Labour shortage may
hurt maritime sector

Minister of State
proposes more
training, skills
upgrading

By LYNETTE KHOO

THE booming economy has
caused various industries
here to find recruiting diffi-
cult, and now the maritime
sector is feeling the heat as
well.

NTUC deputy secre-
tary-general and Minister
of State for Health Heng
Chee How, who gave an
opening speech at the
fourth Maritime Manpower
Singapore conference yes-
terday, said the manpower
shortage could hold the in-
dustry back. .

“If more could be done
to increase intake, reduce
leakage and upgrade the ca-
pability of the workforce,
the industry will be able to
seize the opportunities and
grow. On the other hand,
this growing deficit, if left
unchecked or inadequately
addressed, would hurt
growth and prospects,” Mr
Heng said.

While the increase in
size and sophistication of
the world’s fleet at a time of

rising demand for global
transport is allowing their
seafaring crew to com-
mand higher wages, there
also emerges an urgent
need to train crews to work
on board more sophisticat-
ed vessels.

According to estimates
from BIMCO/ISF, there will
be a shortfall of 27,000 of-
ficers by the year 2015.
Within this deficit, the
shortage of seafaring offic-
ers will be most acute for
very specialised ships like
liquefied gas carriers and
chemical tankers.

Reflecting the urgency of
this problem, the confer-
ence, themed as "Crewing
Crisis - A call for action”,
saw speakers from marine
companies and associa-
tions worldwide providing
updates on their couniries
as well as exploring practi-
cal solutions to the man-
power issue.

Singapore’s marine in-
dustry, seen as a “sunset in-
dustry” a couple of decades
ago, is now a highly compet-
itive and technologically ad-
vanced industry as a world
player in the niche rig-build-
ing business.

In calling for practical
ways to tackle the issue, Mr

Heng proposed a
two-pronged strategy -
training and skills develop-
ment, and collaborative ef-
forts to attract and retain
suitable manpower.

He gave the example of
the collaboration between
the Association of Singa-
pore Marine Industries (AS-
MI), the Singapore Work-
force Development Agency
(WDA) and the NTUC, to
jointly develop the ASMI Su-
per V programme, which
provides a combination of
training, placement, skills
upgrading and career devel-
opment, together with fund-
ing incentives for training
and job redesign.

From 2006 to the end of
July this year, 87 trainees
have gone through this pro-
gramme and have taken up
posts ranging from charge-
hand to higher supervisory
positions.

But Mr Heng said more
could be done to address
the labour shortage. He
urged shipowners and
ship-managers to invest in
the training and upgrading
of the skills of seafarers sail-
ing on their ships, rather
than leaving the training to
someone else while they
themselves merely poached
trained crew members.

On top of that, they may
pool their resources and in-
vest in training infrastruc-
ture collectively, he said.

“One of the speakers
mentioned that there is nev-
er a good time to train and |
think it’s a very wise obser-
vation. You will typically
find that when there are or-
ders to be filled, companies
and workers are focused on
training, but when times
are bad, the money is not
(available) for training,” Mr
Heng said.

“Yet we all know, unless
we train in good times and
bad, we will never have
that skilled manpower pool
to draw from.”

Among other sugges-
tions put forward at the con-
ference yesterday, the Sin-
gapore Maritime Officers’
Union (SMOU) general sec-
retary Thomas Tay pro-
posed a collaborative tripar-
tite training between the
government, SMOU and
shipowners, which may in-
volve investing in training
collectively.

The first tripartite prod-
uct took the form of the Ca-
detsPlus programme that
has been developed jointly
by the employers, the Singa-
pore Maritime Academy
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Mr Heng: ‘Unless we train in good times and bad,
we will never have that skilled manpower pool to

draw from.’

and the union, using the
Singapore Maritime Train-
ing Fund.

The programme is a
pre-sea preparatory course
that comprises course mod-
ules as well as military and
drill training. Its first co-
hort of cadets that is cur-
rently undergoing the Ca-
detsPlus programme in
Qingdao, China, will be
graduating on Sept 14.

To ensure sustainable
wage rises in tandem with
the value of the job, rather
than experience boom-bust

conditions, Mr Heng urged
industry players to engage
in continuous training.

“It is important that we
continue to train and devel-
op the manpower that we
have because having a
strong pool of skilled man-
power is the fundamental
solution to manpower re-
quirements,” Mr Heng said,
“Otherwise, it's a zero-sum
game. You drive up the
costs that may not be sus-
tainable and that will even-
tually hit businesses as well
as workers in terms of their
job."




