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Crew Retention Chapter One, (part 3/4)

What causes crew to leave ?

Following on from the second instalment of this series we continue to look at more common reasons for 
turnover.

The grass is always greener:

Especially when the going gets tough, there is often a perception that the grass is greener on the other 
side.  This however as many more experienced crew will be all too aware, is not always the case.  It is 
much more likely that the younger and more inexperienced crew will be the ones that will perceive their 
situations to be such that they believe in the old adage.

This perception is hardly likely to change until those that believe it, acquire lots more life experience in 
general and learn just how tough yachting can be. But on the flip side, who knows maybe in any given 
situation, the grass may well be greener. Sure there are dream jobs out there, I have never had one and 
have always had to deal with pretty challenging circumstances and have built on an already high tolerance 
of such circumstances to a point where I can deal with just about anything. But that’s not for everyone, 
and, there are great boats, great Captains and great owners out there, which if market forces prevail in 
their favour, crew will happily move onto.

Crew will often move on if they think the grass is greener, but I have had good success at keeping crew in 
very challenging / uninteresting roles, when there were clearly other, more appealing jobs out there, which 
in the long run has very much worked to their overall advantage in the long run.

Long relentless work schedules:

Many yachts crews have to work hours that are way beyond what is allowed under the MLC hours of rest 
criteria.

This can be especially difficult for Captains to manage if the MLC applies to their vessel. To falsify records 
is contrary to the rules, but to work hours outside of those laid down in the rules is not permitted. If the 
Captain does either of the above he is in contravention of the rules. Catch 22. What to do ? 

If you simply do not have enough crew to meet the demands that your owners and their guests place on 
the crew and you are required to comply with the MLC hours of rest rules you have a problem.  I once 
worked on a yacht that had an owner that consistently got by on two hours sleep a night and expected all 
the crew to be able to do the same, we were at anchor 100% of the time, when not underway and did not 
have enough crew, nor the space to put any extra to even come close to manning the yacht safely when 
the owner was onboard.  

A carefully worded letter to the management company (a proper yacht management company it should be 
added)  about excessive and I really do mean excessive and unsustainable fatigue, that was sure to result 
in a serious incident, though it provoked a lip service response in reality fell on deaf ears and I found 
myself out of a job very soon after.

Though many yachts do not fall under the jurisdiction of the MLC, many crew seem to be taking the hours 
of rest contained therein as a benchmark by which all yachts should be working to.  A very valid point one 
may argue, but when you have no concrete legislative criteria to work to you are expected to do whatever 
is required to keep the boss happy, and if that means working very long hours then it simply happens that 
way by default.

If the Captain is not in a position to elevate the strain on the crew placed there by the owners and guests, 
no matter how willing he is to improve it, there is in reality very little he can actually do. 
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Crew that are not happy with this arrangement will simply move on because they believe that they are 
working unreasonable hours and will look elsewhere for a boat that has a less hectic pattern of usage by 
it’s owners and guests.

Safety alone may be a principle driving force.  This generally affects deck officers and  engineers more, as 
there roles are more directly related to the overall safety of the vessel, it is not quite so important in terms 
of overall ship safety is a service steward is not getting as much rest as he may like compared to the 
people responsible for safely navigating the vessel and keeping critical systems operational.

Not to belittle the role of anyone onboard in any way, no matter what their position but statistically less 
likely to carry the same risk due to fatigue as the Captain OOW or Chief Engineer.

However as soon as the more junior crew start to realise that the safety of the vessel is being 
compromised due to excessive fatigue at the top, then they may well start to get justifiably worried.

If they see that there is nothing that the Captain can do, or is willing to do to elevate the ongoing fatigue 
despite his best intention, they may decide it’s time to move on as the probability of an incident increases 
over time.

Whether a crew member is concerned about long working hours (for themselves) because they are just 
not used to working so hard, or feel they should not have to work so hard, or because they feel those in 
charge of the vessel, therefore, the very safety of the crew and vessel may be compromised, is not so 
relevant at this stage as we are discussing only the causes not the possible remedies, they follow in a later 
instalment.  Long working hours can cause crew to jump ship, regardless.

Itinerary:

There are those that want to travel and have adventure, and then there those that do not want to ever 
leave the south of France, or Palma for example.

Seafaring is a global venture and if you choose to be a seafarer, then you should reasonably expect to go 
wherever the ship takes you.  There has been a lot of this in attitude in recent years where we find crew 
wanting to have too much of their cake and to eat it as well by never wanting to leave a certain 
geographical area.

If you want a balance of home life, seeing your friends and family all of the time then that is all very well 
and there are many careers that would far better facilitate these requirements for you but yachting is most 
likely not the right career choice for you if this is what you are after.

Caveats to this would be on grounds of safety. If a vessel was simply not built to cross the Pacific then fair 
enough, or if a ship is not adequately maintained to be more than a couple of hours from a safe haven 
(which there are plenty of), again fair enough too.  

Also areas of the world that may be considered dangerous for whatever reason would qualify as a good 
reason not to want to stay on a particular vessel.  Additionally, I have spent much time aboard yachts in 
the middle east and am fine with the various cultural issues and restrictions that often go with, but I can 
fully understand why many people (young women especially) may not wish to go there to work. It’s not for 
everyone.

A vessel that has been based in one area for a long time and the crew may have become too used to 
having it a bit easy and even for some, even going home most nights, will be challenging when the owner 
decides to go further afield. Some crew, the type that are not such inherent seafarers,  will simply look to 
maintain the status quo and look for another more “local boat”.

Then on the other side of the coin we have the adventurers, the ones that want to travel the world.  This to 
me is much easier to understand and I empathise a little more with their plight if as seafarers they find 
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themselves tied to the shore for extended periods of time, especially if  it’s in the same place, and worse 
still if it’s an undesirable place to be.

I once wintered in a marina owned by the owner. There was clearly financial benefit in it for him. However 
due to where the marina was, the crew virtually lost the will to live there and no one would have endured a 
second winter there if it had come to it.

If a yacht has a “home port” that it spends any amount of time in, it can make a considerable difference to 
crew that will be onboard over a winter period for example. The comparison between being in a vibrant 
port over the winter as opposed to being merely tied up in some desolate place simply to save the owner 
money can be a game changer for some crew.

One very justifiable consequence of this lack of vessel movement is for those that must maintain a CoC 
there is a distinct lack of sea time that will meet the issuing authorities criteria for progression and or 
revalidation, see subject heading below.

Both stay at home crew and the adventurers will often feel compelled to jump ship when the planned 
movements of the vessel simply no longer meet their own criteria.

Sea time:

Not being able to enough sea time to maintain or progress to a higher CoC is a very common problem in 
yachting.

In fairness the MCA have recently relaxed the rules to some degree but it is entirely possible for a deck 
officer to work on a yacht that is at sea every single day of the year, and still not accrue a single day of 
watchkeeping that meets his CoCs issuing authority criteria for progression or revalidation.

This is compounded when you have more than one crew member vying for the watchkeeping time. Every 
day that offers the opportunity of passing the four hour criteria will be jealously contested on a yacht that 
despite being busy does not travel far enough in any 24 hour period to legitimately meet the criteria.

Recent changes in the way the MCA will be dealing with revalidation and upgrading of CoCs mean that 
this issue has already become much more worrying for many people.  Crew that hold CoCs now need to 
be very careful indeed when it comes to logging their sea time in a way that will meet the new criteria for 
verification and subsequently revalidation of CoCs. If a crew member can see that this is going to become 
a problem for them, then they will justifiable be looking at getting onboard a yacht that moves more thus 
increasing their chances of progression / revalidation without sea time issues.

Leave schedule:

The amount of leave that crew get seems to vary considerably. Surprisingly, there are many contracts that 
allow only 30 calendar days of leave for a crew member.  I have a very strong work ethic and have worked 
very hard all my life, I expect the same of all my crew. Given the very long hours that many crew work and 
the various sacrifices that are made along the way as a seafarer, I feel that 30 calendar days leave a year 
is a bit less than it should be.

Very often it is not even the amount of leave that crew get that seems to cause the lots of frustration rather 
the planning of that leave.  Especially when working on a very challenging boat, being able to see the light 
at the tunnel can be a great help to crew getting through the season.

I have done many very busy Med. (especially eastern Med.) seasons that started on the 1st of April and 
have not ended till the end of November.  But we never knew that they would drag on so long, this being 
the critical point. The boat in question also required much winter work and it became extremely difficult to 
schedule leave for the crew and keep the works up over the winter knowing that all had to be ready by the 
1st of April.  Much of the difficulties lay with lack of information form above and it just made things worse.  It 
was entirety avoidable.
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The crew were keen to get away for well deserved leave and it was close to impossible to make it all 
happen over the time frame we had and keep things moving onboard.

The inability to properly plan leave for crew is a big issue.  If you never know when your season will end 
and know it will start again very early, it can be a major contributing factor to crew discontent when the 
light at the end of the tunnel is still not visible. 

The final instalment will look at the remaining reasons why crew may be looking at moving on.

To be continued:


