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In July, 2020, the Japanese-flagged 
motor vessel Wakashio ran aground off 
the coast of Mauritius, spilling a large 

amount of crude oil. TAKENAKA Ma-
saaki  reveals that behind the incident, 
hundreds of thousands of seafarers 

around the world are forced to continue 
hard work due to the spread of COVID-
19, and criticizes the seamen's Unio 

“Eliminate all the nuke power plants!” “TEPCO management should take the responsibility of the 
Fukushima Daiichi nuke accident” 
The rally was held in front of the head office building of Tokyo Electric Power Co. on March 5, 2021, called for by the Tokyo Tobu (East) Labor 
Union, National Union of General Workers. The banner says, “Human kind and the nuke plants cannot coexist! The government and TEPCO 
must stop the nuke plants!!” (Photo by KIJIMA Tadashi)

COVID-19 and the Wakashio Stranding Incident

Seamenʼs Union Should Act for the Sailors of 
the World!
�
�
� TAKENAKA Masaaki 
�  (Member of All Japan Seamen's Union, Member of “Rashinban (Compass)” Publishing Group)



SHISO-UNDO NEWSNo.156（June 2021） 2

for not fighting against such conditions 
in his article published in the maga-
zine “Rashinban (Compass) No.32.” 
The following is reprinted from it and 
translated into English.�
� (Editorial)

On July 25, 2020, MV Wakashio 
(bulk carrier, deadweight tonnage of 
203,130 tons), owned by a Panamani-
an subsidiary of Nagashiki Shipping 
and regularly chartered by Mitsui 
O.S.K. Lines(MOL), ran aground 0.9 
miles off Mauritius and has spilled 
more than 1,000 kiloliters tons of fuel  
oil since August 6. This accident sent 
shockwaves around the world.

No crew members were killed or in-
jured, but three local workers were 
killed when their tugboat collided 
with a barge during refloating opera-
tion under rough weather.

The Indian captain and Sri Lankan 
chief navigating officer were arrested 
for obstructing safe navigation and 
polluting the environment (criminal 
penalties).

According to the Maritime Journal, 
the captain faces up to 60 years in 
prison. Other crew members were 
also detained and questioned.

The Report of the Panamanian 
Maritime Authority

Although no official announcement 
has been made by Nagashiki Ship-
ping and MOL as to the cause of the 
accident, on September 7, the Pana-
manian Maritime Authority released 
the first report based on the results 
of interviews with the crew.

(1) The captain instructed the crew 
to approach five miles away from the 
island.
(2) The reason seems to be to pick up 
phone and internet signals so that the 
crew can contact their families.

(3) The change of course could also 
be related to one crew member's 
birthday celebration.
(4) The crew appears to have used an 
inappropriate chart on board at the 
wrong scale. etc.

The report points out the possibil-
ity of a lack of seamanship on board, 
such as inappropriate observation 
and monitoring with navigation sys-
tem, distraction and overconfidence 
while on duty, etc. However, except 
for (1), the report avoids definitive 
statements in the other cases. It 
deliberately uses the expressions of 
"seems" and "could". This seems to 
be because they have not been able 
to interview the arrested captain and 
chief navigating officer, nor have they 
been able to examine the important 
documents and VDRs (Voyage Data 
Recorders), which are under the con-
trol of the Mauritian government.

When the ITF (International Trans-
port Workers Federation) learned of 
the captain's arrest, Mr. David Hein-
del, Chair Seafarer of the ITF, held a 
press conference on August 21 and 
protested as follows

ITF protests. "The accident 
was bound to happen.”

"I'm heartbroken by the media cov-
erage of the crew's culpability. I am 
concerned about the arrest of the 
captain. I am concerned about ocean 
pollution and ecosystem destruction. 
The outrage over this tragic accident 
should be directed at the factors that 
led to such an accident," he said.

“Most of the crew members were 
reportedly on board beyond their 
normal duration period of employ-
ment contract. Mobility restrictions 
imposed by countries in the wake of 
the COVID-19 disaster have made 
seafarer replacement extremely diffi-
cult and nearly impossible. It was the 

result of the governments’ policies 
around the world.

Hundreds of thousands of seafarers 
continue to work around the world 
trapped on board. When will govern-
ments be held accountable for this 
situation? ”

He concluded “This accident re-
minded us again of what can happen 
when an exhausted man is expected 
to work indefinitely. These accidents 
waited to happen! ”

Since the beginning of the COVID-
19 outbreak, the ITF has been de-
manding that shipowners implement 
smooth crew changes and has been 
appealing to governments through 
international organizations to take ap-
propriate measures. The ITF has also 
called on its affiliates to demand that 
their governments take actions. In 
June, the ITF asked them to start the 
movement entitled "We've reached 
the end of our rope!” However, when 
governments did not take the neces-
sary steps, it issued “Statement on 
the Crew Change Crisis” on July 16, 
just before the stranding accident oc-
curred.

The statement said as follows; “Now 
approximately 300,000 seafarers are 
trapped working aboard ships. Gov-
ernments must wake up and restore 
normal crew changes. Without a 
return to successful crew changes, 
more and more seafarers will get fa-
tigued and will endanger their lives. 
Furthermore their vessels and our 
maritime environment will be endan-
gered.”

“Seafarers and their unions are deep-
ly concerned about the risk to life, 
property and the environment as the 
chances of a major catastrophe or ca-
tastrophes rises daily. (omission of a 
middle part)  The ITF family will also 
be calling out any attempts to intimi-
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certificate of organization, it will be 
suspended from departing a port. 
Therefore, there is no doubt that 
Wakashio is an ITF-certified ship. 
Without the collective agreement 
and approval of the Seamen's Union, 
which is the union of the beneficiary 
ship owner country, no ship can be an 
ITF-certified ship.

However, the seamen's Union has not 
expressed any opinions about this ac-
cident and has remained silent. Not 
only that, they are not even report-
ing on the conditions under which 
Covid-19 is hitting seafarers around 
the world, despite the ITF is doing its 
best efforts. It is surprising there is a 
great gap between the attitude of the 
ITF and that of the Seamen’s Union. 
Though the ITF has been request-
ing governments to do more and has 
been advocating "No more!” move-
ment from the beginning, there is no 
indication that the seafarers’ union 
has been doing anything. 

“Diamond Princess” is also an ITF-
certified ship. The ITF and the Ital-
ian union that organize its seafarers 
worked hard to call on the Japanese 
government to let the crew leave the 
ship as soon as possible, but the Sea-
men's Union remained silent and did 
not even report its news in its journal.
The year's proposed action plan also 
seems to be a matter for others, with 
lots of abstract phrases such as "it 
is necessary to build a system that 
allows for a stable replacement of 
seafarers" and "it is also necessary to 
take all possible measures to prevent 
infection on board". It lacks concrete 
policies.

Act for the world's seafarers!

According to the ITF, as of October, 
the number of seafarers who have 
been unable to disembark from their 
vessels has risen to 400,000. Seafar-
ers around the world are not only 

replaced but are facing difficulties in 
getting PCR testing before boarding, 
problems with quarantine stations 
that vary from region to region, such 
as refusing to issue a negative cer-
tificate, and the 14-day self-isolation 
required upon both embarkation and 
disembarkation. They are facing trou-
bles with wages and vacation time 
during self-isolation, and it often hap-
pens that non-resident special union 
members do not get wages while 
waiting for the next embarkation.

Due to COVID-19 many companies 
have gone bankrupt or have been 
forced to close or have been reduced 
shipping services. Many fishing ves-
sels are unable to go fishing because 
they cannot attract crews. Not only 
the members of the union, but the en-
tire crew, including the unorganized, 
is in trouble all over the world. All 
Japan Seamen's Union, as the chair-
man of the ITF Regional Committee 
for Asia and Pacific Seafarers and 
the Seafood Department Committee, 
should immediately form a special 
team to make a concerted effort to 
address the COVID-19 problem on 
behalf of seafarers around the world.

The Indian Maritime Union (MIU), 
also a member of the ITF, has called 
on the government of Mauritius to 
ensure that the captain of Wakashio 
be treated fairly. The Seamen's Union 
should join the ITF and the MIU in 
fighting against arguments of placing 
all the blame on the seafarers.
(SHISO-UNDO, № 1059, December 1, 2020)

date or blacklist seafarers for either 
exercising their human right to stop 
working and be repatriated once their 
contract has finished, and we will de-
fend them from any attempts to blame 
them for the inevitable consequences 
of the worlds’ fleet operating with an 
increasingly tired, fatigued crew.”
It criticizes the redeployment of sea-
farers and the ban on landing, and 
calls on governments to take con-
crete actions.

The Wakashio Stranding Incident 
was what the ITF had exactly feared. 
(See the ITF website.)

The crew of  Wakashio are spe-
cial non-resident members of 

the Maritime Officers' Associa-
tion.

Nagashiki Shipping is the very com-
pany whose employees are organized 
by Onomichi Branch of All Japan 
Seamen’s Union for many years and 
belongs to Onomichi Shipowners’ 
Association. The results of the annual 
on-site negotiations on extra-allow-
ance are reported in its activity report 
every year. This year, they showed 
that the extra allowance would be 47% 
of annual wage and that the increase 
in basic pay for each position would 
be 1%.

Every ship on which seafarers are 
assigned to work by an oversea op-
erating organization has a member-
ship of the ITF. Therefore no one 
can deny the crew of Wakashio are 
non-resident special union members 
of the All Japan Seamen's Union.

The facts that the ITF is one of the 
first organizations to address this 
issue and that the ship has visited 
Port Hedland, Australia many times 
in the past are also clear proofs of 
this. In Australia, port state control 
inspections are extremely strict. 
If the ship does not have an ITF’s 


