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Abstract: The Covid-19 pandemic revealed that designating seafarers as “key workers” pro-
vided limited protection in practice. Drawing on evidence from Asia-Pacific Economic Coop-
eration (Apec) economies, the study examines how legal recognition, governance coordina-
tion, infrastructural capacity, and social protection arrangements shaped implementation 
outcomes across jurisdictions. The findings demonstrate that non-binding legal designation, 
fragmented coordination mechanisms, uneven operational infrastructure, and nationally 
bounded welfare systems collectively produced highly uneven protection outcomes for sea-
farers. The paper argues that the designation of seafarers as key workers functioned largely 
as a form of symbolic governance in which political recognition was not matched by enforce-
able implementation mechanisms. It concludes that effective protection of maritime workers 
requires harmonized and binding legal obligations, institutionalized coordination at the 
global, regional, and national levels, interoperable operational infrastructure, and social pro-
tection systems that recognized seafarers as a distinct category of transnational workers 
whose essential role underpins the sustainability and resilience of global supply chains. More 
broadly, the findings contribute to debates on implementation failure, symbolic governance, 
and transnational labour protection within complex polycentric governance systems. 
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1. Introduction 

The Covid-19 pandemic had a far-reaching impact on global economies and 
societies, with the shipping industry among the sectors most severely af-
fected. On 30 January 2020, the World Health Organization (Who) declared 
Covid-19 a Public Health Emergency of International Concern (Pheic), later 
classifying it as a pandemic on 11 March 2020. Governments worldwide re-
sponded with rapid and extensive containment measures, including strict re-
strictions on international travel. According to the United Nations Confer-
ence on Trade and Development (Unctad), the first half of 2020 was marked 
by widespread lockdowns, disrupted mobility, and sharp volatility in energy 
and financial markets. (Unctad 2020). 

Seafarers and other marine personnel were positioned at the epicentre of 
these restrictions. Early reports by the International Maritime Organization 
(Imo) and the International Labour Organization (Ilo) documented severe op-
erational paralysis that gripped the maritime industry as crew changes were 
suspended, ports closed, and strict health protocols introduced (Imo 2020b, 
Ilo 2023). Many seafarers were denied shore leave, access to shore-based fa-
cilities, including medical care ashore (Ilo 2025). By mid-2020, an estimated 
400,000 seafarers remained stranded on ships beyond their contracts, while 
an equivalent number were unable to embark, losing their main source of in-
come (Imo 2020b). The International Transport Workers’ Federation (Itf) and 
the International Chamber of Shipping (Ics) reported receiving thousands of 
individual complaints from seafarers worldwide, detailing severe and dis-
tressing violations of the provisions of the Mlc 2006, as amended (Ilo 2025).  

Recognizing the gravity of this crisis, the Imo issued its first circular on 
27.03. 2020, urging governments to designate seafarers and other marine per-
sonnel as “key workers” and to grant them exemptions from travel and move-
ment restrictions to facilitate safe crew changes (Imo 2020a). This appeal was 
endorsed by the Secretary-General of the United Nations (Un), the Ilo, the 
International Civil Aviation Organization (Icao), and major maritime non-
governmental organizations, emphasizing the need for coordinated interna-
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tional action. It was subsequently reflected in Un General Assembly Resolu-
tion A/RES/75/17, which called on Member States to recognize the essential 
role of seafarers and support the continuity of global supply chains (UN 2020). 
By November 2022, the Imo Secretariat had received notifications from 66 
Member States and two Associate Members formally designating seafarers as 
key workers (Imo 2022).  

Despite these repeated calls and declarations, the practical protection of 
seafarers remained limited. In its 2020 General Observation on the applica-
tion of the Maritime Labour Convention, 2006 during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
the Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and Recommen-
dations (Ceacr) documented widespread violations of the Convention, partic-
ularly Regulations 2.4, 2.5, and 4.1. The Committee concluded that Member 
States had failed to comply with Article I, paragraph 2 of the Mlc, 2006, stress-
ing that seafarers’ protections cannot be suspended in times of crisis and are 
most critical precisely when seafarers are most vulnerable (Ilo 2020). 

Academic research on the Covid-19 pandemic’s impact on seafarers reveals 
severe and lasting effects on mental health, prolonged isolation, and signifi-
cant violations of their labour rights. Doumbia-Henry (2020) highlighted the 
humanitarian crisis faced by nearly two million seafarers, designated as key 
workers, who endured widespread restrictions on crew changes, repatriation 
delays, abandonment cases, involuntary contract extensions, and limited 
shore leave, all constituting major breaches of the Mlc 2006. These challenges 
exacerbated pre-existing vulnerabilities, with seafarers experiencing height-
ened stress, anxiety, depression, and emotional exhaustion linked to ex-
tended time at sea, uncertainty, and social isolation (Carrera-Arce et al. 
2025). Baygi et al. (2021) similarly found high levels of psychosocial distress 
among seafarers during the pandemic, particularly among those exposed to 
prolonged onboard confinement and poor communication with families. Sup-
porting studies further confirmed increased psychosocial strain, chronic fa-
tigue, financial insecurity, and unequal treatment of contract seafarers, un-
derscoring systemic enforcement gaps in international maritime regulations 
during the crisis (Hayes-Mejia and Stafström 2023, Slišković 2020, Wong 
2023, Shan et al 2024).  

Collectively, this evidence highlights a fundamental paradox: while sea-
farers were formally designated as key workers, the implementation of pro-
tective measures remained inadequate, leaving them exposed to significant 
operational, physical, and mental health risks. This gap between designation 
and realization forms the central focus of this paper. Against this backdrop, 
the present paper undertakes an evidence-based comparative analysis to ad-
dress two interrelated research main questions: 
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1. Why did the formal designation of seafarers as key workers fail to en-
sure their effective protection during the Covid-19 pandemic? 

2. What measures are required at the international, regional, and na-
tional levels to address the protection gaps exposed by the Covid-19 pan-
demic and strengthen the protection of seafarers during future global emer-
gencies? 
 
 
2. Conceptual framework 

In public policy and labour regulation, formal designation of workers’ status 
represents only the initial step toward securing effective protection. Whether 
such designation translates into meaningful protection depends on what fol-
lows next in the legal frameworks, governance and administrative systems, 
institutional arrangements, and operational infrastructures through which 
political commitments are either implemented or fail to be implemented in 
practice.  

The review of industry reports and academic literature presented above 
demonstrates a significant gap between the formal recognition of seafarers 
as key workers and the effective protection afforded to them in practice. To 
explain how this gap between recognition and implementation emerges, the 
study draws on three complementary theoretical perspectives.  

First, Pressman and Wildavsky’s (1984) implementation theory empha-
sizes the difficulties of translating policy commitments into outcomes within 
complex implementation chains. Policies are less likely to be implemented 
consistently when responsibilities are dispersed across multiple institutions 
and administrative levels. Each additional stage in the implementation pro-
cess creates new opportunities for delay, reinterpretation, inconsistency, or 
breakdown. Applied to the key-worker designation, this proposition gener-
ates a specific analytical expectation: the longer and more fragmented the 
chain between an international declaration and a seafarer's actual experience 
of protection, the greater the potential for variation, delay, reinterpretation, 
or inconsistency in implementation outcomes. The empirical question is not 
whether implementation gaps exist, but where in the chain they are most se-
vere and why. 

Second, Lipsky’s (1980) theory of street-level bureaucracy highlights the 
role of frontline discretion in shaping implementation outcomes. Even where 
formal policies exist, implementation ultimately depends on the decisions of 
officials responsible for applying rules in practice. Applied to the context of 
this paper, this theoretical lens generates a distinct analytical expectation: 
when broad international policies, such as the key-worker designation, lack 
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precise operational guidelines, frontline actors, including port authorities 
and local officials, will inevitably rely on their own discretion. Consequently, 
this paper utilizes Lipsky's framework to investigate how these frontline ac-
tors interpreted and applied the key-worker designation under conditions of 
uncertainty, and to evaluate whether this localized discretion served as a 
mechanism driving fragmented protection outcomes. 

Third, the paper draws on theories of polycentric governance and transna-
tional regulation. Governance studies emphasize that governance in complex 
transnational systems is often accomplished through diffuse power struc-
tures rather than hierarchical state control (Rosenau and Czempiel 1992, 
Rhodes 1996). Moreover, Abbott and Snidal (2009) argue that transnational 
governance systems often rely on voluntary agreement and soft coordination 
rather than hierarchical coercion. This is particularly evident in global mari-
time governance, which involves a variety of actors, including international 
organizations, states, regional entities, and industry stakeholders. Against 
this backdrop, the paper employs this conceptual framework to examine how 
the maritime sector’s reliance on soft law instruments, as well as the absence 
of institutionalized coordination and oversight mechanisms, affects the uni-
form application of such agreed-upon soft norms. 

Building on these theoretical perspectives, this paper identifies four inter-
related dimensions through which implementation outcomes are shaped: le-
gal recognition, governance coordination, operational infrastructure, and so-
cial protection arrangements. The legal dimension examines how States rec-
ognized and incorporated the status of seafarers as key workers within na-
tional legal and administrative frameworks. From an implementation per-
spective, the absence of binding and clearly defined obligations increases the 
scope for divergent interpretation and discretionary application across juris-
dictions. The study therefore examines how variation in legal recognition 
contributed to fragmented mobility and protection regimes during the pan-
demic. The governance dimension focuses on how responsibilities for imple-
menting key-worker measures were distributed and coordinated across inter-
national organizations, regional frameworks, national authorities, and indus-
try actors. Polycentric governance theory suggests that, in the absence of in-
stitutionalized coordination mechanisms, fragmented authority structures 
are likely to produce inconsistent implementation outcomes. This dimension 
therefore examines how coordination arrangements shaped implementation 
across different governance levels. The infrastructural dimension examines 
the operational and administrative systems through which key-worker 
measures were implemented in practice, including systems related to mobil-
ity, health protection, seafarers’ identity verification, and administrative pro-
cessing. It is assumed that frontline actors cannot consistently achieve policy 
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outcomes when supporting operational systems are fragmented, incompati-
ble, or underdeveloped. Accordingly, this section examines how disparities in 
infrastructural capacity have affected the practical implementation of seafar-
ers’ rights during the pandemic. Finally, the social protection dimension ex-
amines the relationship between the transnational nature of maritime labour 
and nationally bounded welfare systems. The global shipping industry de-
pends on highly mobile workers operating across multiple jurisdictions and 
under diverse contractual arrangements, while access to welfare protection 
remains largely tied to national systems and employment status. This section 
therefore examines how existing welfare arrangements shaped access to so-
cial security protection during the Covid-19 pandemic. 

The framework further assumes that these dimensions are causally inter-
connected rather than analytically isolated. Legal recognition influences gov-
ernance coordination by defining the scope of formal obligations, adminis-
trative responsibilities, and implementation authority associated with key-
worker measures. Governance arrangements influence infrastructural devel-
opment because interoperable operational systems typically require sus-
tained coordination, information-sharing, and resource allocation across in-
stitutions and jurisdictions. Infrastructural capacity, in turn, shapes the de-
livery of social protection because welfare access during crises depends on 
the operational systems through which mobility, medical access, documen-
tation, and administrative verification are processed. The study therefore ex-
amines not only variation within each dimension, but also the mechanisms 
through which implementation dynamics in one dimension influenced out-
comes in others. 

To synthesize the analytical framework, Table 1 summarizes the theoreti-
cal propositions and observable implications associated with each dimension 
of analysis. 

Table 1. Analytical framework for examining the implementation of key-
worker designation 

Dimension Theoretical  
proposition 

Theoretical 
expectations 

Legal Where key-worker sta-
tus lacks binding legal 
incorporation, imple-
mentation is likely to 
vary across jurisdictions 

Greater fragmentation in mobility, 
repatriation, medical access, and 
protection outcomes expected 
where designation is absent, non-
binding, or unsupported by imple-
menting measures and administra-
tive procedures 
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Governance In polycentric govern-
ance systems lacking in-
stitutionalized coordi-
nation mechanisms, 
fragmented authority is 
likely to produce incon-
sistent implementation 
outcomes 

Greater reliance on ad hoc coordi-
nation, conflicting administrative 
requirements, and uneven imple-
mentation across governance lev-
els expected where inter-agency 
and inter-state coordination mech-
anisms are weak or absent 

Infrastructure Where operational and 
digital systems are frag-
mented or underdevel-
oped, frontline actors 
will face constraints in 
implementing key-
worker measures con-
sistently 

Greater delays and inconsistencies 
in crew changes, vaccination ac-
cess, repatriation, mobility pro-
cessing, and medical assistance ex-
pected where operational interop-
erability and administrative capac-
ity are limited 

Social Protec-
tion 

Where welfare systems 
remain nationally 
bounded, transnational 
workers are likely to ex-
perience uneven access 
to protection during cri-
ses 

Greater exclusion from health-
care, income support, and welfare 
protection expected among mobile 
seafarers operating across multiple 
jurisdictions and contractual ar-
rangements 

Source: Authors’ compilation  
 
3. Methodology 

3.1 Research design  

This paper adopts a qualitative research design based on a theoretically 
guided secondary analysis of empirical material originally collected for the 
authors’ 2024 Apec study on the maritime transport sector in the Covid-19 
era (Lagdami et al. 2024). The initial Apec study focused primarily on opera-
tional disruptions and responses to these challenges faced by Apec economies 
during the pandemic. However, the empirical material collected for that study 
is also suitable for secondary analytical interpretation within a governance 
implementation framework. The interview guide and documentary corpus 
addressed issues directly relevant to the analytical dimensions developed in 
Section 2, including legal implementation measures, inter-agency coordina-
tion, operational constraints, crew changes, mobility restrictions, vaccina-



S. Kazantsev, K. Lagdami, J. Zuidema and M.Q. Mejia Jr., Seafarers as Key Workers 
 

  
   

 

tion procedures, medical access, and seafarers’ welfare protection during the 
pandemic. 

The original dataset was particularly well suited to analysing governance 
coordination, operational implementation, and infrastructural challenges 
because these issues formed a central focus of the original Apec study. Di-
mensions related to symbolic governance and welfare portability were inter-
preted more explicitly through secondary analytical coding and triangulation 
with documentary evidence. The secondary analysis therefore enables rein-
terpretation of policy-oriented empirical material through a governance im-
plementation framework examining how legal recognition, institutional co-
ordination, operational capacity, and social protection shaped implementa-
tion outcomes during the pandemic. 
 
3.2 Regional scope and case selection 

This paper focuses on the Apec region, given that Apec economies play a sig-
nificant role in various sectors of the global maritime industry and include 
major ship-owning nations, labour-supplying countries, and globally im-
portant port States (Unctad 2025, Lloyd’s List 2025, Baltic Exchange 2025).  

The Republic of Korea, the Philippines, and the United States were purpos-
ively selected to examine how economies occupying leadership positions in 
different segments of the global maritime industry implemented the desig-
nation of seafarers and other maritime workers as key workers during the 
Covid-19 pandemic. The Republic of Korea represents a higher-capacity ship-
owning and port-state economy with advanced administrative and digital 
systems; the Philippines represents a major labour-supplying economy char-
acterized by high dependence on seafarer remittances and more fragmented 
welfare protection arrangements; and the United States represents a major 
port-state economy with advanced infrastructure but a complex federal gov-
ernance structure. Rather than seeking representative coverage of all APEC 
economies, the study uses these contrasting cases to examine whether similar 
implementation challenges emerged across differing governance contexts 
and institutional arrangements. Table 2 summarizes the analytical relevance 
of the selected case economies within the comparative framework. 
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Table 2. Comparative Logic and Analytical Relevance of Selected Case Econo-
mies 

Economy Structural posi-
tion within the 
maritime sys-

tem 

Key governance and 
institutional char-

acteristics 

Expected implementa-
tion characteristics 

within the analytical 
framework 

Republic of 
Korea 

Major ship-own-
ing and port-
state economy 

Advanced adminis-
trative and digital ca-
pacity; prior epi-
demic-response ex-
perience; established 
inter-agency coordi-
nation mechanisms 

Higher consistency in 
implementation and co-
ordination expected due 
to integrated adminis-
trative and operational 
systems 

Philippines Major seafarer-
supplying econ-
omy 

High dependence on 
labour mobility and 
remittances; frag-
mented welfare pro-
tection arrange-
ments; more limited 
administrative and 
infrastructural capac-
ity 

Greater vulnerability to 
mobility disruption, wel-
fare exclusion, and frag-
mented implementation 
expected 

United 
States 

Major port-state 
economy with 
significant mari-
time infrastruc-
ture 

Advanced healthcare 
and digital systems; 
complex federal-state 
governance struc-
ture; major role in 
vaccination access for 
foreign seafarers 

Strong infrastructural 
capacity expected along-
side potential coordina-
tion complexity across 
governance levels 

Source: Authors' compilation  
 
3.3 Empirical Material 

The documentary corpus primarily covered the period from 2020 to 2025 and 
included international institutional documents, national emergency regula-
tions, administrative guidance, industry protocols, and intergovernmental 
policy materials directly related to the implementation of seafarers’ key-
worker designation during the Covid-19 pandemic. Documentary selection 
focused on materials with direct relevance to crew changes, mobility re-
strictions, vaccination governance, medical access, repatriation procedures, 
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and welfare protection within the maritime sector. Documentary sources 
were selected purposively based on their relevance to the implementation of 
key-worker designation and associated governance measures during the pan-
demic. Selection criteria focused specifically on documents addressing crew-
change governance, mobility restrictions, vaccination procedures, inter-
agency coordination, medical access, repatriation, and welfare protection for 
seafarers. The documentary corpus was used both to reconstruct policy and 
governance responses across jurisdictions and to triangulate evidence ob-
tained through interviews.  

The interview dataset consists of 18 semi-structured interviews conducted 
between 2023 and 2024 with representatives of maritime administrations, 
port authorities, shipowners’ associations, seafarers’ unions, maritime wel-
fare organizations, and maritime industry stakeholders in the Republic of Ko-
rea, the Philippines, and the United States. Interviews focused on operational 
experiences related to crew changes, implementation of key-worker 
measures, mobility restrictions, vaccination access, inter-agency coordina-
tion, legal implementation challenges, medical access, and social protection 
issues during the pandemic. 

Interviews were conducted under the ethical approval framework govern-
ing the original Apec study. Participants provided informed consent for the 
use of anonymized interview material in future academic research and publi-
cation. All interview material used in the present study was anonymized dur-
ing analysis in order to protect participant confidentiality. 
 
3.4 Analytical procedure 

The empirical material was analysed using deductive thematic analysis struc-
tured around the four analytical dimensions developed in Section 2. Initial 
coding categories were derived deductively from the conceptual framework 
and applied systematically across documentary and interview material. Addi-
tional implementation themes emerging during analysis were incorporated 
inductively where relevant to explaining variation across governance con-
texts and institutional arrangements. Coding and analytical interpretation 
were conducted collaboratively by the authors through iterative review and 
discussion in order to ensure consistency in the application of analytical cat-
egories across documentary and interview material. 

The analytical process proceeded in three stages. First, evidence relevant 
to each analytical dimension was identified and organized across documen-
tary and interview sources. Second, implementation patterns were examined 
comparatively across governance levels in order to identify recurring forms 
of fragmentation, inconsistency, and operational variation. Third, cross-case 
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comparison was conducted to examine how differences in governance ar-
rangements, legal frameworks, operational systems, and welfare structures 
shaped implementation outcomes across case economies. 
 
3.5 Methodological Limitations 

Several methodological limitations should be acknowledged. First, the study 
relies on analytical rather than statistical generalization and therefore does 
not seek representative coverage of all Apec economies. Second, the inter-
view dataset is limited to three case economies and reflects the governance 
and institutional perspectives captured within those contexts. Third, because 
the study is based on secondary analysis of material originally collected for a 
policy-oriented research project, some dimensions of the analytical frame-
work, particularly symbolic governance and welfare portability, were inter-
preted retrospectively through secondary coding and triangulation rather 
than through data originally collected for explicit theory testing. 

These limitations were partially mitigated through triangulation across 
documentary evidence, interview material, and secondary literature, includ-
ing evidence from additional Apec economies discussed in international and 
regional policy documents even where interview data were unavailable. Com-
parative analysis across contrasting governance contexts further supported 
the identification of recurring implementation patterns beyond individual 
national cases. 
 
 
4. Findings 

The Covid-19 pandemic functioned as a critical stress test for global and re-
gional maritime governance, exposing systemic weaknesses in the protection 
of seafarers and other marine personnel. The analysis reveals that across 
APEC economies, implementation was characterized by significant variation 
and inconsistency. Rather than operating as a uniform or coordinated meas-
ure, the designation was applied unevenly across economies, highlighting 
broader challenges in translating global recognition into practice. 
 
4.1 Legal gaps: fragmented designation and lack of legal clarity of key 

workers status 

At the global level, the designation of seafarers as key workers emerged as a 
coordinated policy response to the Covid-19 pandemic. International organ-
izations, including Imo and Ilo, called on governments to facilitate seafarers’ 
mobility in order to ensure the continuity of global supply chains. This cre-
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ated a shared policy framework emphasizing the importance of protecting 
seafarers’ rights during the pandemic.  

Within Apec economies, the implementation of this designation was frag-
mented. Among the 21 Apec economies, only nine formally designated sea-
farers as key workers (Imo 2022). As a result, the intended benefits of this 
designation were not realized in a coordinated manner across Apec. Instead, 
seafarers faced divergent national requirements related to entry restrictions, 
quarantine measures, and crew change procedures, which significantly con-
strained their mobility and access to services, primarily qualified medical care 
(Ilo 2025). 

One of the key factors contributing to this fragmentation was the absence 
of a universally agreed definition of “key worker”. While widely used in policy 
discourse, the term lacks a standardized legal meaning, and does not estab-
lish clear obligations for States. Instead, it is derived from national emer-
gency regulations, labour codes, and civil-contingency frameworks, where it 
functions primarily as a policy designation rather than a statutory category. 
As a result, the rights, privileges, and obligations associated with key-worker 
status vary significantly across jurisdictions and sectors.  

In 2022, the Fal Committee adopted amendments to the Convention on 
Facilitation of International Maritime Traffic (Fal Convention), which for the 
first time formally recognized seafarers' status as key workers in a binding 
international instrument. However, an analysis of Fal Standard 6.22, based 
on Abbott and Snidal's (2000) concept of obligation, precision, and delega-
tion, three dimensions that determine whether a legal instrument is "hard" in 
practical terms, shows that it remains binding in formal terms but compara-
tively soft in content: it creates an obligation to recognize seafarers as key 
workers without defining a minimum set of rights and procedural guarantees 
to be applied in practice. 

Within the Imo Facilitation Committee, Member States repeatedly disa-
greed on the scope of the definition of “key workers”, specifically whether it 
should extend beyond seafarers serving on board ships to other categories of 
maritime personnel essential to maritime operations, and whether it should 
apply only during public health emergencies of international concern (Pheic) 
or constitute a permanent, crisis-neutral form of protection (Imo 2024, 
2025a, 2025b). 

A different but complementary dynamic emerged within the Ilo when ne-
gotiations on the 2025 amendments to the Mlc 2006 revealed a direct con-
frontation between the social partners, who advocated for key worker protec-
tions in the mandatory standards of Part A, and Member States, who ulti-
mately limited the adopted text to the non-binding guidelines of Part B (Ilo 
2025b).  
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The absence of binding legal requirements to guarantee crew changes not 
only exposed seafarers to the discretionary policies of port States but also left 
shipowners highly vulnerable to commercial pressures. Because the “key 
worker” designation operated primarily through soft-law guidelines rather 
than mandatory maritime law, it failed to provide shipowners with the nec-
essary legal leverage to override private commercial contracts. Consequently, 
as Shan et al. (2024) observed, charterers were able to exploit this regulatory 
vacuum by enforcing strict “no crew change” clauses within their charter par-
ties to avoid the financial and logistical burdens associated with pandemic-
era repatriations. This dynamic illustrates a critical legal failure: in the ab-
sence of hard, enforceable international obligations, soft policy designations 
were easily subjugated by binding commercial contracts, severely restricting 
shipowners' ability to execute repatriations and legally trapping seafarers in 
prolonged confinement. 

Crucially, this international regulatory paradox is exacerbated by the prin-
ciple of jurisdictional sovereignty at the national level. Because international 
maritime instruments failed to establish a precise, universally binding defi-
nition with enforceable procedural obligations, they lacked the necessary le-
gal weight to supersede national laws. Consequently, port states remained 
legally empowered to prioritize their own sovereign frameworks in the areas 
of health, immigration, and border control over international maritime 
guidelines. This domestic legal prerogative fundamentally justifies, rather 
than merely administratively explains, why local authorities can systemati-
cally restrict seafarers' mobility. It demonstrates that the fragmented, highly 
localized implementation results documented in this study were not simply 
an administrative error, but an inevitable legal consequence of a system in 
which soft international designations conflict with hard sovereign mandates. 
 
4.2 Governance gaps: lack of coordination and crisis-response readi-

ness  

The Covid-19 pandemic exposed significant gaps in coordination and infor-
mation management at the global, regional and national level. During the 
pandemic, maritime stakeholders, including ship operators and especially 
seafarers, often relied on fragmented and inconsistent sources of infor-
mation. Frequent regulatory changes, conflicting national requirements, and 
the absence of centralized communication channels created uncertainty re-
garding crew changes, testing protocols, and repatriation procedures (Lag-
dami et al. 2024).  

In many cases, gaps in information were partially filled by non-state ac-
tors, particularly shipowners’ associations and seafarers’ unions. As noted by 
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Doumbia-Henry (2020), organizations such as the Ics and Itf were able to re-
spond more rapidly due to their operational flexibility and lower levels of bu-
reaucratic constraint. They established communication channels among 
shipowners, medical practitioners, unions, welfare organizations, and devel-
oped practical guidance to support ship operations and crew changes during 
the initial face of the pandemic. As a result, these industry-led initiatives 
helped to compensate for the lack of coordinated governmental response. In 
particular, the Guidance for Ship Operators for the Protection of the Health 
of Seafarers, first published in March 2020 and regularly updated as the pan-
demic evolved, was only officially recognized by the Imo Maritime Safety 
Committee in November 2020 (Imo 2020). 

At the level of Apec economies, coordination challenges persisted within 
Apec economies and were reflected in weak intergovernmental coordination 
across member economies. Despite the high degree of economic interdepend-
ence within Apec and the role of the Apec Secretariat in facilitating virtual 
dialogues that improved information sharing, the absence of effective inter-
governmental communication limited economies' ability to implement coor-
dinated measures. As a result, industry stakeholders were often required to 
obtain necessary information from alternative sources outside the commu-
nity. Furthermore, Apec study indicates that only a small number of econo-
mies adopted joint coordinated measures such as mutual recognition of vac-
cination certificates or crew change arrangements. Consequently, seafarers 
continued to face fragmented regulatory frameworks across jurisdictions, sig-
nificantly constraining their mobility and related rights within the Apec re-
gion. (Lagdami et al. 2024). 

At the national level, the effectiveness of response also varied significantly 
depending on administrative capacity and the degree of coordination among 
relevant authorities within individual states. In several cases, limited inter-
agency communication and weak engagement with industry stakeholders 
contributed to delays in crew repatriation and restricted access to essential 
services. In contrast, some economies demonstrated more effective coordi-
nation practices. The Republic of Korea already had experience in countering 
the spread of other dangerous viral diseases of the past, such as Severe Acute 
Respiratory Syndrome (Sars) in 2003 and Middle East respiratory syndrome 
(Mers) in 2013. Prior epidemic-response experience enhanced the Korean 
government’s preparedness for Covid-19 governance challenges. The govern-
ment implemented measures based on transparency, rapid testing and trac-
ing, and close inter-agency cooperation, while maintaining communication 
with industry stakeholders. As a result, Korea achieved relatively efficient 
crew-change processes and better continuity in maritime operations com-
pared to many other economies. 
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This comparative analysis further supports the proposition that the effec-
tiveness of the Covid-19 response was determined by pre-existing govern-
ance capacity, institutional coordination mechanisms, and operational pre-
paredness. Economies with integrated coordination structures and prior ex-
perience in responding to epidemics were better able to translate political 
recognition into effective operational responses. 
 
4.3 Infrastructure gaps 

Ensuring that the designation of seafarers and other marine personnel as key 
workers translates into tangible protection depends not only on the existence 
of legal and institutional frameworks, but also on the adequacy of the infra-
structure required for their implementation. Evidence from the Apec 2024 
Study demonstrates that measures designed to facilitate the safe movement 
and health protection of seafarers are contingent upon functional and well-
coordinated port, health, and digital infrastructure. Consistent with the con-
ceptual framework, the study expects that fragmented or underdeveloped op-
erational and digital systems constrain the ability of frontline actors to im-
plement key-worker protections consistently across jurisdictions. The Apec 
evidence strongly supports this expectation. 

a. Access to Vaccination and Recognition of Vaccination Documentation 
Ensuring access to vaccination and the recognition of vaccination docu-

mentation emerged as a critical infrastructural challenge during the Covid-
19 pandemic. At the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, maritime stakeholders 
all over the world emphasized that seafarers should be prioritized for vaccina-
tion given their heightened risk of infection (Global Maritime Forum). The 
nature of maritime work is characterized by frequent cross-border movement, 
interaction with port personnel from multiple jurisdictions, and prolonged 
confinement on board vessels. The infection of a single crew member there-
fore places the entire vessel at risk and, by extension, threatens the continu-
ity of global supply chains (Imha 2021). 

However, global and regional coordination to ensure seafarers’ access to 
vaccination remained limited. Moreover, many governments emphasized 
that vaccination strategies should prioritize domestic populations, particu-
larly in contexts of limited supply (Ilo 2025). Consequently, vaccine distribu-
tion was largely determined by national health policies and resource con-
straints, leaving many seafarers, especially from major labour-supplying 
countries such as the Philippines, with limited access to vaccination (Lucas 
et al. 2024). In practice, access often depended on initiatives led by industry 
representatives, seafarers’ charities, and trade unions, including through in-
formal advocacy channels (Lagdami et al. 2024). At the same time, shipping 
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companies began requiring vaccination as a condition for crew deployment, 
encouraging labour-supplying countries to give seafarers priority access to 
Covid-19 vaccines (Wong 2023). Given limited access to vaccines in their 
home countries, many seafarers were vaccinated in foreign ports, most nota-
bly in the United States and the Republic of Korea. As one interviewee noted, 
«The designation of seafarers as key workers was a factor in enabling thou-
sands of foreign seafarers to be vaccinated in U.S. ports» (Lagdami et al. 2024). 

As vaccination campaigns expanded, new challenges emerged. Seafarers 
faced incomplete vaccination coverage, mixed vaccine regimes, and divergent 
documentation requirements across jurisdictions. In some cases, they re-
ceived multiple doses or even repeated full vaccination courses to comply 
with differing national requirements. In addition, vaccines administered in 
foreign ports were not always recognised by home States, leaving seafarers 
effectively unprotected in administrative terms. The recognition of vaccina-
tion documentation thus became a significant barrier to mobility. The intro-
duction of digital vaccine verification systems, intended to facilitate the mu-
tual recognition of vaccination data, has instead generated new operational 
and administrative challenges for seafarers. The absence of standardised for-
mats, lack of interoperability between national systems, data protection con-
cerns, and insufficient port-level infrastructure for processing digital docu-
ments significantly constrained implementation (Lucas et al. 2024). As a re-
sult, even fully vaccinated seafarers were frequently denied shore leave or 
transit permissions due to incompatible certification systems (Lagdami et al. 
2024).  

Taken together, these findings indicate that the primary barriers to seafar-
ers’ health protection and mobility were not limited to vaccine availability 
only, but were rooted in the lack of international coordination, compatible 
infrastructure, and standardized procedures governing vaccination and certi-
fication. 

b. Infrastructure Constraints in Repatriation and Crew Changes 
Ensuring the timely facilitation of crew changes emerged as one of the 

most critical operational challenges during the Covid-19 pandemic. At the 
global level, international organizations and maritime stakeholders called for 
the establishment of crew-change protocols and the facilitation of safe transit 
for seafarers. However, the effectiveness of these measures depended on the 
ability of States to operationalize them through adequate physical infrastruc-
ture, which was often lacking in practice.  

Within Apec economies, these limitations became particularly visible. Ev-
idence from the Apec study shows that even where governments imple-
mented exemptions in line with Imo Circular Letter n.. 4204/Add.14, the lack 
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of dedicated transit facilities, quarantine accommodation, and integrated 
digital clearance systems limited their effectiveness. In many ports, the ab-
sence of clear protocols for coordination among maritime, health, immigra-
tion, and labour authorities resulted in delays, duplicative documentation, 
and conflicting jurisdictional requirements (Lagdami et al. 2024). Further-
more, this infrastructural fragmentation actively worsened shipboard condi-
tions. Wong (2023) observes that the uncoordinated proliferation of addi-
tional port-level health procedures and Covid-19 prevention guidelines im-
posed a severe, uncompensated administrative workload onto already ex-
hausted seafarers. 

At the national level, the effectiveness of crew-change and repatriation 
processes varied significantly depending on institutional capacity and infra-
structure readiness. Economies with established public-private coordination 
mechanisms, such as the Republic of Korea, were able to mitigate these chal-
lenges through the creation of dedicated crew-change corridors, centralized 
testing and quarantine facilities, and inter-ministerial task forces. These 
measures reduced turnaround times and enabled safer transitions between 
ship and shore. In contrast, major labour-supplying economies, including the 
Philippines, faced persistent logistical bottlenecks and limited infrastructure, 
resulting in delays in repatriation, and significant negative impacts on sea-
farers’ mental health. 

Union representatives interviewed in the Apec study reported widespread 
instances of “contract freezing,” in which crews unable to disembark contin-
ued to work beyond contract expiry without overtime pay or adequate rest, 
often under significant psychological strain. As one stakeholder observed: 
«Those who stayed aboard ships continued to receive wages, but prolonged 
contracts and isolation severely harmed their mental health, leading to 
heightened anxiety, depression, fatigue, and stress» (Lagdami et al. 2024). 
These qualitative observations are strongly supported by quantitative evi-
dence. An empirical study by Wong (2023), based on a survey of stranded sea-
farers, documented crews remaining on board for up to 293 days beyond the 
expiry of their contracts, with total periods of service extending to as much 
as 537 days. Wong's statistical analysis identified a strong positive associa-
tion between delayed repatriation, increased levels of anxiety, and a corre-
sponding decline in work performance.  

Digital infrastructure further shaped the effectiveness of these processes. 
Across Apec economies, limited adoption of standardized identity and verifi-
cation systems constrained mobility. Only a small number of economies had 
ratified the Ilo Convention n. 185 on Seafarers’ Identity Documents, limiting 
the use of standardized and secure biometric identification and electronic 
verification tools. Evidence from stakeholder interviews highlights wide-
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spread gaps in digital capacity and uneven implementation of systems capa-
ble of recognizing seafarers’ identity documents. This lack of harmonized 
standards for digital identity verification undermined seafarers’ ability to ac-
cess shore leave and timely medical care.  

The introduction of digital certification systems also exposed broader 
structural limitations. The absence of interoperable platforms, data-protec-
tion concerns, and insufficient port-level infrastructure for processing elec-
tronic documents of seafarers significantly constrained implementation. At 
the same time, maritime authorities and industry representatives reported an 
increase in falsified paper-based certificates during the pandemic, further 
highlighting the need for reliable digital systems (Lagdami et al. 2024). 

In contrast, in some economies digital systems played a critical role in sup-
porting operational continuity. Economies with more advanced digital infra-
structure, such as the Republic of Korea, were able to streamline crew-change 
procedures through the use of integrated data platforms for health declara-
tions, crew documentation, and clearance processes. These systems enabled 
pre-arrival processing, improved coordination among port, health, and im-
migration authorities, and reduced administrative delays. As a result, digital-
ization contributed significantly to more efficient crew rotations and safer 
ship-shore transitions during the pandemic. 

Taken together, these findings demonstrate that effective crew-change 
and repatriation processes depended not only on regulatory measures, but on 
the availability of coordinated, interoperable, and adequately resourced in-
frastructure. In particular, gaps in digital systems, port facilities, and cross-
border coordination significantly constrained the implementation of crew-
change measures during the pandemic. 

c. Infrastructure limitations in Access to Medical Care Ashore 
The Covid-19 pandemic exposed significant deficiencies in the provision 

of medical care ashore for seafarers. Many ports denied or delayed medical 
disembarkation, citing national quarantine protocols, public health re-
strictions, or insufficient isolation and treatment facilities. In numerous 
cases documented by international organizations and maritime stakeholders, 
seafarers suffering from serious or chronic conditions were refused medical 
evacuation or faced lengthy administrative procedures before receiving assis-
tance. 

Within Apec economies, these limitations became particularly visible in 
port-level practices. Many ports either denied or delayed medical disembar-
kation due to quarantine restrictions, lack of isolation facilities, or uncer-
tainty regarding responsibility among authorities. Even in cases involving se-
rious or chronic conditions, seafarers faced significant administrative barri-
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ers before receiving treatment. These challenges were exacerbated by the ab-
sence of clear coordination mechanisms between maritime, health, and im-
migration authorities, as well as by limited availability of dedicated facilities 
to safely handle medical cases involving international crew members. 

At the national level, the access to medical care ashore also varied signifi-
cantly depending on institutional capacity and infrastructure readiness. In 
several economies, limited healthcare capacity and strict public health con-
trols resulted in prolonged delays or refusals of medical evacuation, exposing 
seafarers to heightened health risks. In contrast, some economies demon-
strated more adaptive responses. The Republic of Korea implemented inte-
grated telemedical systems that enabled seafarers to access remote consulta-
tions, diagnostic support, and mental health services while at sea. These sys-
tems were supported by coordinated national health frameworks and digital 
infrastructure, allowing for more timely medical decision-making and conti-
nuity of care (Lagdami et al. 2024).  

Taken together, these findings support the analytical expectation that im-
plementation outcomes depended not only on formal policy measures, but 
also on the availability of interoperable operational systems, coordinated ad-
ministrative infrastructure, and sufficient healthcare and digital capacity. 
Consistent with the framework developed in Section 2, infrastructural limi-
tations functioned as a critical mediating factor shaping whether legal recog-
nition could be translated into practical protection. 
 
4.4 Social Security Protection Gaps 

Social protection constitutes a critical component of labour security within 
the maritime sector, affecting both seafarers and their households. However, 
the Covid-19 pandemic exposed significant limitations in the ability of exist-
ing systems to ensure continuous and effective protection for seafarers, par-
ticularly in situations involving prolonged service, contract expiration, or re-
stricted mobility.  

Within Apec economies, the socioeconomic impacts of the pandemic were 
unevenly distributed. Evidence from the Apec study shows that seafarers 
from major labour-supplying economies, such as the Philippines, experi-
enced the most acute hardships. Travel restrictions and delayed repatriation 
forced many to remain on board well beyond the maximum contractual ser-
vice period under the Mlc 2006, in some cases serving between 12 and 17 
months (Ilo 2021). At the same time, seafarers stranded ashore were unable 
to return to their ships, resulting in significant income losses (Shan et al 
2024). Data from a seafarers’ union cited in an Apec study indicate that the 
number of active Filipino seafarers fell from more than 500,000 in 2019 to 
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approximately 220,000 in 2020. Meanwhile, remittances declined only 
slightly, from US$6.5 billion in 2019 to US$6.3 billion in 2020. As Banta & 
Pratt (2022) observe, the immobilization of 'essential' Filipino seafarers cre-
ated a dual crisis within the export labour economy: while those trapped at 
sea endured involuntary confinement, their counterparts waiting in the Phil-
ippines were forced into deep precarity characterized by acute income loss 
and mounting household debt. Furthermore, state and international regula-
tory failures during the pandemic ensured that the consequences of this im-
mobility were not isolated to the workers themselves, but reverberated se-
verely throughout their families and the broader transnational network. 

In contrast, seafarers from ship owning countries with stronger institu-
tional frameworks and social security protection systems, including the 
United States and the Republic of Korea, generally experienced shorter em-
ployment disruptions and greater access to social protection. Interviewees 
from these economies indicated that national seafarers typically encountered 
few difficulties in obtaining work permits. For those temporarily ashore, na-
tional social security systems provided necessary assistance and benefits 
(Lagdami et al. 2024, Shan et al 2024). 

The financial security of seafarers' households also depended on the nature 
of their employment arrangements. Seafarers engaged on short-term or ad 
hoc contracts experienced the greatest hardship, as they were often excluded 
from domestic social security systems, while many emergency support 
schemes were designed primarily for essential workers employed ashore. 
Consequently, many lost their income entirely during periods of travel re-
strictions or prolonged ship layovers. Furthermore, Shan et al. (2024) argue 
that seafarers from major labour-supplying economies, who were predomi-
nantly employed under precarious ad hoc contracts, had little bargaining 
power to resist forced contract extensions or the denial of medical care. Many 
endured these conditions in silence because of a well-founded fear of being 
blacklisted by recruitment agencies, thereby jeopardising their future em-
ployment opportunities. In contrast, permanent employees of state-owned or 
large corporate shipping companies generally experienced fewer disruptions 
and benefited from greater income security and employment stability. These 
differences reveal a pronounced duality within the maritime labour market, 
where access to social protection and employment security depended not 
only on occupation but also on the nature of contractual arrangements and 
the characteristics of the employer. 

These findings point to a broader structural gap in maritime labour gov-
ernance. The global shipping industry’s reliance on seafarers from lower-in-
come economies is not matched by transnational mechanisms to ensure in-
come security or welfare protection during crises. Instead, social protection 
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remains largely tied to national systems, which often exclude non-resident or 
contract-based workers. As a result, the pandemic exposed the absence of 
portable and universally applicable social protection frameworks for seafarers 
operating in a highly globalized industry. These findings broadly correspond 
with the expected implementation characteristics outlined in Table 2, partic-
ularly regarding the relationship between administrative coordination capac-
ity and implementation consistency. 

Table 3. Structural causes of the gap between designation and protection of 
seafarers 

Dimension Core problem Governance out-
come 

Implications for 
seafarers 

Legal Absence of a binding 
and universally agreed 
definition of “key 
worker”; reliance on 
non-binding instru-
ments 

Inconsistent and 
fragmented desig-
nation across juris-
dictions; lack of 
enforceable rights 

Unequal access to 
exemptions (mobil-
ity, repatriation, 
medical care); 
rights dependent on 
national discretion 

Governance Weak coordination be-
tween international 
organizations, States, 
and national authori-
ties; lack of crisis-re-
sponse mechanisms 

Fragmented and 
inconsistent im-
plementation 
across and within 
States; conflicting 
regulations and de-
lays 

Uncertainty regard-
ing rules; delays in 
crew changes and 
repatriation; lim-
ited access to relia-
ble information 

Infrastructure Insufficient physical, 
digital, and procedural 
systems (ports, health 
facilities, digital certi-
fication, identity sys-
tems) 

Operational con-
straints in imple-
menting crew 
changes, vaccina-
tion, and medical 
access; system in-
efficiencies 

Restricted mobility; 
denied shore leave; 
duplicated proce-
dures (e.g. multiple 
vaccinations); de-
layed medical treat-
ment 

Social Protec-
tion 

Lack of portable and 
inclusive social protec-
tion mechanisms; de-
pendence on national 
systems and employ-
ment status 

Uneven access to 
income protection 
and welfare sup-
port; reliance on 
non-state actors 

Income insecurity, 
prolonged service, 
mental health im-
pacts; increased in-
equality between 
seafarers  

Source: Authors’ compilation  
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The comparison demonstrates that differences in legal design, coordina-
tion capacity, infrastructure, and social protection systems significantly in-
fluenced the effectiveness of key-worker designation in practice. While some 
economies were able to translate recognition into operational measures and 
tangible protections, others experienced limited impact due to the absence of 
implementing mechanisms, and institutional and infrastructure capacity.  

Taken together, these findings support the analytical expectation that lim-
ited effectiveness of the key-worker designation during the Covid-19 pan-
demic resulted from a combination of structural constraints across multiple 
dimensions. At the legal level, the absence of a binding and universally agreed 
definition of key-worker status contributed to fragmented and inconsistent 
designation across jurisdictions. At the governance level, weak coordination 
among international organizations and national authorities resulted in une-
ven implementation and regulatory divergence. At the infrastructural level, 
insufficient port, health, and digital systems constrained the operationaliza-
tion of mobility and access to services. Finally, at the level of social protec-
tion, the lack of portable and inclusive welfare mechanisms exposed seafarers 
to significant economic and social risks. These findings indicate that the ef-
fectiveness of policy recognition depended on the presence of supporting le-
gal, institutional, and operational frameworks. 
 
 
4. Discussion 

The designation of seafarers and other marine personnel as key workers was 
intended to signal their critical role and trigger coordinated action during the 
pandemic. Yet, the findings reveal a disconnect between recognition and re-
alization: despite its political significance, the designation failed to translate 
into effective, enforceable, and coordinated protection. This dynamic reflects 
what Bartley (2018) describes as the “institutionalization of symbolic assur-
ance” whereby the appearance of policy alignment substitutes for substantive 
change. In the maritime context, international designation of seafarers’ im-
portance generated a form of rhetorical recognition that conferred legitimacy 
without consistently delivering material protection. As a result, seafarers 
were effectively subject to what may be described as “designation without 
rights,” where formal commitments created the appearance of coherence but 
failed to guarantee tangible outcomes. 

At the global level, the pandemic exposed fundamental limitations in the 
functioning of maritime governance. Although international organizations 
have responded to the critical situation facing seafarers, these efforts have 
largely been couched in non-binding documents, including circulars, guide-
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lines, and resolutions. The reliance on soft law enabled a relatively swift and 
coordinated political response, but also limited the ability to ensure uniform 
and enforceable protection. Thus, the pandemic has highlighted a structural 
contradiction in maritime governance: while global norms may be developed, 
their implementation remains dependent on decentralized and uneven na-
tional systems.  

The pandemic underscored that soft governance mechanisms are useful for 
policy dialogue and coordination but inadequate substitutes for binding in-
ternational commitments. Effective crisis governance requires both vertical 
integration (clear mandates and accountability within national administra-
tions) and horizontal coordination (mutual recognition of health, travel, and 
vaccination standards across jurisdictions). Without these, recognition poli-
cies risk devolving into exercises in symbolic compliance rather than instru-
ments of functional protection. 

At the legal level, the absence of a universally agreed and binding defini-
tion of “key worker” played a central role in shaping implementation out-
comes. The concept functioned primarily as a policy designation rather than 
a legal category, leaving States with significant discretion in how it was in-
terpreted and applied. This ambiguity resulted in fragmented legal ap-
proaches and inconsistent recognition across jurisdictions. More im-
portantly, designation did not automatically translate into enforceable rights 
or clearly defined entitlements. 

At the governance level, the pandemic highlighted structural weaknesses 
in coordination across a polycentric system involving international organiza-
tions, national authorities, and industry actors. The dispersion of authority 
limited the ability to ensure coherent and aligned responses. In practice, this 
resulted in fragmented implementation both across and within States, as well 
as inconsistencies in the application of measures affecting seafarers’ mobility 
and access to services. The Apec evidence demonstrates that coordination re-
mained limited in the absence of mechanisms for mutual recognition and ef-
fective information sharing. This suggests that the challenge lies not only in 
policy design, but in the underlying governance architecture, where coordi-
nation depends on voluntary alignment rather than institutionalized mecha-
nisms. 

At the infrastructural level, the findings demonstrate that implementation 
capacity significantly conditioned outcomes. The effectiveness of policy 
measures depended on the availability of physical, digital, and procedural 
systems supporting seafarers’ mobility and access to services. Gaps in port 
infrastructure, quarantine facilities, medical capacity, and interoperable dig-
ital systems constrained the operationalization of policies and contributed to 
delays, duplication, and restricted access. These findings suggest that infra-
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structure operates as a mediating factor between policy and outcomes, deter-
mining whether recognition can be translated into practice. 

Finally, at the level of social protection, the pandemic exposed a structural 
mismatch between the global nature of maritime labour and the nationally 
bounded nature of welfare systems. Seafarers operate across jurisdictions, yet 
their access to income security and support remains tied to national frame-
works and employment arrangements. This resulted in uneven outcomes, 
with seafarers from labour-supplying economies experiencing greater vul-
nerability. The Covid-19 pandemic revealed that risks within the global ship-
ping system are effectively externalized onto a workforce that lacks access to 
portable and universally applicable protection mechanisms. 

Taken together, these findings indicate that the limitations of the key-
worker designation were not simply the result of inadequate implementation, 
but reflect deeper structural constraints within maritime governance. The 
combination of non-binding norms, legal ambiguity, fragmented coordina-
tion, infrastructural disparities, and uneven social protection created condi-
tions in which formal recognition remained decoupled from enforceable pro-
tection mechanisms. This demonstrates that key-worker designation should 
be understood not as a static status, but as a multi-stage process, linking des-
ignation, regulation, implementation, and welfare outcomes, each of which 
must be aligned to ensure effective protection. These lessons highlight the 
structural conditions required to translate policy recognition into effective 
protection. Table 4 synthesizes these insights across the key dimensions 
identified in the analysis. 

Table 4. Key lessons from the covid-19 crisis for maritime governance   

Dimension Key lesson What Covid-19 revealed 

Legal Recognition must be 
supported by binding le-
gal frameworks 

Non-binding designation led to incon-
sistent interpretation and lack of en-
forceable rights 

Governance Coordination must be 
institutionalized across 
levels and actors 

Fragmented governance resulted in 
conflicting measures and uneven im-
plementation 

Infrastructure Operational capacity is 
essential for effective 
implementation 

Gaps in port, health, and digital sys-
tems constrained mobility and access 
to services 
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Social Protec-
tion 

Protection must be 
portable and inclusive 
of transnational workers 

Nationally bounded systems left many 
seafarers without income security or 
support 

Source: Authors’ compilation 
 
 
6. Policy Recommendations 

The central lesson for global maritime governance is clear: designation must 
be coupled with enforceability, coordination, and sustained investment. Only 
by embedding key-worker protection within binding frameworks, supported 
by robust national systems and international cooperation, can the maritime 
industry ensure resilience in future crises and safeguard the welfare of sea-
farers.  

The effectiveness of recent amendments to the Fal Convention and Mlc 
2006 will depend on how they are implemented at the national and regional 
level. To ensure that the designation of seafarers as key workers translates 
into tangible protection, Member States should prioritize the development of 
coherent legal, institutional, operational, and social protection frameworks. 

First, Member States should incorporate the designation of seafarers as key 
workers into national legislation and administrative procedures in a clear and 
operational manner. This requires not only formal recognition in line with Fal 
Standard 6.22 and Guideline B2.5.2 of the Mlc, but also the definition of spe-
cific rights and entitlements associated with this status. These should include 
guaranteed access to cross-border mobility, repatriation, shore leave, and 
medical care, as well as exemptions from unnecessary restrictions during 
public health emergencies. National legal frameworks should ensure that 
these rights are enforceable and consistently applied across all relevant au-
thorities. 

Second, effective implementation requires the establishment of coordi-
nated governance structures. Member States should create permanent inter-
agency mechanisms linking maritime, health, immigration, labour, and 
transport authorities to ensure consistent decision-making during crises. In 
parallel, structured channels of communication should be established with 
maritime stakeholders, including shipowners, port authorities, and seafarers’ 
organizations, to facilitate timely information exchange and operational co-
ordination. These mechanisms are essential to avoid the fragmented and con-
tradictory practices observed during the pandemic. 

Third, Member States should strengthen the operational capacity neces-
sary to implement these obligations in practice. This includes investing in 
interoperable digital systems, as well as ensuring compatibility of these sys-
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tems with international standards. At the same time, adequate port-level in-
frastructure must be developed to support crew changes, including access to 
quarantine facilities, medical care, and safe transit arrangements. Without 
such infrastructure, legal obligations cannot be effectively realized. 

Finally, Member States should take measures to ensure that seafarers have 
access to adequate and continuous social protection. In line with the Mari-
time Labour Convention, particularly Standard A4.5, paragraph 4, this re-
quires the development of bilateral and multilateral social security arrange-
ments that ensure portability of benefits across jurisdictions. In addition, na-
tional systems should provide mechanisms for income support, repatriation 
assistance, and access to healthcare during periods of disruption, thereby re-
ducing the vulnerability of seafarers in future crises. 

Taken together, these measures provide a practical response to the second 
research question by outlining how Member States can ensure that the des-
ignation of seafarers as key workers is translated into effective protection in 
practice. Their success will depend on the ability to convert international 
commitments under the Fal Convention and the Mlc 2006 into coordinated 
national action supported by adequate institutional capacity and cross-bor-
der cooperation. 
 
 
7. Conclusion 

The Covid-19 pandemic exposed a fundamental disconnect between the des-
ignation of seafarers as key workers and the effective protection of their 
rights. Despite widespread political acknowledgment of their essential role, 
this designation did not translate into consistent or enforceable outcomes 
across jurisdictions. 

Addressing the first research question, this study demonstrates that this 
failure was not incidental, but rooted in structural features of maritime gov-
ernance. The absence of binding legal frameworks, fragmented coordination, 
uneven infrastructure capacity, and limited social protection prevented the 
effective implementation of key-worker status. As a result, recognition func-
tioned largely as a symbolic measure rather than a mechanism of protection.   

With regard to the second research question, the analysis indicates that 
bridging this gap requires moving beyond designation toward implementa-
tion. Effective protection depends on the alignment of legal obligations, in-
stitutional coordination, operational capacity, and social protection systems. 
Recent developments within the Imo and Ilo reflect partial progress, but have 
not fundamentally resolved the underlying structural constraints. 
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The central implication of this study is that key-worker designation must 
be understood not as an end in itself, but as part of a broader governance 
process linking recognition to enforceable rights and practical implementa-
tion. Without such alignment, future crisis responses risk reproducing the 
same gap between policy commitments and lived realities. 

Ensuring that seafarers are effectively protected in future global emergen-
cies will therefore require sustained efforts by Member States to translate in-
ternational standards into coordinated national action, supported by ade-
quate infrastructure and cross-border cooperation. More broadly, the find-
ings highlight a wider challenge in global governance: ensuring that the 
recognition of essential workers is matched by the systems necessary to pro-
tect them in practice. 
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