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Crew | Cardiovascular disease

Cardiovascular disease (Cvd) is the world’s 
largest killer, claiming 17.1 million lives a year. 
What are the risk factors of Cvd, and what can 
be done by the shipowners to minimise the 
risks associated with Cvd?

Risk factors for heart disease and stroke include raised 
blood pressure, cholesterol and glucose levels, inad-
equate intake of fruit and vegetables, overweight, obe-
sity, smoking and physical inactivity. For the lives it 
claims, there are far many more who have their lives 
disabled by related diseases, such as stroke, renal failure, 
etc. 

The prevention of CVD depends on the identifica-
tion of persons with a high cardiovascular incidence 
risk. Identifying risk is just one of the many features 
included in the enhanced pre engagement medical ex-
aminations that P&I clubs have introduced. Insurance 
is not a substitution for risk assessment and it is im-
portant that risk assessment be carried out thoroughly 
prior to employing crew.

Identified risks
Risk assessment can be made by considering the follow-
ing properties:

 Age
 Sex
 Blood pressure
 Cholesterol including high density lipids
 Family history of CVD
 Smoking
 Diabetes 
 ECG idiosyncrasies. 

Higher incidence in certain nationalities
CVD is not confined to any nationality, but it may 
be true to say that it has a higher incidence in certain 
nationalities, such as Filipino, Indian and Polish crew. 
CVD is the leading cause of death for Filipinos, repre-

senting about 32 percent of all Filipino deaths. Studies 
of Polish seafarers have shown 20 deaths at sea per year 
on average as a result of myocardial infarction (heart 
attack) alone.

One of the major risk factors prevalent among Fili-
pinos, and increasing their risk of heart disease, is high 
blood pressure. Other cultural factors include poor 
diet: a high fat, high cholesterol, and high sodium com-
bination containing a lot of salt. Patis (fish sauce) is one 
of the most common ingredients in Filipino food and 
Bagoong (shrimp paste), anchovies, anchovy paste, and 
soy sauce are also popular ingredients. Healthy food 
intake recommends eating at least five servings of fruit 
and vegetables a day, and care should be taken of pro-
cessed foods, which often contain high levels of salt. 

Hypertension
is very common
Stroke as a result of hyperten-
sion is very common in Fili-
pino crew, often as a result of 
mismanagement of medication 
and blood pressure monitoring 
whilst at sea. It is important that 
criteria are set with regards to 
what are the acceptable limits of 
the systolic and diastolic pres-
sures. If these need correction 
with medication, this ought to 
be able to be achieved, but must 
be proved to be satisfactory prior to employment. In 
so doing, given the lack of medical resources at sea, the 
minimum number of medications the better, and ide-
ally insurers would like to see this limited to no more 
than two concurrent types of anti hypertensive agents. 
An intelligent approach would be to ensure that a sup-
ply is obtained for the full duration of the voyage before 
leaving the seafarers home country.

Can lead to renal failure
Prolonged hypertension can lead to renal failure. High 
blood pressure makes the heart work harder and, over 
time, can damage blood vessels throughout the body. If 
the blood vessels in the kidneys are damaged, they may 
stop removing wastes and extra fluid from the body. 
The extra fluid in the blood vessels may then raise blood 
pressure even more. It is a dangerous cycle. High blood 
pressure is one of the leading causes of kidney failure, 
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also called end-stage renal disease (ESRD). People with 
kidney failure must either receive a kidney transplant or 
have regular dialysis.

Smoking and drinking
Smoking is common amongst crew. Smoking or using 
other tobacco products is a significant risk factors for 

developing heart disease. When it comes to heart dis-
ease prevention, no amount of smoking is safe.

Following a heart-healthy diet also means drinking 
alcohol only in moderation — no more than two drinks 
a day for men, one a day for women. At that moderate 
level, alcohol can have a protective effect on your heart. 
Above that, it becomes a health hazard.

Exercise is an integral requirement                              
of healthy crew
Regularly participating in moderately vigorous physical 
activity can reduce your risk of fatal heart disease. And 
when you combine physical activity with other lifestyle 
measures, such as maintaining a healthy weight, the 
payoff is even greater. Many vessels have now enhanced 
their gym facilities, and many seafarers partake of the 
exercise and fitness facilities on board. Obesity must be 
carefully observed considered. The higher the BMI, the 
greater the cardio pulmonary effort to keep up with the 
bodies demands. Astonishingly, we have seen seafarers 
with BMI’s as high as 61, but set limits in our enhanced 
standards at 30. Exercise is an integral requirement of 
healthy crew, both at sea and whilst on leave ashore.

More thorough screening of crew will result in the 
following benefits:
Medical

The possibility of a more precise evaluation of the 
health status and cardiovascular  risk and reduc-
tion of the possibility of allowing unfit crew to go 
to sea.

Overall healthier crew
Less deaths at sea through CVD
Economic

Reduce expenses connected with the diversion 
and helicopter evacuation, sudden disembarkation 
and substitution of crew on health grounds, hospi-
talization abroad, repatriation, death at sea, loss of 
a qualified worker,

Social
All crew sufficiently fit to do their quota of work, 
and not look to others to share their load. This 
brings about fairness according to distribution of 
work. Fitter crew are happier crew!

Committed to healthy crew
The Club is committed to healthy crew, and minimis-
ing risk exposure for the seafarer. Crew selection is 
important, as is good food and exercise facilities aboard 
ship. Education campaigns outlining diet and healthy 
eating, and discouraging smoking and alcohol are all re-
sponsibilities of the shipowner to promote aboard ship.

”Education campaigns outlining
diet and healthy eating, and 
discouraging smoking and alcohol
are all responsibilities of the shipowner
to promote aboard ship.”
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