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Worker Protections at Sea: Climate change 
DQG�OLIH�DERDUG�GLVWDQW�ZDWHU�ÀVKLQJ�YHVVHOV
Sallie Yea

Abstract 

This short essay discusses the impact of  rising temperatures on workers’ health in 
RFHDQ�EDVHG�ODERXU�VHFWRUV��VXFK�DV�LQGXVWULDO�ÀVKLQJ��ZKLFK�KDYH�DWWUDFWHG�OLWWOH�
VFKRODUO\�DQG�DFWLYLVW�DWWHQWLRQ��,W�SURYLGHV�VRPH�UHÁHFWLRQV�RQ�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�
between a heating planet and work by exploring how climate change can lead 
WR�LQMXU\�DQG�GHDWK�DPRQJ�GLVWDQW�ZDWHU�ÀVKLQJ�ZRUNHUV��,�IRFXV�RQ�WZR�FOLPDWH�
FKDQJH�RXWFRPHV�WKDW� LPSDFW�ÀVKHUV�� WKH� LQFUHDVLQJ�VDOLQLW\�RI �ZDWHU�DQG�WKH�
GUDPDWLF�UHGXFWLRQ�LQ�ÀVK�VSHFLHV�

Suggested citation: S Yea, ‘Worker Protections at Sea: Climate change and life 
DERDUG�GLVWDQW�ZDWHU�ÀVKLQJ�YHVVHOV·��$QWL�7UDIÀFNLQJ�5HYLHZ, issue 25, 2025, pp. 
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Rising temperatures have dramatically impacted workers’ health in many land-
EDVHG�VHFWRUV��+HDW�VWUHVV��LQ�SDUWLFXODU��KDV�LQWHQVLÀHG�YXOQHUDELOLWLHV�RI �WKRVH�ZKR�
already live and work in precarious situations, including migrant workers. Brick 
kilns, agriculture, and mining have attracted particular scrutiny in a growing body 
of  scholarship.1 This short essay focuses on ocean-based labour sectors, such as 
LQGXVWULDO�ÀVKLQJ��ZKLFK�KDYH�DWWUDFWHG�IDU�OHVV�VFKRODUO\�DQG�DFWLYLVW�DWWHQWLRQ��
It draws from recent (2022–2024) research with Filipino men who worked on 
LQGXVWULDO�GLVWDQW�ZDWHU�ÀVKLQJ�YHVVHOV�RZQHG�E\�7DLZDQHVH�DQG�&KLQHVH�ÀVKLQJ�
ÁHHWV��DV�ZHOO�DV�ZLWK�WKHLU�OHIW�EHKLQG�IDPLO\�PHPEHUV��,W�LV�P\�KRSH�WKDW�WKHVH�

1 L Parsons, ‘Thermal Inequality in a Changing Climate: Heat, Mobility, and Precarity 
in the Cambodian Brick Sector’, in N Natarajan and L Parsons (eds.), &OLPDWH�&KDQJH�
LQ�WKH�*OREDO�:RUNSODFH, Routledge, London, 2021, pp. 15²����&�=�GH�/LPD�HW�DO�, ‘Heat 
Stress on Agricultural Workers Exacerbates Crop Impacts of  Climate Change’, 
(QYLURQPHQWDO� 5HVHDUFK� /HWWHUV, vol. 16, no. 4, 2021, pp. 044020, https://doi.
org/10.1088/1748-9326/abeb9f; S M Taggart et al., ‘Heat Exposure as a Cause of 
Injury and Illness in Mine Industry Workers, $QQDOV�RI �:RUN�([SRVXUHV�DQG�+HDOWK, 
vol. 68, issue 3, 2024, pp. 325–331, https://doi.org/10.1093/annweh/wxae011.
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PHQ·V�DQG�WKHLU�IDPLOLHV·�H[SHULHQFHV�EHJLQ�WR�ÀOO�WKH�JDS�RI �NQRZOHGJH�DERXW�
this labour sector that is rife with egregious exploitation in large part because it is 
out of  sight.2�,Q�VR�GRLQJ��WKLV�HVVD\�SURYLGHV�VRPH�UHÁHFWLRQ�RQ�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�
between a heating planet and work by exploring how climate change can lead to 
LQMXU\�DQG�GHDWK�DPRQJ�GLVWDQW�ZDWHU�ÀVKLQJ�ZRUNHUV��,Q�WKLV�VHQVH��,�IRFXV�RQ�
WZR�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH�RXWFRPHV�WKDW�LPSDFW�ÀVKHUV�3 the increasing salinity of  water 
DQG�WKH�GUDPDWLF�UHGXFWLRQ�LQ�ÀVK�VSHFLHV��7KHVH�WZR�RXWFRPHV�DUH�FRQQHFWHG�LQ�
WKH�FRQWH[W�RI �LQGXVWULDO�ÀVKLQJ��YHVVHOV�PXVW�WUDYHO�IXUWKHU�RXW�WR�VHD�DQG�UHPDLQ�
DW�VHD�IRU�ORQJHU�SHULRGV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�ODQG�HQRXJK�FDWFK�WR�UHPDLQ�SURÀWDEOH��7KLV�
impacts the availability and quality of  both fresh water and fresh food, with 
GHOHWHULRXV�KHDOWK�FRQVHTXHQFHV�IRU�PLJUDQW�ÀVKLQJ�FUHZV�

7KHUH�DUH�RYHU���������PHQ�ZRUNLQJ� LQ�GLVWDQW�ZDWHU�ÀVKLQJ��\HW� WKHUH� LV�QR�
database or repository of  deaths and injuries among those working in this labour 
VHFWRU��7KH�ODFN�RI �GDWD�UHÁHFWV�WKHVH�ZRUNHUV·�GLVSRVDELOLW\�DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�FKDOOHQJH�
of  enforcing worker protections in the middle of  the ocean. The human and 
ODERXU�ULJKWV�DEXVHV�HQGXUHG�E\�PLJUDQW�ÀVKHUV�LQ�WKH�VHFWRU�KDYH�QRZ�EHHQ�ZLGHO\�
documented, including in two reports I penned in 2010 and 2013, respectively. 
This documentation continues to highlight fraudulent and deceptive recruitment 
practices, wrongful deployment, wage theft, degrading and substandard living 
and working conditions, and high levels of  abuse and violence in the workplace.4 

I see the interviews I have been conducting over the past several years with 
ÀVKHUPHQ��IRUPHU�ÀVKHUPHQ��DQG�WKHLU�IDPLO\�PHPEHUV�DV�D�FULWLFDO�LQWHUYHQWLRQ�
WKDW� LV� EHJLQQLQJ� WR� ÀOO� LQ� D� ODFN� RI � GDWD��'XULQJ� LQWHUYLHZV� DQG� LQIRUPDO�
FRQYHUVDWLRQV�ZLWK�ÀVKHUPHQ�DQG�WKHLU�ZLYHV�DQG�PRWKHUV��WKH�VXEMHFW�RI �VHULRXV�
illnesses and deaths repeatedly came up. It is startling how often they referred 
to deaths on board.5 In the scant scholarly research or reports by international 

2 D Tinkler et al. ‘Modern Slavery and the Race to Fish’, 1DWXUH�&RPPXQLFDWLRQV, vol. 9, 
2018, article no. 4643, https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-018-07118-9.

3 ¶)LVKHU·�LV�WKH�WHUP�IRUPDOO\�DSSOLHG�WR�WKRVH�ZKR�ZRUN�LQ�SDLG�UROHV�RQ�ÀVKLQJ�YHVVHOV��
as outlined in the 0DULWLPH�/DERXU�&RQYHQWLRQ. For further discussion, see L Carey, ‘The 
Maritime Labour Convention 2006: The Seafarer and the Fisher’, $XVWUDOLDQ�DQG�1HZ�
=HDODQG�0DULWLPH�/DZ�-RXUQDO, vol. 31, no. 1, 2017, pp. 14–36. 

4 S Yea, 7URXEOHG�:DWHUV��7UDIÀFNLQJ�RI �)LOLSLQR�0HQ�LQWR�WKH�/RQJ�+DXO�)LVKLQJ�,QGXVWU\�WKURXJK�
6LQJDSRUH, Transient Workers Count 2 (TWC2), Singapore, 2010; S Yea, 'LOXWHG�-XVWLFH��
3URWHFWLRQ�DQG�5HGUHVV�IRU�7UDIÀFNHG�)LVKHUPHQ�LQ�$VLD, Transient Workers Count 2 (TWC2), 
Singapore, 2013.

5 This sector is a gendered and ethnic labour niche, with men from the Philippines and 
,QGRQHVLD�FRQVWLWXWLQJ�PRVW�RI �WKH�FUHZ��7KHVH�SDWWHUQV�UHÁHFW�SHUFHSWLRQV�RI �WKH�
GLIÀFXOW\�DQG�GDQJHU�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�WKLV�ZRUN��DQG�WKH�FRPPRQ�YLHZ�WKDW�ZRPHQ�
would not be capable of  undertaking the work or enduring the precarious conditions 
at sea.
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RUJDQLVDWLRQV³IRU�H[DPSOH��RQ�PLJUDQW�ÀVKLQJ�FUHZV�IURP�,QGRQHVLD�DQG�WKH�
Philippines6—there is little to no mention of  explicit connections between deaths, 
illnesses, and climate change. 

Qualitative data from my research as well as media reports touch on two main 
causes of  serious illness or death: kidney or renal failure and beriberi, a disease 
FDXVHG�E\�WKLDPLQH��RU�9LWDPLQ�%���GHÀFLHQF\��ZKLFK�SULPDULO\�DIIHFWV�WKH�QHUYRXV�
and cardiovascular systems.7 Consequently, the links to climate change are both 
direct (as the incidence of  kidney disorders is caused by the excessive consumption 
of  increasingly salty water) and indirect (in the case of  beriberi, which is caused 
by a lack of  decent, nutritious food and safe drinking water). 

Tropical and sub-tropical regions are experiencing rapidly rising salt levels.8 
Increasing salination not only has profoundly affected marine life, but also 
those working and living on the water. With a limited supply of  fresh, drinkable 
ZDWHU�RQ�ÀVKLQJ�YHVVHOV��ÀVKLQJ�FUHZV�DUH�GULQNLQJ�WKLV�VHDZDWHU�ZLWK�LQFUHDVLQJ�
FRQFHQWUDWLRQV�RI �VDOW��,Q�P\�LQWHUYLHZV�ZLWK�ORQJ�WLPH�ÀVKHUV��WKH\�GHVFULEH�WKDW�
RQ�SUHYLRXV�VWLQWV�RQ�GLVWDQW�ZDWHU�ÀVKLQJ�YHVVHOV�WKH�VDOW�ZDWHU�ZDV�¶WROHUDEOH·��EXW�
that now the water has become ‘undrinkable’. Building a scholarly archive through 
WKH�GHWDLOHG�QDUUDWLYHV�RI �WKH�ÀVKHUV�DQG�WKHLU�IDPLOLHV�LV�FUXFLDO�WR�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�
life, and death, on board these vessels. 

The Filipino men who participated in my study revealed that they were only 
given one litre of  bottled water per day to be shared amongst four men, or none 
at all. When the supply of  fresh water runs out or is reserved only for senior 
FUHZ�DQG�WKH�FDSWDLQ��ZRUNHUV�PXVW�WU\�WR�ÀOWHU�VHDZDWHU�WR�GULQN�DV�EHVW�WKH\�
FDQ��$OWKRXJK�ZDWHU�ÀOWUDWLRQ�GHYLFHV�DUH�SOHQWLIXO�DQG�DIIRUGDEOH�� LQ�NHHSLQJ�
ZLWK�RWKHU�FRVW�FXWWLQJ�PHDVXUHV�LQ�GHHS�ZDWHU�ÀVKLQJ�ÁHHWV��QR�VXFK�GHYLFHV�DUH�
available for crew. Even though the men know that drinking increasingly salty 
seawater would eventually make them sick, they had no choice but to drink the 

6 N S Pocock HW�DO�, ‘Occupational, Physical, Sexual and Mental Health and Violence 
DPRQJ�0LJUDQW�DQG�7UDIÀFNHG�&RPPHUFLDO�)LVKHUV�DQG�6HDIDUHUV�IURP�WKH�*UHDWHU�
Mekong Subregion (GMS): Systematic Review’, *OREDO�+HDOWK�5HVHDUFK�DQG�3ROLF\, vol. 
3, 2018, pp. 1–13, https://doi.org/10.1186/s41256-018-0083-x.

7 Drinking excessive amounts of  salt water is a key cause of  kidney failure. Because salt 
ZDWHU� LV� K\SHUWRQLF� �KDV� D� KLJKHU� VDOW� FRQFHQWUDWLRQ� WKDQ�ERGLO\� ÁXLGV��� WKLV� SXWV�
SUHVVXUH�RQ�NLGQH\V�WR�ÀOWHU�DQG�UHPRYH�WKH�H[FHVV�VDOW�IURP�WKH�ERG\��)DLOXUH�WR�H[SHO�
the salt can result in severe dehydration.

8 J Ran et al., ‘Quantifying the Contribution of  Temperature, Salinity, and Climate Change 
WR�6HD�/HYHO�5LVH�LQ�WKH�3DFLÀF�2FHDQ�����������·��)URQWLHUV�LQ�0DULQH�6FLHQFH, vol. 10, 
2023, pp. 1200883, https://doi.org/10.3389/fmars.2023.1200883; P Dalpadado HW�DO�, 
‘Rapid Climate Change Alters the Environment and Biological Production of  the 
Indian Ocean’, 6FLHQFH�RI �WKH�7RWDO�(QYLURQPHQW, vol. 906, 2024, pp. 167342, https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2023.167342.
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‘undrinkable’ water. Shockingly, they also told of  resorting to drinking rusty water 
from the old air-conditioning units on board, with equally severe health effects.

,Q�WKH������0DQLOD�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�'LDORJXH�RQ�+XPDQ�7UDIÀFNLQJ��,�UDLVHG�WKH�
issue of  safe drinking water when I gave a keynote presentation on the human 
ULJKWV�RI �PLJUDQW�ÀVKHUV��VXJJHVWLQJ�WKDW�HTXLSSLQJ�YHVVHOV�ZLWK�FKHDS�ÀOWUDWLRQ�
devices could save countless lives. Whilst representatives of  the Philippine 
government, foreign embassies, international organisations, local NGOs, and legal 
ÀUPV�ZHUH�DOO�SUHVHQW�DW�WKLV�HYHQW��QRW�RQH�IROORZHG�XS�ZLWK�D�FRPPLWPHQW�WR�
help support such a project. Some argued that it would further the exploitation 
RI �PLJUDQW�ÀVKHUV�E\�GHÁHFWLQJ�WKH�FRVW�RI �PDLQWDLQLQJ�ZRUNHUV�RQWR�WKLUG�VHFWRU�
organisations and funding. The argument was lost on me. 

%HULEHUL�LV�RQH�RI �WKH�PRVW�FRPPRQO\�RFFXUULQJ�LOOQHVVHV�RQ�GLVWDQW�ZDWHU�ÀVKLQJ�
vessels. It displays a range of  discrete symptoms depending on whether it is 
‘wet’ or ‘dry’. In the former cases, those affected suffer a combination of  heart 
and circulatory system failures, presenting as heart failure, oedema (swelling in 
the joints), shortness of  breath, rapid heart rate, and palpitations. Wet beriberi 
SUHVHQWV�PRVW�FRPPRQO\�IRU�ÀVKLQJ�FUHZ�ZRUNHUV��DOWKRXJK�GU\�EHULEHUL�KDV�DOVR�
been reported. In these cases, those suffering the condition experience weakness, 
atrophy (thinning and loss of  muscle tissue), numbness and loss of  feeling in 
extremities, and paralysis. If  properly treated through Vitamin B supplements 
and dietary adjustments, beriberi does not necessarily become serious. Prevention 
through availability of  decent food is the key to reducing the incidence of  beriberi 
RQ�ÀVKLQJ�YHVVHOV�

7KH�ÀVKLQJ� YHVVHOV�� KRZHYHU�� FDQ�RQO\� FDUU\� D� OLPLWHG� VXSSO\� RI � IUHVK� IRRG��
including fruit and vegetables. Feeder vessels transport supplies and equipment 
VXFK�DV�QHHGHG�IRU�YHVVHO�UHSDLUV��VR�WKDW�WKH�ÀVKLQJ�YHVVHOV�WKHPVHOYHV�FDQ�UHPDLQ�
DW�VHD�DOPRVW�LQGHÀQLWHO\��7KH�LQFUHDVLQJ�UHOLDQFH�RQ�IHHGHU�YHVVHOV�WR�PDLQWDLQ�
SURÀWDELOLW\�DPRQJVW�7DLZDQHVH��&KLQHVH��DQG�6RXWK�.RUHDQ�ÁHHWV�LQ�SDUWLFXODU�
LV�UHODWHG�WR�WKH�FULVLV�RI �SURÀWDELOLW\�WKDW�LV��LWVHOI��SULPDULO\�DQ�HIIHFW�RI �FOLPDWH�
change. As Tinker et al��DUJXH��ULVLQJ�IXHO�FRVWV�FRXSOHG�ZLWK�GHFOLQLQJ�ÀVK�VWRFNV�
DQG�FKDQJLQJ�ÀVK�SDWKZD\V�GXH�WR�WKH�HIIHFWV�RI �RFHDQ�ZDUPLQJ�DQG�VDOLQDWLRQ�
KDYH�FRQVSLUHG�WR�IRUFH�GLVWDQW�ZDWHU�ÀVKLQJ�YHVVHOV�IXUWKHU�RXW�WR�VHD�IRU�ORQJHU�
periods, with attempts to minimise return to port due to the fuel costs involved.9 
The problems associated with the use of  feeder vessels are numerous and have 
been discussed extensively in relation to both illegal, unregulated, and unreported 
�,88��ÀVKLQJ� DQG�KXPDQ� ULJKWV� RI �ÀVKHUV�� DV� UHPDLQLQJ� DW� VHD� IRU� H[WHQGHG�
SHULRGV�SODFHV�ÀVKHUV�LQ�XQIDYRXUDEOH�DQG�H[SORLWDWLYH�ZRUNLQJ�VLWXDWLRQV��(YHQ�
where feeder vessels carry supplies of  fresh food, its distribution among crew is 
highly uneven. Filipino crew with whom I spoke related how meat and vegetables 

9 Tinkler et al.
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ZRXOG�ÀUVW�EH�VHUYHG�WR�VHQLRU�FUHZ��XVXDOO\�&KLQHVH��6WDOH��H[SLUHG�IRRG�DQG��
sometimes, rice comprise the staples of  crew members’ diet. Punishment for 
minor infringements of  the strict and regimented work environment could also 
often be meted out as denial of  food. Sometimes crew would be so hungry that 
WKH\�ZRXOG�HDW�ÀVK�FDWFK�UDZ�

The aim of  this short provocation was to encourage researchers interested in 
precarious migrant work in all its forms to look at the ways climate change 
intersects with working conditions in a wide range of  sectors, including sea-
based work. Precarious workers are often most affected and least able to remedy 
the ill health effects of  conditions produced under changing climate conditions 
LQ� RIIVKRUH� ÀVKLQJ�ZRUN��7KHVH� UHODWLRQVKLSV� FDQ� EH� ERWK� GLUHFW� �H[FHVVLYH�
consumption of  increasingly salty water) and indirect (less availability of  decent, 
nutritious food and safe drinking water). The loss of  life or negative impacts on 
WKH�IXWXUH�FDSDFLW\�WR�ZRUN�KDYH�SURIRXQG�ORQJ�WHUP�LPSOLFDWLRQV�IRU�WKH�ÀVKHUV�
themselves, as well as their families, which are also yet to be more fully examined. 
These implications act to reinforce and intensify their health vulnerabilities under 
climate change.

Sallie Yea is an Associate Professor of  Human Geography in the Environmental 
Science Programme at Charles Sturt University, Albury, Australia. She has been 
conducting research with precarious migrant workers from or in Asia for more 
than twenty years. Email: salliellao@gmail.com 


