
SHIPMANAGEMENT18 5 June 2020

Mark O’Neil explains why the shipmanager has a moral duty to deal with the mental health of seafarers

Gary Dixon
London

As crews endure prolonged stays 
on ships because of coronavirus, 
Columbia Shipmanagement has 
revealed why offering professional 
mental health help for its seafarers 
is more important than ever.

President Mark O’Neil told 
TradeWinds how a previous trau-
matic incident on board one of its 
vessels led the company to bring in 
Hamburg-based Mental Health Sup-
port Solutions (MHSS) to run a help-
line as a free service for its clients.

‘HUGE NEED AND HUGE GAP’
“We started this helpline because 
we had a suicide on board about 
two years ago,” he said.

“It affected me quite badly, I have 
to say. My partner, who’s a psy-
chologist, and I started talking and 
we realised there was a huge need 
and a huge gap there.”

He said proper counselling is 
needed for seafarers suffering 
symptoms of post-traumatic stress 
after accidents or injury on board.

Plenty of charities do good work 
on mental health, staffed by “very 

experienced and willing  people who 
have been seafarers in their time”. 

But such efforts are not always 
what is needed, he said.  “An ex- 
master that has seen and done it all 
is not always sophisticated enough. 
That can lead to someone doing 
more damage than good.”

The service has become vital 
during the pandemic, with restric-
tions on crew changes leading to 
hugely extended periods on board.

“We keep telling our crews to be 
patient and to trust us, that we’re 
doing everything we possibly can 
to ensure repatriations take place, 
but one of the most important 
 criteria is when we get the crew off, 
we can actually get them safely 
back home,” O’Neil said.

“We say it’s no good taking you 
off a very safe vessel only to see you 
into the unknown.”

The company is doing far more 
crew rotations now. However, it’s 
just a start. “It’s far from acceptable 
and it’s going to take a good few 
weeks yet before the situation, 
principally in the home jurisdic-
tions, improves,” he said.

“It’s not about finding a jurisdic-
tion where we can get the crew off. 
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It’s getting them home. That’s the 
problem.”

Spending nine to 11 months on 
board is not uncommon, he added, 
and some have probably gone 
longer than that.

Columbia bosses have been ring-
ing round vessels, and reported 
positive morale, with seafarers 
conducting their own enquiries as 
to how to get home.

And there has been positive feed-
back on the helpline: “They trust it 

now. It was a case of ‘real men don’t 
use mental helplines’, but now 
they’re using it as a real form of 
crutch sometimes if they’re feeling 
a bit low.” 

Charles Watkins, MHSS lead con-
sultant and managing director, told 
TradeWinds his company offers 
everything from crisis manage-
ment and crisis counselling to 
 regular phone calls when crew are 
feeling depressed or emotional and 
“don’t know what’s going on with 
them right now”.

“One of the things is normalising 
their feelings, getting in contact 
with them,” he said. “Because of 
the internet on board, some people 
are very disconnected from other 
people on board, so it’s important 
that you socialise. That really helps 
you feel less alone, less depressed.”

His team talks to seafarers who 
are thinking about suicide and also 
to the captains and officers, to help 
them contain the situation and see 
what they can do to help.

“There are always different 
 reasons. This Covid-19 thing hasn’t 
made it easier,” Watkins said. Crew 
are worrying about their family at 
home, not knowing when their 

shift will be over and not being able 
to leave the ship.

Columbia offers the service to all 
its clients’ vessels, whether it is 
managing them or not.

O’Neil said: “We have a moral 
conscience. It costs us less than a 
dollar per vessel per day. If some-
one’s life is not worth that, you’ve 
got to be asking yourself some 
pretty serious questions.”

The cost makes the helpline “not 
only immensely affordable but 
immensely compelling”.

HOLISTIC APPROACH
The service is completely confiden-
tial, although O’Neil asks for trends 
so he knows what issues are com-
ing up.

Columbia is also looking at a 
“holistic approach” to crew welfare, 
including catering with fresh pro-
duce and tailoring menus to par-
ticular seafarers, but also focusing 
on fitness, life insurance, health 
insurance and pension benefits.

“That doesn’t mean we’ll be 
 paying for it all. There can be 
 contributions. It’s time to look at 
the whole issue of crew welfare and 
crew  benefits.” 
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 O’NEIL SAYS CRISIS SOLIDARITY CAN LEAD TO BIGGER AND BETTER THINGS
Mark O’Neil believes the Covid-19 
crisis is a time to forge new 
working relationships that could 
last beyond the pandemic.

In March, Columbia 
Shipmanagement revealed it was 
working with rival shipmanagers to 
help one another with providing 
services where they each had 
capability. 

This involved Bernhard Schulte 
Shipmanagement, Synergy and 
Peter Dohle initially, with ADNOC 
and the d’Amico group following. 

O’Neil told TradeWinds that 
more companies are now involved, 
without naming names.

“It’s a significant number, but 
what we didn’t want is for it to 
become too big and unwieldy and 
you lose the very purpose of what 
you were trying to achieve,” he said. 
“So it’s still under 10, but that’s by 
choice rather than by design.”

He is sure many other companies 
would like to get involved, and 
others in shipping are doing similar 
things in other partnerships.

“We haven’t got a monopoly on 
solidarity. I think there’s been a 
number of really good relationships 
forged out of that initiative, and who 
knows, some of these relationships 
may go on to bigger and better 
things in the future. You just don’t 
know. I think it’s nice to see,” he said.

“We made a mistake in 2008 not 
coming together enough, and I 
think in this Covid crisis we are 
seeing a much greater willingness 
of companies to help each other 
out and help the crews out.”

The genesis of the idea was 
Columbia beginning to think about 
what it would do if travel was shut 
down globally. 

It analysed how it would be able 
to get technical and marine 
superintendents out to ships, and 
wondered how services could be 
localised.

“We’ve got to take some positive 
out of this. We don’t want to look 
at this whole Covid-19 period as a 
lost time, but to see what can we 
take out of it,” O’Neil said.
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