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The COVID-driven humanitarian crisis of seafarers:
A call for action under the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights

Joint Statement by the UN Human Rights Office (OHCHR), the UN Global Compact,
and the UN Working Group on Business and Human Rights'

5 October 2020

The Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic is continuing to put our societies to the test, exposing profound
inequalities and injustices and deepening existing human rights protection gaps.? The situation of workers of the
international shipping industry stranded at sea because of the pandemic, which UN agencies have recently
qualified as a “humanitarian crisis”, requires an urgent and concrete response from all actors involved —including
the business sector.’

Workers in the maritime shipping industry play a critical role in sustaining global supply chains; their role has
become even more vital during the pandemic, as they work to ensure the continuous flow of medical equipment,
food and other essential goods.*

However, seafarers have become collateral victims of COVID-19-related measures imposed by Governments.
These include travel bans, embarkation and disembarkation restrictions or suspension in the issuance of travel
documents, which have severely strained the working conditions in the global shipping sector. According to the
estimates of the International Transport Workers’ Federation (ITF), the International Chamber of Shipping (ICS)
and the International Maritime Organisation (IMO),’ nearly 800,000 seafarers are either unable to board ships or
are trapped on ships, extending their contracts beyond their original tours of duty —and often beyond the 11
months maximum period on board according to international labour standards.® Similar conditions can be found
in those working in the fishing industry and on offshore platforms.

Government anti-COVID measures affect directly the capacity of ship operations to perform the routine and
necessary crew changes or granting shore leaves. This situation has severe impacts over the basic human rights

! The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (QHCHR), the United Nations Global Compact (UN Global
Compact), and the United Nations Working Group on the Issue of Human Rights and Transnational Corporations and other Business
Enterprises (the UN Working Group on Business and Human Rights).

2 See Statement by the UN Working Group on Business and Human Rights;_“Ensuring that business respects human rights during the
Covid-19 crisis and beyond” (28 April 2020).

3 See Joint Statement calling on all Governments to immediately recognize seafarers as key workers, and to take swift and effective

(10 September 2020).
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September 2020) ICS, ° .
June 2020); IMO; “400,000 seafarers stuck at sea as crew change crisis deepens” (25 September 2020)

5 See International Labour Organisation, Information note on maritime labour issues and Covid-19 (revised version 2.0, 10 July 2020).

Applicable international labour standards include the International Labour Organisation (ILO) Maritime Labour Convention 2006, as
amended.


https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/COVID19Guidance.aspx
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http://www.imo.org/en/MediaCentre/HotTopics/Documents/COVID%20CL%204204%20adds/Circular%20Letter%20No.4204Add.30%20Joint%20Statement%20Seafarers.pdf
http://www.imo.org/en/MediaCentre/HotTopics/Documents/COVID%20CL%204204%20adds/Circular%20Letter%20No.4204Add.30%20Joint%20Statement%20Seafarers.pdf
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https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/maritime-labour-convention/lang--en/index.htm
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of seafarers and other marine personnel, including the right to physical and mental health, the right to freedom of
movement, and the right to family life. It also increases dramatically the risks of security and environmental
hazards.

The UN Secretary-General has sounded the alarm on the situation and called for formally designating seafarers
and other marine personnel as “key workers,” so as to ensure that safe crew changes can take place during the
COVID-19 pandemic according to existing protocols.” Under international standards, States have the duty to
protect the human rights of affected seafarers, and flag, port, and labour-supplying States have a particular
responsibility to act in the current humanitarian crisis. However, the response to the crisis will also require the
concerted efforts from relevant actors, such as international organisations, trade unions —and, importantly, the
business sector.

Under the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, the authoritative global standard for business
responsibilities on human rights, all business enterprises should respect human rights throughout their operations,
including in transfer of goods in their supply chains. This requires undertaking human rights due diligence to
avoid causing or contributing to human rights abuse, or where they are linked to such abuse through their
business relationships.

The responsibility to respect the human rights of seafarers is not only limited to the shipping sector. In line with
the UN Guiding Principles, this responsibility extends to the thousands of business enterprises that use the
services of maritime freight transport —which accounts for almost 90 per cent of world trade. Business enterprises
of all sectors, especially multinational firms and global brands, as well as financial institutions with links to the
sector, should assess and act upon the human rights situation of seafarers in the context of COVID, no matter
which place they occupy in the value chain.

The OHCHR, the UN Global Compact and the UN Working Group on Business Rights call upon all relevant
business enterprises to discharge their human rights responsibilities to address the current humanitarian crisis in
the shipping industry in accordance with the UN Guiding Principles, by:

(1) Conducting human rights due diligence to identify the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic and of
governments’ response to COVID on the human rights of seafarers and other marine personnel
across their value chain, and actively using their leverage to mitigate these impacts to the greatest
extent possible;

(2) Communicating to their business partners and suppliers the expectations that they will also conduct
human rights due diligence and exercise their leverage in this regard;

(3) Urging government authorities to promptly implement policy and legal measures designed to
alleviate the situation of seafarers, including by easing embarkment and disembarkment restrictions
and expediting repatriation efforts;

(4) Joining forces with other relevant actors, including industry associations and unions such as the ICS
and the ITF, to exert collective leverage within their respective spheres of influence;

" SG/SM/20121(12 June 2020). See also


https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf
https://www.un.org/press/en/2020/sgsm20121.doc.htm#:~:text=The%20following%20statement%20was%20issued,facing%20seafarers%20around%20the%20world.
https://www.un.org/press/en/2020/sgsm20121.doc.htm#:~:text=The%20following%20statement%20was%20issued,facing%20seafarers%20around%20the%20world.
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2020-09-24/secretary-generals-message-world-maritime-day-scroll-down-for-french-version
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(5) Engaging in meaningful dialogue and consultation with seafarers’ and other worker’s organisations,
trade unions, civil society organisations, and other-stakeholders in the design of relevant measures
and actions, and,

(6) Supporting statements and efforts, and following the technical guidance and protocols developed by
the relevant international organisations, including the IMO, the International Labour Organisation
(ILO), the World Health Organisation (WHO) and the International Civil Aviation Organization
(ICAO), together with industry associations and unions.®

The OHCHR, the UN Global Compact and the UN Working Group on Business Rights recognise and welcome
the efforts that some companies have already undertaken to address the unparalleled challenges posed by the
COVID-19 pandemic to maritime workers globally,” and appeal to other business enterprises to do the same. The
UN Guiding Principles provide the blueprint for the much-needed, urgent engagement from the world’s business
community.
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° Recent examples include, by way of illustration, the Letter of the members of the Consumer Good Forum to the UN
Secretary-General (23 September 2020) and the Media statement of the Seafood Business for Ocean Stewardship (SeaBOS): “SeaB0OS

calls on governments to support boat crews and ocean workers” (23 September 2020).
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http://www.imo.org/en/MediaCentre/HotTopics/Documents/COVID%20CL%204204%20adds/Circular%20Letter%20No.4204-Add.14%20-%20Coronavirus%20%28Covid-19%29%20-%20Recommended%20Framework%20Of%20Protocols.pdf
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https://seabos.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/SeaBOS-calls-on-governments-to-support-boat-crews-and-ocean-workers-media-statement.pdf
https://seabos.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/SeaBOS-calls-on-governments-to-support-boat-crews-and-ocean-workers-media-statement.pdf

