
4  |  Seaways  |  December 2021 Read Seaways online at www.nautinst.org/seaways4  |  Seaways  |  December 2021 www.nautinst.org/seaways

The data is in: we know that companies 
with an inclusive and diverse workforce 
lead and capture the market. According 
to a recent McKinsey report, diversity 

in executive teams results in substantial gains for 
the bottom line – more than 25% in fact. Diverse 
teams are more than 80% better decision-makers 
than individuals, and companies employing equal 
number of men and women manage to produce up 
to 40% higher revenue. The benefi ts of diversity in 
the shipping industry in particular are covered in 
detail in the ICS Diversity Tracker and highlight 
in particular the greater range of talent and 
experience that diverse and inclusive teams onboard 
or ashore can bring. 

Yet, work towards achieving the UN Sustainable 
Development Goal 5 – Gender equality – is far from 
being achieved. In 2020 the International Labour 
Organization – ILO – published ‘Gender equality 
in the world of work – towards a transformative and 
measurable agenda for more equal societies’. In 
amongst the different facts and fi gures is one that 

really hits home – one in three women experience 
physical, sexual abuse. 

I’ll let that sink in – this means that someone you 
know, a colleague, a friend, maybe a family member, 
has suffered sexual assault or sexual harassment (SASH). 
They may not have told you, they may not have told 
anyone, but it has happened, and it matters. The 
number, and content, of anonymous reports of SASH in 
the maritime industry over the past 12 months has me in 
tears, literally. Neither is it a problem which is confi ned 
to women; many men at sea are also victims of SASH. 
The stories on the Safer Waves website, the letter from 
Midshipman X regarding her rape during sea phase – 
these are events that should never arise. This may be 
triggering for some of you who have experienced SASH. 
If you have, please check out the side box for some 
resources on responding to these life-changing events. 

We work in an industry that is very aware of risk, 
that works to support workplace health and safety, 
that teaches psychological safety as a core element in 
Bridge Resource Management. Yet none of this seems 
to support the health and safety of the diverse groups 
of maritime professionals within our industry.  

There are ways we can do better – learning to 
understand and respect boundaries, understanding 
diversity, inclusion and equality, and supporting 
each other. 

Diversity is 
strength
Working together to address 
the hard questions 

Jillian Carson-Jackson
NI President
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An open letter – Be an ally 

Reports in the media regarding Midshipman X 
and events related to the United States 
Merchant Marine Academy have recently 
reached an international audience. These 

reports quite rightly caused outrage and concern 
throughout our maritime community and beyond. 
They have also caused untold further damage to 
many others in the form of anguish, distress, reliving 
of historical events, embarrassment, shame, guilt and 
sleepless nights amongst thousands of other feelings. I 
cannot even begin to fully understand the tsunami of 
emotions that some seafarers may now find themselves 
confronting, once again. 

You may assume that it is the victim who feels 
this. But here’s the twist … This is about those 
who are on the side, who may have had an inkling 
something was going on but did nothing. Those who 
may have information on an event but did not stand 
up. Those who knew someone was being harassed, 
but felt it wasn’t their business to be involved – and 
now it is too late. 

We make it about the victim, but we need to 
talk about the others on board: us, me, possibly 
you. Should we not be talking about how we 
may go some way to working together to provide 
a safe work environment, one free from acts of 
unsolicited, inappropriate attention and acts, sexual 
harassment and rape?

I consider myself to be a good man, and indeed 
all us men reading this may consider ourselves to 
be morally upstanding good men. But are we? We 
may not be the aggressors, assailant, humiliators, the 
gropers or sexual assaulters. But by default, we may be 
part of that narrative without wholly understanding 
how. So here are some things to consider. 

What if we tolerate others’ ‘banter’ (that isn’t 
really banter or funny)? What if we tolerate 
inappropriate language or touching? What if we just 
‘feel’ something isn’t quite right or if games have 
gone too far but we stay silent? What if we tolerate 
that a crew member is showing the signs of being 
uncomfortable or distressed, yet say or do nothing? 
Do we appreciate or understand escalation?

This is how it usually starts; it is ordinarily out 
in the open, as was the case in the Midshipman X 
account. Shipmates know or hear about it. The 
perpetrator is known, they may have a reputation. 
The signs are often there, long before a criminal 
act is committed. And let’s not forget that SASH is 

a criminal act. It is not ‘just a bit of fun’ or ‘the 3rd 
Officer really wanted to’. Those assumptions are not 
for us to condone. Those judgements are not for us to 
make. As maritime professionals, we have a duty and 
obligation to be an ‘ally’ (see box), to stand up for our 
colleagues, and for what is right. ‘Was it my fault?’ 
Yes, if you remain silent, if you tolerate inappropriate 
actions towards other seafarers.

We need to look at both sides of this – those who 
know what is happening and do nothing (the observers), 
and those who are the victims. My questions are focused 
on those who are present; the observers. Those who 
have the opportunity to step up and be allies. 

What is an ally?

An ally is someone from a non-marginalized group 
(such as men in the maritime industry) who use their 
privilege to advocate and support a marginalized 
group (such as women in the maritime industry). To 
be an ally you need to think about how you would 
react in a situation – practice what you might say 
and do, and then be ready to actually say it.

If I see something happening, do I do something 
wrong by not speaking up, by doing nothing? Most 
certainly. In most nations there are laws relating 
to bystanders/inaction or those that fail to assist 
or report. These are not always criminalised but 
think about the why. Look long and hard into the 
mirror. Silence condones the act and condemns 
the victim. Why wouldn’t you take action, stop the 
activity or file a report? 

What if I drink too much and now cannot relate 
facts of what I think I saw happening? In some 
circumstances, inebriation, unfortunately, may 
well be involved. Increasingly less prevalent in 
today’s shipping but nonetheless it can be part of a 
maritime scenario. Your previous inebriated capacity 
bears no relation to your current ability to be an ally 
and speak up for a victim.

If I speak up, will it make it worse? There is always 
that feeling that, since it isn’t happening to you, you 
shouldn’t get involved. Think of it this way – if you 
were to see someone breaking into a house, stealing 
money, taking someone’s wallet – wouldn’t you report 
the crime? SASH is a crime, and should be reported. 
But, part of being an ally is being there to support the 
victim, so you also need to speak to the victim and 
find out what you can do to support the victim. 

If I speak up about something that is going on, 
will I keep my contract/job/rank? Your employment 
status shall never be affected by your courage in 

Gordon Foot
MNM FNI

Safer Waves 
– fulfilling 
a need that 
shouldn’t 
exist…

Safer Waves is a UK based 
charity that offers support 
and information to merchant 
seafarers who have 
experienced sexual violence 
or gender discrimination 
while working at sea. 

The inability to respect the 
boundaries of your fellow 
crew and keep your hands 
to yourself is an issue that’s 
been around for decades 
but due to our ingrained 
culture of victim shaming 
and blaming such events 
are rarely reported. They  
are only now making the 
headlines thanks to yet 
another brave individual 
speaking out. The supposed 
shock and disbelief that this 
happens at sea is truly hard 
to swallow. Such naivety 
- sexual assault happens 
every day, to all genders and 
races, in every country, in 
public spaces and in homes 
- why wouldn’t it happen 
at sea? The repercussions 
of such incidents reach into 
the focused areas of crew 
mental health and vessel 
safety, yet are still ignored, 
with most flags having zero 
reporting procedures or 
offering specific support. 
In establishing UK Charity 
SaferWaves we’ve effectively 
started our own #metoo 
movement, being able to 
support one another with 
more people reaching out 
every day.

Joanne Rawley,  
HRAS and Safer Waves

https://saferwaves.org
https://www.humanrights 
atsea.org
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reporting an incident that has affected someone else 
and doing the right thing.

What will my family, what will friends say if I 
speak up? Family should support you and remind 
you that your bravery is assisting a fellow human in 
distress. If they are true friends, they will celebrate 
your courage and be your ally.

Isn’t it just the maritime culture? Forget trying  
to understand what the culture is, at a basic level 
this is quite simply about human interactions. And 
it is wrong. 

If I see something happening, who can I turn to? 
Who will listen to me? Everyone and anyone on 
your crew, whether English is your first language 
or not, just tell someone. Tell your colleagues, 
contact a helpline, visit the seafarer welfare centre, 
talk to your family. As an ally think about how, 
where, when and to whom you will make a report. 
Remember, the more senior the person you tell, the 
quicker and more appropriate the assistance that can 
and should be provided, but also respect the rights 
and wishes of the victim. 

As a senior officer or Master; make sure it is clear 
to everyone that you are a safe and reliable person to 
report to; whether it is the victim making the report, 
or someone reporting what they have seen or heard.

To the detractors that say ‘it has never happened 

on my watch’; I respond, may the day come swift 
that every watch can report this as fact. If you have 
witnessed events but then remained silent, you can’t 
change that. But I hope you will never again remain 
silent, and that you will become an ally and reach 
out at the time. Don’t wait. 

Let’s face the facts; these are heinous crimes and 
have no place in our maritime community. Each 
and every one of us, whether deck, engine, project 
or ashore have a human decency and moral duty 
to do all we can to prevent these acts and stamp 
out this horrendous affliction. We can all do this by 
being an ally, by standing up and being counted and 
not turning the other way.

Posters and zero tolerance statements are 
ineffective if we do not act. We know that crimes 
are being conducted on our ships, and we must 
act. These are life changing events, and the 
consequences of not speaking up, of not being an 
ally, will ruin lives. 

This is one area where we can make a difference. 
So, even with all the ills and worries that I have 
plying my trade as a seafarer; I, as a man and a 
shipmate, will not personally tolerate any heinous 
acts on my fellow seafarers. I will be a staunch ally. 
I will speak up and reach out to support every time, 
without fail. And I hope you will do the same.

Many will know the passion I feel for 
mentoring in this industry, and the 
obligation we all have in helping 
to develop the next generation 

of maritime professionals. Often, it is easy to 
consider mentoring in the frame of physical skills: 
taking the time to teach a splice no longer in a 
deck curriculum, spending an extra ten minutes 
explaining the workings of an unusual pump or 
sharing with a colleague the details of a stop-work 
decision. These are all valid, tangible mentoring 
moments but it is easy to skip over another, equally 
important, role of mentoring – that of having the 
privilege to walk alongside someone else in their 
professional journey. 

I have had the opportunity to experience this 
industry both as a mentee and as a mentor. In both 
cases, I have also experienced the potential for 

mentorship to be able to provide support – both 
emotional and practical – when experiencing SASH. 

Gordon Foot speaks rightfully of the importance 
of being an ally. An ally can be anyone – a long-time 
shipmate, a mentor or even a visiting professional 
that sees something “not quite right”. There is no 
prequalification for being an ally. 

For me, having a designated mentor; designated 
not necessarily through an official scheme but 
both parties acknowledging the relationship; can 
add another layer to the role allyship can play.  
As a mentee, I found comfort in knowing I had a 
mentor outside of my organisation and hierarchy 
that I could turn to when facing difficulties as well 
as to look for advice in improving interpersonal 
skills. I have also experienced similar as a 
mentor, and can vouch that hearing of a mentee 
experiencing a SASH experience is almost as 
difficult as being on the direct receiving end. I was 
able to be in a position to advise, help my mentee 
through the complex acute emotions as well  
as take steps to resolve the situation; all  
thanks to the relationship that had developed 
through mentoring. 

The role of mentoring
Ann Till
AFNI

What is SASH? 
What can I do 
if I see it, or 
experience it?

Sexual Assault is a term 
covering a range of criminal 
offences involving a sexual 
act or sexual contact 
without consent.

Sexual harassment is 
an unwelcome sexual 
advance, an unwelcome 
request for sexual favours, 
or other unwelcome 
conduct of a sexual nature 
in circumstances in which 
a reasonable person, 
having regard to all the 
circumstances, would have 
anticipated the possibility 
that a person would be 
offended, humiliated or 
intimidated.

If you notice an event 
unfolding, or are concerned 
for someone’s safety, use the 
‘CARE’ model:

Create a distraction – 
interrupt the situation while 
being mindful of your own 
safety. A distraction may be 
all that is needed to diffuse 
the situation.

Ask directly – ‘are you 
ok?’, ‘do you want me to 
stay with you?’ or ‘is there 
someone I should call’ 
are good phrases to have 
handy.  Listen to the answer, 
and also to the unspoken 
answer…

Refer to an authority – 
maybe it is safer to get a 
third party to intervene, 
someone of authority or 
even just another respected 
member of the crew.

Enlist others – if you are 
not comfortable confronting 
the situation alone, get 
some help.
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