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The Maritime Labour Convention, 2006, an important  international labour 
Convention, was adopted by the International Labour Conference at its 94th 
(Maritime) Session. Sometimes called a “bill of rights” for seafarers, it sets out 
seafarers’ rights to decent conditions of work and helps to establish conditions 
for fair competition for shipowners. The Maritime Labour Convention, 2006 was 
designed as a global legal instrument that has become the “fourth pillar” of 
the international regulatory regime for quality shipping, complementing the 
key Conventions of the International Maritime Organization (IMO). The 2014 
amendments to the Convention are also included in this edition. 

The Maritime Labour Convention, 2006 contains a comprehensive set of global 
standards, consolidating almost all the existing maritime labour Conventions 
and Recommendations that have been adopted since 1920, in a single new 
Convention with a new format and requirements that reflect modern conditions  
in the industry. The Convention establishes international requirements 
for decent work for all seafarers, including minimum terms in seafarers’ 
employment agreements, minimum age, medical fitness requirements, 
training, wages, leave, repatriation, on-board accommodation and catering, 
medical care, occupational safety and health, welfare and social security. An 
important new part of the Convention, Title 5, is devoted to compliance and 
enforcement requirements. These requirements were designed to achieve 
continuous “compliance awareness” at every stage from the national 
systems of protection up to the international system, including inspection 
of conditions on all ships as well as flag State certification, and port State 
inspection, of labour conditions on ships that go on international voyages.

This essential new reference source also includes the Seafarers’ Identity 
Documents (Revised) Convention, 2003 (No. 185), the Work in Fishing 
Convention, 2007 (No. 188) and Recommendation, 2007 (No. 199), the 
ILO’s fundamental Conventions and the ILO Declaration on Fundamental 
Principles and Rights at Work and its Follow-up.
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PREFACE

This book contains three Conventions relating to the maritime sector 
and several other documents related to their implementation. The first is one 
of the International Labour Organization’s most innovative and successful  
international labour Conventions, the Maritime Labour Convention, 2006  
and other related Conventions, the Seafarers’ Identity Documents Convention, 
(Revised) 2003, and the Work in Fishing Convention, 2007.

The Maritime Labour Convention, 2006 (MLC, 2006), which entered into 
force on 20 August 2013 and at that date already applied to 30 Members 
with a total share of nearly 60 per cent of the world gross tonnage of ships, 
is often described as a charter for decent work or a “bill of rights” for the 
world’s maritime workers and a framework for creating a level playing field 
for shipowners. Governments, seafarers and shipowners all regard the adop-
tion of this Convention as a landmark development for the world’s most glo-
balized sector.

The MLC, 2006, consolidates and updates the majority (68 out of 72) 
of the ILO’s maritime (37) Conventions and Recommendations adopted since 
1920. This in itself is a major step forward in assisting countries to improve 
working and living conditions on ships operating under their flags – ships, 
for which they have international responsibility. This Convention demonstrates 
that social dialogue and international cooperation can effectively address the 
challenges of living, working and conducting business at sea. But it goes 
even further by showing how dialogue and tripartism can also address the 
challenges of globalization.

The Convention takes forward the ILO’s 21st century approach of ac-
tively seeking innovative ways to ensure the relevance and effectiveness of 
international labour standards in modern economic and social conditions.

The MLC, 2006, has strengthened compliance and enforcement require-
ments. These include, for the first time for an ILO Convention, certification 
by flag States of seafarers’ working and living conditions with a requirement 
that the documents are carried onboard ships and are subject to inspection 
when ships enter ports of other countries.  It is addressed to flag States, port 
States and countries with labour-supplying interests.

This book also contains two documents to help with national imple-
mentation. First is the text of the 17 resolutions adopted by the International  
Labour Conference in 2006 when it adopted the Convention. Several of 
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these provide useful implementation guidance including with respect to 
national determinations as to “who is a seafarer”. The second is the most 
recent (2015) edition of the “Frequently asked questions” (FAQ), a data-
base which is also available online on the ILO MLC, 2006 website. The 
information responds to questions asked since 2006. In June 2014, the In-
ternational Labour Conference approved two very important amendments 
to the Code (Standards and Guidelines) of the MLC, 2006. They are in-
tended to better address the problem of abandonment of seafarers and 
to further clarify matters related to claims for compensation in the case 
of a seafarer’s death or long-term disability due to an occupational injury 
or illness. They were adopted on 11 April 2014 by the Special Tripartite 
Committee established under Article XIII of the Convention. This Com- 
mittee also adopted a resolution concerning transitional measures, which is 
also included. Under the Convention’s more rapid amendment procedures 
these amendments are expected to enter into force by early 2017. 

The Seafarers’ Identity Documents Convention (Revised), 2003 (No. 185), 
reflects important new maritime concerns. Seafarers typically work as part 
of a multinational crew, for a foreign shipowner on a ship flying the flag of 
still another country. Ships’ voyages usually take seafarers to several foreign 
ports, often with short notice. For their health and well-being and to carry 
out their work, seafarers need temporary admission into the territories of the 
countries visited: short periods of shore leave after working at sea on voy-
ages that can last up to several months at a time; and permission to transit 
through a country to join or change ship or to return home (for repatriation).

How can these needs be reconciled with the security measures being 
taken by countries to confront the modern day phenomena of terrorism and 
clandestine immigration? This is taken up in Convention No. 185, the second 
subject of this book.

Convention No. 185 was developed after 2001 and adopted in 2003 to 
respond to the enhanced security needs and priorities of Members while also 
serving the practical needs of the industry. It addresses the concerns of ship-
owners and seafarers by including an assurance that would allow seafarers 
the necessary facilities to go ashore in foreign countries upon presentation 
of the new more secure biometric identity document. The Convention aims 
to ensure that the related issuance procedures respect the dignity and rights 
of workers, especially with respect to fingerprint technology. In addition the 
Convention responds to government concerns by including a strong and com-
prehensive security system which assures that the holders of the document 
requesting admission to their territory are indeed genuine seafarers. It also 
provides assurances for their country’s seafarers and ships flying their flag.

Finally, the Work in Fishing Convention (No. 188) and Recommenda-
tion (No. 199), adopted in 2007, revise and consolidate five ILO standards 
concerned with working conditions of fishers. The world’s fisheries are, of 
course, an essential aspect of human food security: we all rely and will con-
tinue to rely on their work. This Convention tackles many of the key chal-
lenges in ensuring decent work for fishers: minimum age and medical fitness 
to work as fishers; fishers’ work agreements; manning of vessels and hours of 
rest; accommodation and food on board fishing vessels; occupational safety 
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