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Forward by ICMA Chai rman Mr Douglas B Stevenson  

 
ICMA member organizations are known throughout the 

maritime world for their high quality services and programs for 

merchant mariners, irrespective of their nationality, race, or 

beliefs. Their work among seafarers has been cha racterized by 

effectively adapting to change. Whether changing from sail to 

steam, from break -bulk to containerization, from semaphore to 

email, ICMA members have adapted their work to meet seafarers' changing 

needs. One of ICMA's great strengths is its en abling member organizations to 

share their experiences with each other. In this document, successful centers, 

large and small, share their innovations to help strengthen maritime ministry 

worldwide. I commend it to you.  We are grateful to the ITF Seafarer s' Trust for 

funding the project  

  

 
 

 

Forward by Mr Tom Holmer of the ITF Seafarers' Trust  

 

At this time of financial uncertainty the Trust saw a particular 

need  for this kind of work, and were very grateful that ICMA 

provided the structure in which to carry it out, and for all 

those who took part. The Trust is specifically  supporting the 

delivery of services to seafarers concerning their health, 

communication and transport needs and the provision of 

assistance in ports where they are strangers. The Trus t has provided funds to assist 

the excellent work which is being done to welcome seafarers by existing centres, 

as well as supporting new ventures to extend the facilities which seafarers can 

access. The advice collected here is short and sweet, it should be read by 

everyone working with seafarers.  Starting with the first principles of love and 

service, it  provides specific guidance and fresh ideas.  Above all, it confirms the 

necessity to put the seafarer first.    
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Introduction  

 
 

Q.: What do you need for a successful seafarersõ centre? 

A.: Seafarers  
Successful seafarers õ centres serve the needs of seafarers , not the needs of the 

organisations which run them . They aim to meet those needs as they are now, 

not as they were decades ago.  Successful seafarersõ centres respond to the 

specific needs of seafarers .  The services that seafarersõ centres offer are also 

determined by the situation in the port and the type of shipping in question.  The 

nature of shipping determines turnaround times and security measures af fecting 

seafarersõ access to services.  Seafarersõ centres offer to seafarers what the port 

and the local environment does not, for example ship visiting, transport, 

convenient shopping, pastoral care and counseling, religious fellowship, 

currency exchange , safety, sports and recreation, communications, etc.  

Together  the port and the nature of shipping determine the nature and the 

extent of services that the centres offer.  

 

The workshop :  how to be a successful seafarersõ centre 
This document is the result  of joint venture organised by the International 

Christian Maritime Association (ICMA) and the International Transport Workers 

Federation (ITF) Seafarersõ Trust. It is the product of a workshop held in Hong Kong 

in November 2009 in which participants were invited to  discuss the question  

ôWhat makes a successful seafarersõ centre?õ  

 

As world shipping and port operations ha ve  changed in recent years, so the 

situation and needs of seafarers have changed. Provision of seafarersõ welfare 

has also, necessarily, changed. It has recently become clear that seafarersõ 

centres are at risk. There is now a tendency to see centres as expensive and 

difficult  to maintain. Funders are increasingly cautious to support unsustainable 

operations . 

 

Do we still need seafarersõ ce ntres? Ship visiting and welfare work can, and do, 

take place in ports without centres. However a seafarersõ centre acts as a base. 

A seafarersõ c entre offers the seafarer a safe environment to turn to at any time.  

It means that support for seafarers can a lways be found. It is a clear sign to 

visiting seafarers , and to the port community , that seafarersõ welfare matters.  

 

Statistics on visitor numbers do not tell the whole story. They do not show how 

many seafarers were glad to know that the centre was the re even if they did not 

have time to visit. Nor do they show how many members of the port community 

are relieved to know that there is always a place to which seafarers in distress 

can  be referred.  
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Our aim :  to see seafarersõ centres succeed 
We believe t hat seafarersõ centres are still important. Closure of centres means a 

loss for ICMA societies and a loss in seafarersõ welfare provision. The ITF also has a 

vested interest in retaining their services. We are not concerned with the politics 

of why seafare rsõ centres were established. We are concerned with sustaining 

existing centres.  

 

In this document, w e do  not attempt to design the perfect seafarersõ centre. It is 

not  a book of instructions on how to run a seafarersõ centre. Just as every port is 

differe nt, every seafarersõ centre is different. Each one has its own history and 

culture and each one is subject to local circumstances and legislation.  

 

Our aim is to help existing seafarersõ centres to survive, improve and be 

successful. Recognising that there  is a wealth of experience concentrated in 

ports around the world, we invited  representatives of 12 seafarersõ centres, 

known to be successful, to the  workshop to share their ideas.  This document is a 

collection of those ideas.  

 

 

Participants : twelve succe ssful seafarersõ centres 
These 12 successful seafarersõ centres are locat ed over five continents. They 

range in type from large traditional centres with accommodation to compact 

port -based drop -in centres. Most, but not all, have links to Christian societi es. 

Some enjoy excellent conditions. Others struggle against daily challenges.  

 

Why are these centres considered successful? Certainly they have all achieved 

a level of financial stability which enables them to offer their services. However 

the purpose of seafarersõ centres is not to be financially stable. It is to serve 

seafarers. Quite simply, all of these centres are places which seafarers like to visit.  

 

 

òSuccessfuló means we deal with challenges 
Donõt make the mistake of thinking that these òsuccessfuló seafarersõ centres 

were problem free.  The opposite is true: they have huge hurdles to overcome 

and problems which make life difficult.  You will see this when you read the text 

boxes in which the  participants'  own words are quoted.  But one of the thi ngs 

that make s them successful is that they take the problems in their stride:  they 

deal with them.  They find solutions.  The workshop shares with you their struggles 

and how they overcome them.  The workshop warns you about the pitfalls:  the 

participan ts know  because they have been there! The report  helps you not to be 

overwhelmed by problems but to be challenged to solve them.  
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Weõre all different, but one thing is common to us all: we love seafarers 
Throughout the workshop, the differences between th e seafarersõ centres were 

very clear. Models of management, local legislation, local culture, patterns of 

shipping, and relationships  with port authorities, all of these are significant factors 

in making each seafarersõ centre unique. 

 

However t here is one  unifying factor among these 12 successful seafarersõ 

centres: the love for seafarers. E ach representative showed a  passion for serving 

all seafarers, without exception, and a commitment to their dignity. The question 

is ôwhat makes a successful seafarersõ centre?õ The answer may be summarised 

in one word: love.  

 
 

The team in Hong Kong  

 

 
 Photo: ICMA
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Seafarers' centres represented  
 

Flying Angel Club, Fremantle, Australia  

 
 

Socially engaged, this large seafarers' centre enjoys a high public profile in th e 

region. Involvement with local festivals and other events ensures favourable 

coverage in the local press. The chaplain and his team have successfully 

overcome previous financial difficulties and consolidated the centre as a 

business. 

 

Halifax Seafarersõ Centre, Canada  

 

 

This Mission to Seafarers centre serves numerous scattered ports 

used by a range of shipping including a Japanese  

tuna fleet. Services to cruise ship workers are offered in season.  

This centre is known for its very successful volunteer  programme.  

 

 

 

Hong Kong Marinersõ Club 

 

 

This ecumenical seafarers' centre, in a city centre 

location, offers accommodation, a bar, meeting 

room and swimming pool. Facilities are open to 

seafarers at discount rates and to the public. A 

smaller centre i n the container terminal offers 

services to seafarers whose time ashore is limited and serves as a base for ship 

visiting.  

 

 

International Seamenõs Club 

Duckdalben, Hamburg, Germany  

 
 

This large centre enjoys excellent relations with local and port comm unities. It has 

become an attraction for tourists who come and learn about seafarers' lives. The 

centre is run by Deutsche Seemannsmission Hamburg -Harburg and has close -knit 

team of paid staff, young people on national service placements, and 

volunteers.  
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Liverpool Seafarersõ Centre,  

United Kingdom  

  

This seafarers' centre, in its current form, was established in 2007, replacing the 

former Mersey Mission to Seafarers and Stella Maris Centres in a joint ecumenical 

venture. This newly designed centre is an example of how different societies can 

work together in adapting to the changing needs of seafarers.  

 

 

Mission to Seafar ers Drop ð in  Centre 

Singapore  

  
This drop-in centre is based inside a port with some of the shortest 

ship turnaround times in th e world. While space is limited, 

communications services and reading materials are available and 

a chaplain is on hand  to provide spiritual support and counselling.  

 

 

Odessa Seamenõs Club, Ukraine 

 
This seafarers' centre, located inside the port, is used b y seafarers from cargo 

vessels and, increasingly, passenger vessels. Nationally, there is no tradition of 

religious organisations running welfare services or of volunteering and charitable 

giving. The centre is largely self -financing and has a lively progr amme of 

attractions for seafarers.  

 

 

Paranagua Seafarers' Support Centre, Brazil  

 
This centre is run by the Paranaense Baptist Convention . Local regulations require 

that they also offer services to the poor of the local community. Established in 

2003 by th e faith and determination of its founders, the Parana gua  Baptist 

Convention , Espirito Santo Baptist Convention and the Seamenõs Church Institute 

of New York and New Jersey, the centre is now a model for ports in Brazil.    
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Port Newark Seafarersõ Center, 

United States of America  

  
This seafarersõ centre, in the largest port on the US East Coast, offers 

services to seafarers and local shore -based maritime workers. There 

are two service points in the port to meet seafarers as they come 

ashore. The centre has recently taken over another seafarersõ centre 

previously in difficulty. The team includes professional fundraisers.  

 

 

Richards Bay Combined Seafarers  

Club, South Africa  

  
This seafarers' centre is entirely self -financing as local 

circumstances make fundraising impossible. Some years ago, it 

was in danger of closing. Prudent management by the chaplain 

and the manager, a husband and wife team, and the 

management committee, has succeeded in turning its fortunes 

around.  

 

 

Stella Maris Centre, Barcelona, 

Spain  

 

 

This traditional seafarersõ centre has accommodation, a bar and a 

chapel. There is also a centre for seafarersõ rights and an office in the 

cruise ship terminal. The centre aims to be a reference point for the 

local maritime community. Spirituali ty is at its heart and the centre 

has won awards for its work promoting interfaith dialogue.  

 

 

Stella Marisõ Friends, Venice, Italy 

 

 

 

This seafarers' centre, run by a not -for-profit organisation, in the passenger port of 

Venice is self -financing and al so funds welfare work in the nearby cargo port. This 

centre has a worldwide reach, producing the "Filipino Balita" which is distributed 

electronically, free of charge, to chaplains and ship visitors around the world.  
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Also represented at the workshop  
 

Mr Nonoy Baldon, seafarer  
 

Perhaps the most important participant at the workshop, Nonoy 

represents the òend useró.  A professional seafarer, he spent 

three years at maritime college in the P  hilippines followed by a 

year of onboard training.  

 

Nonoy has a lso worked as a volunteer at two seafarersõ centres: 

Stella Maris Centre in Cebu, a large centre with accommodation 

frequently used by seafarersõ families; and the Queen Victoria 

Seamenõs Rest in London which has accommodation for elderly and retired 

seafa rers.   

 

 

Mr Roger Harris, International Committee on Seafarersõ Welfare (ICSW) 

 
The ICSW has a co -ordinating role in the provision of seafarersõ 

welfare, providing support and working to avoid duplication of 

services. Roger joined ICSW in 2009 bringing e xtensive experience of 

fundraising and building professional relationships.  

 

 

Ms Kimberly Karlshoej, the  TK Foundation  

 
The TK Foundation is a philanthropic organisation which 

promotes the health, safety and welfare of seafarers. Kimberly is 

Program Offic er at the TK Foundation and also a trustee. With a 

background in psychology and nursing, she also brings experience of the 

hospitality industry to the workshop.   

 

 

Mr Roy Paul, the  ITF Seafarersõ Trust 

 
Roy has worked at numerous seafarersõ centres as both paid 

employee and volunteer. He was chaplain at the Mersey 

Mission to Seafarers. In his spare time, he visits seafarersõ 

centres . 
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Facilitators   

 

Reverend Hennie la Grange, ICMA  

 

Mr Roy Paul, the ITF Seafarersõ Trust 

 

 

Scribe   

 

Ms Michelle Homden, IC MA  

 

 

 

 
The Marinersõ Club 

Hong Kong  
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Chapter 1: Seafarers  
 

The Golden Rules  

 

Á All seafarers are equal and have an equal right to be cared for and 

treated with love and respect  

 

Á Respect the diversity of seafarers and their national and religious 

identiti es 

 

Á Talk to seafarers to discover their needs rather than assuming you 

know what they need or want  

 

Á Successful seafarersõ centres are seafarer-centred  

 

 

 
Photo: Dirk Obermann
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How to find out w hat seafarers need?  Listen to seafarers!  

We only learn what sea farers need when we listen to them. In order to listen, we 

reach out, make contact, build trust and show that we are ready to respond to 

what they tell us. By being present in seafarersõ centres, and by ship visiting, we 

show that we are ready to listen.  

 

Balance seafarersõ needs and the centreõs interests 

We must differentiate between the needs of seafarers and the needs of the 

organisations which run the centres. Centres which are self -financing need to 

make a profit. Centres which depend on donations may  be under pressure to 

show results, solving problems or producing statistics.  

 

 
Do seafarers need seafarersõ centres? 

Is it patronising to assume that seafarers need seafarersõ centres? Or is it really our 

self-interest  that makes us believe we are impor tant ? By encouraging seafarers 

to use our facilities, do we risk depriving them of a cultural experience? Doesnõt 

the beer taste the same downtown?   Think about it!  

 

Help seafarers to feel safe  

Historically, churches established seafarersõ centres because they recognised 

that seafarers were vulnerable to exploitation and criminals. Sadly, many ports 

are unsafe today. Seafarersõ centres still offer a safe environment without making 

moral judgements about seafarersõ behaviour.  

 

Help seafarers to access servi ces  

Contemporary seafarers often have very little free time. It is convenient if 

seafarersõ centres can offer essential services in, or close to, the port. And if not, 

then they need transport to get to these services.   

Speaking from experience  

 

Á What we seafarers want is a home away from home, a 

welcome, a smile and communications.  

 

Á In some countries, ówelfareô can have negative 
connotations. We prefer ówell- beingô. We are not just 

meeting  seafarersô practical needs but working to make 

their lives better.  

 

Á Do you know what seafarers call the women who run the 

centres? They call us ómammyô. We listen to them. Where 

would they find that downtown?  
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Treat seafarers fairly  

Successful  seafarersõ centres offer reliable services and fair prices.  

 

 

Befriend seafarers  

More importantly, successful seafarersõ centres offer friendship and a personal 

touch.  

 

 

 

Do seafarersõ centres need seafarers? Of course!  

Obviously seafarersõ centres need seafarers. Seafarers are their reason for 

existing. All seafarersõ centres would fail without seafarers but self-financing 

centres, which need to make a profit, would fail more quickly.  

 

Respect seafarersõ choice 

But we recognise that seafarers are free to choose what they like to do, whether 

they would like to come to the seafarersõ centre or go elsewhere. Sometimes 

seafarers prefer to go downtown. Good seafarersõ centres provide useful 

information about local attractions. Some also provide transport.  

 

Simply be there for seafarers  

The centre is safe place to which seafarers can return if necessary. It is a point of 

reference for them.  

 

 

Speaking from experience  

 

Á We never tell sea farers not to go downtown but we do have 

a responsibility to warn them of the dangers. Seafarers 

have been robbed. We know of incidents where taxis have 

taken them to nightclubs instead of back to their ship.  

 

Á Taxi drivers behave differently when there is  a 

seafarersô centre, especially when there is an agreement 

in place. They know that someone is looking out for the 

seafarers.  

 

Á A bit of competition from other attractions is good. It 

keeps us alert and focused on providing what seafarers 

need.  
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Do invite seafarers to come   

If you have a good seafarersõ centre, you must tell the seafarers.  

 

Distribute info rmation on your centre  

Successful centres have a presence in the port whatever their actual location. 

Some use banners on gates or posters on notice  boards to advertise their 

services. Some ensure that their publicity material is included in port informati on 

packs or distributed by port workers.  

 

Ensure your information is convincing and reliable  

Leaflets and posters are not enough. Seafarers sometimes do not believe that 

certain services are offered to them for free. And in other ports they may have 

been disappointed to find the information they were given was inaccurate (the 

centre was closed during opening hours the services were not what was 

announced on the leaflet, etc.) Stick to what you have advertised!   

 

Meet them to invite them personally  

Seafar ers need a human invitation with time spent explaining who we are and 

what we want to do for them. It is a role for a properly prepared ship visitor. All 

successful seafarersõ centres agree:  it is vital to make contact with the seafarers 

onboard their ships. Ship visiting is the key. Ship visitors must have the necessary 

information about centre opening hours, facilities and the availability of 

transport.  

Speaking from experience  

 

Á No one is obliged to come to a centre. Itôs 

something that we offer to seafarers. We donôt hide 

the fact that we have a commercial interest too.  

 

Á I tell seafarers that they donôt have to buy 
telephone cards from us. But if they donôt use our 

services, weôll have to close and then we wonôt be 

here to do anything for them. We explain: help us to 

help you.  

 

Á We provide transport from the docks to the 

seafarersô centre. If seafarers prefer to go 

downtown, we take them. We give them information 

about how to get back to the port but we make it 

clear that itôs their responsibility. 
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Celebrat e seafarers õ lives 

Love for seafarers, support for their dignity, a listening ear, these a re vital as are 

good quality and reliable practical services.  

 

But sometimes seafarers, like anyone else, want to relax and have fun. Seafarers 

celebrate birthdays, anniversaries, national days and religious festivals.  And 

seafarers commemorate the death  of loved ones and events that are significant 

to them personally and to their families and communities.   

 

Speaking from experience  

 

Á We have a simple flyer with international symbols on it. 

It is cheap to produce and can be left anywhere. 

Seafarers can keep them in their poc kets or wallets.  

 

Á We produced some booklets in a joint enterprise with the 

port authority. Some local restaurants paid to have their 

logos included.  

 

Á Companies spend millions on passenger ports but 

passengers just walk through. When we approached the port 

authority, they were happy to give us space for our 

publicity.  
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Entertain seafarers  

Some seafarersõ centres have developed innovative ideas for entertaining  

seafarers.  

 

 

 

Ideas for celebrations  

Local culture  

Food tasting  

Local musicians  

Folk music and dances  

Costumes  

 

International culture  

Seafarersô national holidays, e.g. Filipino Heroesô Day 

Religious fes tivals, e.g. Christmas, Divali  

International events, e.g. World Maritime Day  

 

Games and competitions  

Bingo  

Board games  

General knowledge quizzes  

Team sports like football and basketball  

 

Social events  

Film showings  

Sing - alongôs 

Dancing  

Parties for sporting  events, e.g. Football World Cup  
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Respect a seafarersõ choice not to come to the centre  

Sometimes seafarers are too busy to come to the seafarersõ centre, even if they 

had previously requested transport. Sometimes they prefer to go elsewhere. That 

is their choice.  

 

Keep in mind why they donõt come 

There are times when we ne ed to ask questions about why seafarers donõt come 

to the centre.  P erhaps we should alert the au thorities or the ITF Inspector if we 

find something is amiss.  Ship visitors should pay attention to seafarers. If they 

have no energy or seem too apathetic to  come off ship, they may be suffering 

mental health problems. If they are unable to obtain shore passes, it is possible 

that they are being denied their right to shore leave. The seafarersõ centre should 

have procedures for responding.  

 

Do something about  it! 

But maybe it is due to a problem at your centres that they prefer to go 

elsewhere.  Do not be afraid to ask!  And if you get an honest answer, do 

something about it!  

 

 

 
Photo:  Rolf Schulten  


