master and engineers had no certificates of recognition from the flag 

State and the chief mateÕs certificate did not meet STCW standards.  

The crew navigated into these pristine and unique Australian waters 

without the right navigational charts, a pilot or radio capable of picking 

up international frequency.  They would radio their employer in 

Malaysia for directions after giving their position from the Global 

Position System.  They had not been paid and were living in appalling 

living conditions.  Their mattresses were lice ridden, there was no bed 

linen, the fresh food was rotten and the rest of the food was out of 

date.  The vessel could not leave Australia because the crew could 

not prove they could operate it. So they were abandoned.   

 

A flag of convenience vessel was detained last year in South 

Australia for safety reasons.  The crew aboard were living in damp 

and un-insulated accommodation and surviving on rations of pasta 

and rice alone.  They had had no hot water for five months and were 

owed tens of thousands of dollars in back wages.  The Ukrainian & 

Sri Lankan seafarers aboard had malnutrition and spoke no English.  

The community in the port of Adelaide supplied them with food and 

water until the safety issues were resolved.  The ratings were Sri 

Lankan seafarers and had paid the manning agent US 1,600$ for the 

right to work there plus a further US 3,000$ insurance money that 
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they would lose if they talked to the ITF.  They were further forced to 

sign forms in advance stating they would receive  

15 x US 350$ family allotments, which was never received. 

 

Last year again, a Maltese flagged vessel arrived in an Australian 

wheat port where the crew complained to our union that they were 

working 18 hour days, seven days a week for US 300$ per month 

with no running water or fresh food.  They had no access to medical 

treatment and had one pair of work overalls each with one set of 

underpants.  Many were sick from the contaminated water and they 

had been denied shore leave from the vessel in previous ports by the 

master.   When the ITF attempted to discuss the matters with the 

crew the master declared an international security alert and raised 

the gangway.  The master informed the Australian authorities that the 

crew delegates posed a terrorist threat.  When eventually forced to let 

the ITF and authorities aboard, 3 of the crew members were 

hospitalized including one with broken bones, the majority of the crew 

having locked themselves in their cabins fearing for their physical 

safety.   

 

Just a few recent Australian examples, but circumstances re-

occurring around the world every day, every week and every month 

of every year.  They are the vessels that make it to port, and then we 

have the ÒChristopherÓ, or the 37 year old Honduras flagged ÒViglaÓ, 

or the ÒFadiÓ registered in Tonga, vessels that disappear at sea 
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leaving an oily residue and impoverished and bereaved families, 

mostly in developing countries. Or the Panamanian flagged 

passenger vessel and the 1000 lost we stood in silence for 2 weeks 

ago, or the Panamanian vessel that sank off China last thursday with 

37 seafarers aboard.  Hundreds of lives, thousands. These 

occurences are happening now, today. 

 

Then of course the ÒErikaÓ and ÒPrestigeÓ. Nothing like one of these 

vessels going bust in your, or adjacent to your territorial waters to get 

a country thinking about the problem.  And of course it is too easy to 

scape goat the seafarers when the worst happens.  You know, we all 

know here where the criminality lies, and it is not with them. 

 

Are they a few exceptions to the rule, or shadowy reflections of an 

industry with an underside of corruption and decay? 

 

ItÕs our time, your time to make a difference.  This is a very 

remarkable and exceptional opportunity to do something worthwhile 

that will not be undone by time circumstance or place and that will as 

much as any other singular international political development secure 

a better world. 

 

Our job here is to address low levels of ratification of existing 

conventions.  Firstly, why is this?  What can we do to assist 

ratification of standards and compliance without turning the 
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instrument into meaningless mush and motherhood?  We want least 

of all a rhetorical tour de force without practical assistance to those 

seafarers who survive or not on our progress here. This is an 

important issue. It is cynical in the extreme to develop an important 

instrument and not give it the breath of legislative life. 

 

The good news from the Director GeneralÕs report is that 

notwithstanding the ratification record, the relevant provisions in ILO 

Maritime Conventions are widely applied in sections of the world fleet, 

and provide an important reference point for collective bargaining in 

our sector.  

 

Given the ongoing high incidence of appalling failures in standards 

however we must ensure that the ratification record on this new 

consolidated Convention is high, and that it is timely.  Failure to ratify 

after entering into agreement here could and would be interpreted as 

reflecting the height of cynicism or alternatively one of the greatest 

examples of apathy in the history of public service. Can it be seriously 

countenanced? 

 

From that point of view itÕs very encouraging to see my government 

here, having adopted a dramatically and controversially different 

policy path of labour deregulation domestically for a number of years.   
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It is encouraging because the issue of decent work and proper 

standards for working people should be outside ideology. The parlous 

state of international politics and the subsequent instability and 

insecurity that is prevailing deserves nothing less 

 

Our nation, any nation, every nation must reconcile themselves to the 

imperative of achieving standards of decent work nationally and 

internationally through appropriate regulation or quickly discover they 

are adding to the problem not to  the solution of realising a more 

functional and harmonious global condition.  International dysfunction 

and some of its agents can just as easily find manifestation in 

conflicts between labour and capital as in any national geo political 

confrontation on economic, religious or other grounds. 

 

There is absolutely no doubt to the essential economic importance of 

our industry. In Australia for example, 99% by bulk and 74% by value 

of our international trade is carried by ship.  We are almost the 

definition of a shipping nation, a nation dependent on shipping. 

Trends in global trade will only enhance that dependency. For our 

part we will work with our social partners and Government to realise 

early and full ratification. We can promise this plenary that seafarers 

and their organisations will do the same in every country here, and 

many not here. We accept the challenge of being exemplary and 

active citizens in the global shipping community. Not just for the 

seafarers and their immediate needs but also in order to add value 
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and security into our national and international community of 

economic industrial and political interests.  

   

More specifically shipping employers have historically recruited 

seafaring labour from wherever it best suits their business interests, 

and paying according to the laws and standards of the nations from 

which they recruit, subject only to international treaty obligations and 

competitive forces. 

 

This is in marked contrast to the labour hire and employment 

arrangements in most industries.  Even where industries have 

recruited foreign labour, their base on land means that the foreign 

workers have been, by and large, paid according to the laws and 

standards of the country into which they are recruited, not from where 

they are recruited. 

 

This emerging trend is made possible, indeed supported, by 

deregulation of labour markets and particularly by the weakening of 

labour and employment laws by nations.  The watering down of 

national minima in terms of employment conditions and the driving 

down of the minimum wage floor, combined with the dismantling of 

institutional support for collective bargaining, and liberal immigration 

laws means that employers in land based industries can now engage 

foreign labour under individual agreements and common law 
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arrangements that result in the foreign worker being paid less than a 

comparable resident worker.  

 

Globalisation of labour markets will inevitably require the same 

response from other industries that the shipping industry has adopted 

at this Session Ð an internationally agreed and enforceable set of 

minimum labour standards, to protect a mobile workforce against the 

race to the bottom, outside the protections of the laws of the workerÕs 

home nation and under liberalised laws of the recruiting nation.  This 

is a challenge that lies ahead for the ILO at large, and for employer 

and worker organisations in other industries. 

 

This is why the International Transport Workers Federation and 

progressive shipping employer organisations have jointly established 

the International Bargaining Forum (IBF), and have used the IBF 

process to develop a global collective agreement which provides a 

package of seafarer rates and conditions well above the ILO floor.  

However the ILO is the framework for that type of sustainable and 

flexible argument. 

 

Such agreements provide support in turn for national agreements.  

Inter-related links that provide standards and facilitates outcomes at 

every point.  Again it starts here.  These agreements are an important 

part of the response to the severe skill shortages Australia and every 

other shipping nation is facing, an issue we are all grappling with in a 
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booming global shipping industry, particularly in the officer and 

engineer occupations.  How can our industry meet the intensification 

of the demands on its work force without a framework encouraging 

skills development.  We donÕt think it is by making the master work 

longer hours for a start.  Without decent working and living conditions 

we will not attract or develop the quality of labour for the industry to 

reach its full potential.  ItÕs not just a matter of the crews, how many 

ship owners and government representatives in this hall today started 

their professional career at sea and rely on those skills and 

experiences to meet the needs of your current employment.   

 

Our pioneering work in seafarer labour standards will continue to 

have truly global consequences.  Seafarers throughout the world will 

be better off.  And shipping employers that employ those seafarers 

will also be better off.  Shipping assets will be safer, cargoes will be 

safer and opportunities for security breaches will be minimised. The 

public interest of our communities will be advanced by the delivery of 

the key facilitator of world trade, shipping, in a secure, 

environmentally safe and efficient form. Really, how could you 

possibly achieve that without decent standards of work, protection 

against fatigue, decent working and living conditions and proper 

remuneration to support skills development and professional 

application? And really how will that ever be achieved without 

certification inspection and enforcement.  
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This outcome could not have been achieved without the tireless 

efforts of the Director General and his staff.  His comprehensive 

report is indicative of the vast number of threads they needed to 

weave together to make the fabric of this Session durable enough to 

weather the wear and tear of such a robust engagement of differing 

interests.  We are all indebted to his and their work and leadership. 

 

The work overseen in the reports on the global seafarer in a globlised 

industry, on the impact on seafarers from changes in the structure of 

the shipping industry and on women seafarers demonstrates the 

clarity of purpose and attention to the real issues which has occurred 

under his leadership.  The report, Decent Work, must also be 

mentioned as a watershed report of the ILO. 

 

The Director General has attached great importance to the need to 

stand firm on workers rights - while at the same time recognising that 

there are different pathways to implementation 

 

We make these comments not just to point to the folly of the policy 

approach adopted by those Governments who shirk their task 

through deregulation of existing labour standards in the most 

obnoxious cases, or ignoring existing standards in the most 

unintelligent instances.  If nations wish to participate in the 

globalisation of labour, the natural response is the globalisation of 

labour standards in a bill of rights.  We have shown it can be done, 



 
 
Paddy Crumlin speech to Maritime Session ILO Feb 2006 P 15 of 18 
06/2/8/997 

 
 

and we will never regret it.  At this point the workers would also like to 

ratify the dignified and understated commitment to a practical but 

meaningful instrument by Mr Linderman and the ship owners.  His 

belief that it is possible to accommodate the needs of the companies 

he represents and the needs of the seafarers they employ has been 

critical.  And of course the enormous contribution made by Brian 

Orrell, whose remarkable advocacy for the worlds seafarers here has 

rested upon a passionate belief in their needs and an unquenchable 

determination to see those needs protected and filled.  That advocacy 

has established him as one of the great workers spokespersons and 

leaders that this historic and august house has brought forth. 

 

Where do we go from here?   The Director General points to the 

technical cooperation and outreach activities of the International 

Labour Office.  It is important that we get behind these initiatives. 

 

We in the wealthy nations have a moral obligation to assist those 

nations whose economies or institutions are not as strong or as well 

developed, and where their capacity to implement and monitor 

compliance with international Conventions, no matter how committed 

they may be, is limited. 

The Australian Government has a policy of tying its international aid 

to commitments and actions by receiving countries regarding 

adoption of good governance practices and stronger national security 

arrangements.  I would advocate that Australia, and nations with 
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similar policy approaches to their donor programs, could take a lead 

role in helping less developed nations to implement international 

Conventions such as the maritime Convention, within the framework 

of strengthening governance in those countries.  

  

Simultaneously, as we start to confront and address these  issues,  

there is a definite and noticeable reaction to the linear drive to 

globalisation nirvana.  We have seen the difficulties in reaching 

agreements in recent WTO negotiations.  We see global jockeying 

between nations for securing energy assets and realignments in 

political alliances, with some nations signalling their intention to lock 

up assets for their own use, and those of their allies, for the future.  

We see some nations partially closing their previous open access 

policies in terms of foreign investment.  We see defiance of World 

Bank and IMF prescriptions by developing nations, which are turning 

to their own national or regional solutions, and we see little sign of the 

integration of the African economies into the world trading system. 

 

These trends and developments will impact on shipping and on 

labour relations in shipping as we adjust to the new environment.  In 

our view it would be prudent to start the dialogue, the analysis, the 

thinking, now rather than later.   

 

To do so would show leadership and will keep the Maritime Session 

of the ILO at the forefront, continuing the directions set by the 
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Director General in always looking forward for creative solutions to 

address our challenges.   

 

So Mr Chairperson, you more that anyone here will appreciate what 

Einstein once said, "The significant problems we face cannot be 

solved at the same level of thinking we had when we created them."  

Your leadership has personified that theme.  Ring the bell sir, a great 

journey awaits us all. 

 

Thank you 

We must be the  

 


