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At the Royal Merchant Navy Education Foundation (RMNEF), we 
understand only too well the challenges facing seafaring families, having provided 
support to the dependents of those who have served or who are serving at sea 
as part of the Merchant Navy over the past two centuries. 

As we approach our bicentenary in 2027, the issues experienced by the 
families of current and former serving members of the Merchant Navy are more 
distinctive than ever. Even though support exists through the RMNEF and other 
organisations, there is a disconnect between them and the families they seek  
to help.That’s why this report exists: to bridge this gap and to raise awareness of 
what is fast becoming a forgotten sector.

As the name suggests, the focus of the RMNEF is education. We provide and 
enable educational support for the natural and adopted children of Merchant 
Navy seafarers, professional sea-going fisherman and crew members of the 
Royal National Lifeboat Institution’s vessels. Indeed, we believe that “education 
is the foundation” and that RMNEF beneficiaries are set on a course towards a 
brighter future through bespoke support, enabling them to obtain professional 
and career-entry qualifications for future employment.

To date, we have aided thousands of children and young adults to realise their 
dreams, but we have so much more to give. We’re now in the unique position 
to widen our support network even further and to achieve a six-fold increase in 
our beneficiary numbers. By demystifying the sector and shedding light on its 
modern day composition, we hope to identify with more families currently facing 
difficulties, and to bring the legacy of our support fully into the 21st century.

Charles Heron-Watson
The Secretary and Chief Executive Officer
Royal Merchant Navy Education Foundation 

Foreword from Royal Merchant Navy Education Foundation Patron  
HM The Queen EDUCATION IS

THE FOUNDATION1



THE FORGOTTEN
SECTOR

The Merchant Navy describes the fleet of commercial seagoing  
UK-registered ships and their crews. This includes British seafarers 
employed in a variety of trades which include passenger ships, container ships, 
tankers and numerous other types of vessels including, from the RMNEF’s 
perspective, those employed aboard the UK fishing fleets.

British Merchant Shipping has been a vital part of British culture for centuries. 
It played a pivotal role in supporting the military towards success in two world 
wars, and without it, it is arguable the British Empire would not have reached the 
size it did.

But in the 21st Century, this heritage and the people associated with it are all at 
risk of being forgotten.

ThE MERchaNT Navy IN NuMBERs
• 30,000 serving members1  
• 154,000 former serving members2

• 1,388 ships on the UK Ship Register3

• 176,000 dependents of current and former serving members4

• 51,000 children of current and former Merchant Navy members5

1 UK Seafarers’ Demographic Profile, 2015 p.2, 2  UK Seafarers’ Demographic Profile, 2015 p.2,  3 Seavision.org.uk,  

4 UK Seafarers’ Demographic Profile, 2015 p.2  5 UK Seafarers’ Demographic Profile, 2015 p.6

Sailing under the radar…until now
Unlike the armed forces or the emergency services, public interest in 
the Merchant Navy has waned in recent years. The Merchant Navy  
has served faithfully for so long that we now take it for granted, and 
people’s understanding of the sector is at an all-time low. However 
merchant shipping still plays an integral role in Britain’s international 
trade, contributing billions to the UK economy each year. 95% of our 
trade by volume is transported by sea, a significant proportion on 
British flag vessels. A forgotten sector it may be, but it is fundamental 
to continued British prosperity.

And just as with the armed forces, a career in the Merchant Navy 
can exert a tremendous toll – not just on the lives of those serving, 
but those of their families as well. If we continue to overlook this 
sector, not only will we be snubbing centuries of history but we will be 
overlooking the needs of tens of thousands of people in the here and 
now, and in the future.

The Bridge Report is designed:
•	 To	ensure	that	this	doesn’t	happen
•	 To	raise	awareness	of	the	challenges	 
 Merchant Navy families face
•	 	To	put	the	interests	of	those	serving,	 

along with their families, back  
at the top of the news agenda
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THE MERCHANT
NAVY3

The Merchant Navy Seafarer – a modern definition
A British Merchant Navy seafarer is any person, of British 
nationality, who is currently serving, or has served at sea 
on board a merchant vessel, regardless of the registry 
or ownership. This includes: passenger liners, ferries, 
container ships, tankers, bulk carriers, break bulk cargo 
ships, coasters, specialist ships, oil support vessels, 
lighthouse tenders, superyachts, and luxury or charter 
yachts with paid-crew members.

In the context of this report the Merchant Navy also 
incorporates any seafarer serving in any capacity on board 
inshore or deep sea fishing vessels and RNLI lifeboats.

FIvE suRpRIsING FacTs aBouT ThE MERchaNT Navy
1  Despite its name, the Merchant Navy is separate from the 

Royal Navy, although it has played a crucial role in supporting war 
efforts and continues to do so

2  Merchant Navy Day is celebrated every year on 3 september 
– an official day of remembrance for those lost at sea

3  The Royal Merchant Navy school was the first official visit 
of the newly married HRH The Princess Elizabeth (now HM Queen 
Elizabeth II) and Prince Phillip in 1947

4 95% of the uK’s international trade by volume goes by sea6 

5  This means that everything from your car, to your TV, to your 
washing machine could have arrived in the UK on board a 
merchant ship

6 British Chamber of Commerce
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A brief history  
of the Merchant Navy
Seafaring trade has been integral to the 
United Kingdom for thousands of years but 
it was only in the 17th century that attempts 
were made to create a formal organisation for 
British merchant ship owners and vessels.

•	 	17th century. The first attempt is made to register all seafarers as a source  
of labour for the Royal Navy in times of conflict, though this ultimately doesn’t 
come to fruition 

•	 	1827. The Merchants’ Seamen’s Orphan Asylum is founded in the City of London
•	 	1835. The second attempt to register all seafarers succeeds, leading to the 

formation of the world’s premier merchant fleet. Merchant Navy ships travel the 
world, trading in sugar, spices and tea in the Far East, and crops and textiles from 
the sub-continent 

•	 	1914-1918. The Merchant Navy plays a vital role in supporting the war effort. A 
total of 7.7m tons are lost to German U-Boats. 

•	 	1921. The Royal Merchant Navy School moves to Bearwood Estate in Berkshire
•	 	1922. King George V bestows the title “The Merchant Navy” on the British & 

Commonwealth merchant fleets in recognition of their sacrifices in the Great War
•	 	1928. Edward, Prince of Wales (later Edward VIII) becomes Master of The 

Merchant Navy and Fishing Fleets, a title he holds until his abdication. As the  
title is held by the ruling monarch, both George VI and Elizabeth II have  
assumed this role

•	 	1928. The Tower Hill Memorial, commemorating those in the Merchant Navy and 
fishing fleets who gave their lives during the Great War, is unveiled. It would be 
extended in 1955, following the Second World War

•	 	1939. Britain is at war with Germany. George VI issues the message found in the 
preface to this report

•	 	1939-1945. The Merchant Navy again suffers heavy losses in its vital support of 
the war effort. Around 19 million tons of Allied shipping is lost in total, including 
2,535 ships from the British Merchant Navy.  This includes 10.2m tons lost by 
the UK alone, 54% of the entire Merchant Navy Fleet. Almost 32,000 merchant 
seafarers were killed in the war, but their efforts to ensure supplies get through are 
fundamental to the ultimate Allied victory

•	 	1945-2000. Following the decline of the British Empire, the Merchant Navy follows 
suit but remains influential, accounting for 3% of global merchant shipping at the 
time of publication

•	 	1980. The Royal Merchant Navy School Foundation (RMNSF) is established
•	 	2000. Merchant Navy Day becomes an official day of remembrance on  

3 September
•	 	2013. The RMNSF becomes The Royal Merchant Navy Education Foundation 

(RMNEF)
•	 	Today. The Merchant Navy continues to play a vital role in the UK economy, 

providing more than 30,000 jobs

The Tower Hill Memorial



The Merchant Navy today

Globalisation, reduction in crew numbers, the increased use of 
multinational crews, the size of vessels, faster turnaround times in port 
and the automation of the sector has seen membership fall, although 
30,000 Britons are still serving.

The composition of the Merchant Navy, too, has changed. Ferries 
and cruise ships now make up 17% percent of the total fleet, while 
professionally employed crews of large privately owned and 
charter yachts sector account for an increasing number of British 
seafarers7. But the role of merchant shipping in global trade, 
freight and support is still vital to the continued economic 
success of the UK. Trade by sea accounts for 95% of the 
total (by volume)8, and without the support of the Merchant 
Navy, the country would face a significant struggle.

However, those serving in the Merchant Navy 
are themselves facing substantial challenges; 
challenges that can have a knock-on effect on 
their families and loved ones.

Noted members past and present
The Merchant Navy has had a number of successful and illustrious serving members. In 
many cases, their time spent in the Merchant Navy was an extremely important formative 
experience that provided the skills and knowledge needed for world-firsts. 

The principles remain the same, but the Merchant Navy  
has changed immeasurably from its beginnings. 

James Cook  
– famed British explorer and 
navigator who achieved the first 
recorded European contact with the 
eastern coastline of Australia. Joined 
the Merchant Navy as a teenager, 
before joining the Royal Navy.

Freddie Lennon  
– father of singer song writer John.

Captain Dudley Mason  
– captain of tanker Ohio who was 
awarded the George Cross for 
successfully delivering a vital cargo 
of oil to Malta, in spite of his ship 
being bombed and torpedoed 

Joseph Conrad  
– one of the 20th century’s greatest 
novelists and author of classics 
such as Heart of Darkness, Lord  
Jim and Nostromo. Served from 
1874, to 1886.

John Prescott  
– former UK Deputy Prime Minster.

Captain Richard Been Stannard 
– served in the Merchant Navy and 
was awarded the Victoria Cross for his 
bravery during the Second World War

Victoria Drummond MBE  
– Britain’s first and for many years, 
only female ship’s engineer. She 
joined the Merchant Navy in 1922, 
had a distinguished service during 
WWII and went on to attain the rank 
of Chief Engineer. Her pioneering 
has led to the recruitment of 
increasing numbers of females 
into the Merchant Navy, who these 
days work alongside their male 
colleagues with equal opportunities.

Sir Robin Knox-Johnson  
– the first person to sail single 
handed and non-stop around the 
world between 14th June 1968 and 
22nd April 1969

Captain Ian McNaught  
– Deputy Master of Trinity House, 
and the last captain of the Queen 
Elizabeth 2 (QE2).
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7  ‘UK Seafarers’ Demographic Profile, 2015, p.36

8 British Ports Association
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The health implications
•	 	A	life	at	sea	can	be	dangerous	and	merchant	

seafaring carries its share of dangers. Commercial 
fishing is widely known as the UK’s most 
hazardous occupation, with around 15 people 
killed or seriously injured each year9 

•	 	There	are	46,000	former	Merchant	Navy	members	
aged 55 and over with limiting long-term illnesses 
and 26,000 former Merchant Navy members 
aged 55 and over with one or more limitation that 
prevents them from completing everyday tasks 

•	 	56%	of	the	current	or	former	Merchant	Navy	
members have reported an injury of illness that 
prevented them from working, in many cases for a 
significant period11

The issues faced:
•	 	Exposure	to	toxic	and	carcinogenic	materials	

which could, later, be responsible for a number of 
chronic illnesses such as cancer and respiratory 
problems12

•	 	Physical	hazards	on	board	ships	such	as	
excessive noise, vibration, heat and cold, confined 
spaces, and exposure to harmful radiation from 
the sun. The increased likelihood of manual 
handling means seafarers are much more likely to 
suffer from back problems, arthritis and joint pain. 
This is estimated to effect a quarter of all those 
who report an injury13

•	 	Mental	health	issues,	whilst	fortunately	rare,	
can, among other things, be caused by lengthy 
absences from the home, increased levels of 
stress, loneliness, long working hours and poor 
quality sleep

•	 	Although	facilities	are	available	on	some	ships,	
maintaining a good level of health and fitness can 
be problematic15

THE ISSUES
FacED4

Being a member of the Merchant Navy is simultaneously 
one of the most rewarding, and challenging career choices 
available today. Despite huge improvements in standards 
of safety, seafaring will, on occasions, be a potentially 
hazardous occupation. Furthermore serving in the Merchant 
Navy invariably means spending a great deal of time away 
from home, sometimes in inherently unsafe and unhealthy 
environments. There are financial considerations too, 
which can have a destabilising effect on the economic 
circumstances of those serving.

Of course, this doesn’t just affect those at sea, but their 
families and loved ones as well. Whether it’s being separated 
from a parent, living in coastal communities, being uprooted in 
line with opportunities, or dealing with the psychological effects 
of a life at sea, the spouses and children of those serving in 
the Merchant Navy are just as involved.

9 ‘UK Seafarers’ Demographic Profile, 2015, p.93

10 UK Seafarers’ Demographic Profile, January 2015 p.8

11 ‘UK Seafarers’ Demographic Profile, 2015, p.93

12 ‘UK Seafarers’ Demographic Profile, 2015, p.92

13 ‘UK Seafarers’ Demographic Profile, 2015, p.92

14 ‘UK Seafarers’ Demographic Profile, 2015, p.92

15 ‘UK Seafarers’ Demographic Profile, 2015, p.93



What does this mean for the families? The financial implications
When a parent suffers an injury, whether it’s long or short-term, this can have a 
profound effect on both the spouse, and any children. This can manifest in a number 
of different ways:

•	 	Young	children	can	take	a	particularly	long	time	to	adapt	if	the	injury	is	serious	and	visible
•	 	Ongoing	treatment	can	be	extremely	disruptive	and	costly	to	everyday	life,	with	the	needs	

of the injured parent being prioritised over those of the children. That means putting hospital 
visits before football practice, therapy sessions over piano class. It also makes it much 
harder for the partner to hold down full-time employment

•	 	Physical	injuries	have	a	direct	impact	on	mental	wellbeing	potentially	causing	Post	Traumatic	
Stress Disorder (PTSD), stress and depression. Try as they might, invariably this is sensed by 
the children, potentially leading to psychological issues of their own. In some cases, these 
issues can last a lifetime

•	 	The	impact	of	bereavement	on	a	child	is	profound	and	unthinkable.	Yet	with	a	career	in	the	
Merchant Navy often being inherently dangerous, it is something that must be considered

•	 	In	the	event	of	a	bereavement,	the	impact	on	the	surviving	spouse	is	also	profound	–	not	
only are they dealing with their own issues, and those of any children, but now must take on 
the role of both parents

•	 	Even	in	the	absence	of	an	injury,	the	act	of	a	parent	leaving	the	home	for	a	sustained	
amount of time can feel like a bereavement – particularly for smaller children – and comes 
with a range of psychological issues including difficulties with bonding and forming secure 
attachments as well as behavioural issues

•	 	An	experienced	Merchant	Navy	Rating	(i.e.	not	Officer)	can	expect	to	earn	up	to	£30,000	but	often	 
as	little	as	£16,00016 per year

•	 	Just	a	fifth	of	trainees	and	active	seafarers	expect	to	be	working	at	sea	until	normal	retirement	age17 

(although many do find positions in the maritime industry on shore)
•	 	A	report	on	a	recent	European	survey	advised	employers	to	assume	a	maximum	length	of	service	 

of 10-15 years18

The issues faced:
•	 	Careers	in	the	Merchant	Navy	can	

be, for some, financially rewarding, 
but this is not always the case and 
a large number of those serving 
receive relatively low salaries

•	 	Because	of	the	health	issues	faced,	
serving members are at risk from 
reduced earnings due to time  
spent on temporary or permanent 
sick leave

•	 	Many	of	those	serving	do	not	have	
a private pension. Furthermore 
because some British seafarers 
are employed by overseas crewing 
agencies, usually on insecure 
contracts, it is possible that a 
few may not have kept up with 
paying their National Insurance 
Contributions19

•	 	A	career	in	the	Merchant	Navy	is	closely	tied	to	global	trade	and	therefore	global	economic	conditions.	
During times of economic downturn, job security is a major concern

•	 	With	one	parent	at	sea,	the	remaining	parent	is	often	unable	to	work	full-time	in	order	to	care	for	
children. This not only has immediate financial impacts, but also affects their career development. If the 
parent ashore becomes seriously ill, or dies, it is often necessary for the other parent to leave the sea 
in order to look after the children. This will have a serious and complex impact on the family structure as 
well, almost certainly, as an adverse effect on the remaining spouse’s earning potential

16 National Careers Service

17 ‘UK Seafarers’ Demographic Profile, 2015, p.37

18 ‘UK Seafarers’ Demographic Profile, 2015, p.37

19  ‘UK Seafarers’ Demographic Profile, 2015, p.98



What this means for the families The Educational implications

When health problems cause issues within a family, they 
might need support for everything from tuition fees, to 
educational equipment and even school uniform.

•	 	Children	from	poorer	backgrounds	are	at	higher	risk	of	
being developmentally delayed. By age three, many are 
estimated to be nine months behind children from more 
wealthy backgrounds20

•	 	Growing	up	in	relative	poverty	can	have	a	serious	
impact on the health of children and is associated with 
a higher chance of illness and premature death21

•	 	Children	from	poorer	backgrounds	are	less	likely	to	go	
on to higher education22, and those that do can struggle 
to support themselves when they are there

•	 	There	is	also	an	element	of	community	exclusion,	where	
children from low income families are unable to take 
advantage of the same opportunities as their peers. 
Things like holidays abroad, school trips, or even being 
able to invite friends around can be extremely limiting 
factors

•	 	The	average	student	debt	of	someone	graduating	today	is	
£44,00023

•	 	It	is	estimated	that	73%	of	students	will	be	paying	off	their	
student debt in their 50s24

•	 	The	cost	of	higher	education	has	in	most	cases,	increased	nine-
fold since 2004 and most universities now charge the maximum 
amount	of	£9,000	per	year

•	 	While	apprenticeships	are	growing,	the	cost	of	completing	
one puts some people off – even though the training costs are 
covered if you are aged 16-1825 

The issues faced:
•	 	With	the	cost	of	higher	education	on	the	rise,	the	pressure	

placed on families has never been felt more keenly, and by 
so many. This is especially true for the families of those in the 
Merchant Navy, thanks in part to the financial issues mentioned 
previously

•	 	The	increase	in	tuition	fees	has	become	a	major	concern	for	
young people across the country, and stands as a particular 
deterrent to those from less financially secure backgrounds. 
Although education is the foundation of achieving success, 
doing so without saddling oneself with a great deal of debt has 
become a pipe dream to many

•	 I	t’s	not	just	tuition	fees,	the	other	costs	of	higher	education	
quickly stack up. Textbooks, travel to and from, and living costs 
are all a huge consideration

•	 	The	same	is	true	of	school	expenses.	School	uniforms,	
educational equipment, school trips and educational visits are  
all things that cost money, and these costs rise the more 
children there are

20 Child Poverty Action Group

21 End Child Poverty ‘Health Consequences of Poverty for Children’ p.2

22 Joseph Rowntree Foundation Report p. 3

23 The Independent

24 The Independent 

25 QA Apprenticeships

Working in the Merchant Navy is a unique, rewarding 
vocation, but one that presents many challenges. But, for the 
health-related reasons described above, certain families find 
themselves in need of more financial support, so they can help 
their children to get the start in life they deserve. 



THE BRIDGE OVER
TROUBLED WATERS5

A career in the Merchant Navy poses serious challenges to both those serving and 
their families, but that’s not to say that support doesn’t exist. There are numerous charitable 
organisations that work ceaselessly to support affected families, helping to ensure a brighter future.
 
However, due to the fragmented nature of the Merchant Navy, knowledge of these charities 
remains low. The fact is that many current and former Merchant Navy members are unaware that 
support systems exist, and fewer still know they could be eligible.

United under the flag of helping seafaring families, these charities work together to provide a range 
of support that is tailored to the needs of the individual or family.

In this section, we take a look at some of the support options available.

The Royal Merchant Navy Education Foundation

Since 1827, the charity’s objective is to offer support to Foundationers by 
providing for or towards their maintenance and education with the end goal 
of assisting them in training for and taking up employment.  This can include 
contributions towards school or university fees, living expenses, educational 
books, visits or equipment, school uniform costs and more. 

Beneficiaries are assessed on an individual basis to ensure the support 
provided meets the unique needs of that particular child or young person 
from the age of about six months until they obtain their professional, career-
entry qualification. Need is looked for in their finance, health, education and 
environment both inside their home or in their locality.   

The support available:
•	 School	or	university	fees
•	 Educational	extras
•	 School	uniform	costs
•	 Some	travel	between	home	and	school
•	 Educational	equipment
•	 Educational	visits
•	 Educational	books	and	resources
•	 Some	university	expenses
•	 Support	for	professional	and	vocational	training

The Royal Merchant Navy Education Foundation is a British educational charity for the 
natural or adopted children of Merchant Navy seafarers and professional sea-going 
fisherman, and of crew members of the Royal National Lifeboat Institution’s lifeboats.  
Each qualifying parent must either be serving or have served at sea and beneficiaries 
are known as ‘Foundationers’.

For more information about the Royal Merchant Navy Education Foundation 
and to see if you are eligible for help, please visit 
www.rmnef.org.uk 
Follow us on Facebook at www.facebook.com/RMNEF

Registered Charity No. 1153323



What this means for the families
•	 	Being	unable	to	provide	for	your	children	in	the	way	you	would	like	can	be	a	traumatic	experience	 

for all involved
•	 	Quite	simply,	“education	is	the	foundation”	for	the	rest	of	a	child’s	life,	and	when	a	child	is	denied	access	 

to the best levels of education, the effects more often than not can ripple throughout their entire lives
•	 	Children	from	poorer	backgrounds	are	half	as	likely	to	go	on	to	study	at	university	as	their	better	off	peers26

•	 	Parental	involvement	is	also	a	vital	part	of	a	child’s	educational	development,	something	which	can	be	
naturally limited if a parent spends lots of time away from home as is often the case in the Merchant Navy27 

“My son Ethan was born with cystic fibrosis and 
I knew we had to do everything we could to 
allow him to be healthy as an adult. That’s why, 
when he was six, we took the difficult decision to 
school him at home.

Unfortunately, we found that home schooling was 
extremely expensive – textbooks for example, 
cost a fortune! While we received very little help 
from the Local Education Authority for this, we 
were determined that Ethan would have all of the 
opportunities afforded to those in schools.

We did a bit of research and came across the 
Royal Merchant Navy Education Foundation 
who came out for a visit. It turned out Ethan was 
eligible as my husband is a Marine Engineer. The 
RMNEF was able to arrange an annual bursary 
– this enabled us to buy text books and other 
educational equipment, as well as education trips. 
The bursary was also used to pay for a computer 
and printer, and the fees for taking his GCSEs.

Ethan now runs his own IT company. It’s no 
exaggeration to say that the RMNEF made our 
lives much easier. To be honest, I’m not sure 
what we would have done without them.”

Janet Hughes, mother of RMNEF 
beneficiary Ethan.

case 
study

case 
study

ETHAN’S STORY

ZENA KAIN
“Our daughter, Zena, was very obviously academically gifted, so we were delighted 
when she was offered a place in the sixth form at Truro School. There she was 
able to study the combination of subjects which she wished to take with her onto 
her University education. However, the fees at Truro School became beyond our 
means as we had three other children so we looked round to see if there were any 
organisations which offered support.  

The RMNEF [then known as the Merchant Navy Schools Foundation] offered us 
help by paying Zena’s fees which took the pressure of money from us. Not only 
that, but it gave her a grant towards her University expenses. She went to Bristol 
University and having gained a good degree went on to do her Masters there too. 
She now lives in Australia, and is the State Manager of Ranstad – the second 
largest recruitment company in the world.

None of this would have been possible without the input from the RMNEF. We 
have maintained contact with Charles Heron-Watson, our mentor at the time of our 
worries over school fees all those years ago. Without his help and very genuine 
interest in Zena, she would not have had the start necessary to her success. For 
this, both she and we are really incredibly grateful.” 

Angela Kain, mother of RMNEF beneficiary Zena.
26 Joseph Rowntree Foundation Report p. 3

27 Joseph Rowntree Foundation Report p. 6



The Merchant Navy Welfare Board

The Board acts as a referral agency for its Constituent member and can 
therefore access a wide range of support for individuals and families.  In many 
cases it will also approach other non-maritime charities for assistance. 

The support available from its members include:

•	 Advice	on	benefits,	disability	support,	debt	and	money	management.	
•	 Advice	about	housing,	residential	or	nursing	care
•	 Referrals	to	other	maritime	charities	for	those	seeking:
 o  Financial assistance for everything from everyday essentials and items 

such as disability equipment.
 o  Regular grants for families and individuals whose income is below a 

certain level.
 o Career development through the provision of interest-free loans.
 o Access to priority medical care for seafarers.
 o  Access to seafarers’ homes including independent living, residential and 

nursing care.
 o   Information about social groups associated with the Merchant Navy

The Board will also arrange for a trained caseworker to make a home visit and 
assist enquirers to complete and process an application.
 

The Merchant Navy Welfare Board works with a range of maritime charities and its 
advisers are on hand to point callers in the right direction. It is the umbrella charity for 
the Merchant Navy and Fishing Fleet and its aims are “to support the provision of quality 
welfare services for seafarers and their dependents”. 

For more information about the Innocence 
Project New Orleans, please visit 
www.ip-no.org 

All support can be accessed through the Seafarer Support free phone line:  
0800 121 4765 on weekdays, or by visiting www.seafarersupport.org or writing to:
The Merchant Navy Welfare Board,  
8 Cumberland Place, Southampton, SO15 2BH 

Registered Charity No. 212799, Scottish Charity Regulator No SC039669
Company Limited by Guarantee No 453053

case 
study

EMILY’S STORY
Emily Maw is a UK citizen, living in the US. Trained as a lawyer, she is the Director of The Innocence Project New 
Orleans – a not-for-profit organisation that seeks to exonerate those who are imprisoned for crimes they did not 
commit. Innocence Project New Orleans is one of the country’s most successful innocence Projects.

“My father was a Captain in the Merchant Navy. He worked for The Natural Environment Research Council – the 
UK’s leading public funder of environmental science. He always used to joke that he was their ‘taxi driver’ as he 
took scientists on trips around the world.

When I was at university, I began to have financial issues (what student doesn’t), but I was doing my best to 
balance the books and still kept coming up short. In my fourth year of study, I began to have real concerns about 
whether I could afford to graduate.

After doing some online research, I came across the Royal Merchant Navy School Foundation (which later became 
the Royal Merchant Navy Education Foundation) and explained the challenges I was facing.

Well, they were superb. They paid a visit to my father in Bristol, and very 
soon had organised a monthly income to support me financially. This was a 
big factor in enabling me to graduate with a degree in Law and Economic / 
Social History and further my career. 

From there, I moved to the States and earned my law qualification and before 
long I was working at Innocence Project New Orleans, and became Director 
in 2005. We recently freed our 26th person and are the most successful 
Innocence	Project	outside	of	New	York	and	Chicago	which	has	national	reach.	

I can honestly say that, without the help of the RMNEF, I might not 
be where I am today. It was only a small amount, but it was huge 
for me and importantly, it was enough for me to pursue my dream.”



The Royal Navy & Royal Marines Children’s Fund Seafarers UK

It covers the Royal Navy, Merchant Navy and fishing fleets and is increasingly 
involved with the global commercial shipping world. Its grants cover each and 
any form of nautical need from cradle to grave, including for the families and 
dependants of seafarers past, present and future. 

As the permanent Chair of the Maritime  
Charities Group it takes a leading role in  
ensuring the best use of resources across the 
entire sector, including coordinating research into 
future welfare requirements, and it maintains a 
robust campaigning stance on behalf of all aspects 
of the UK maritime industries. It gives strong 
support to the Sea Cadets and other organisations 
providing opportunities to work at sea.

In partnership with the Merchant Navy Welfare 
Board, it also runs a separate Merchant Navy 
Fund specifically to enhance the lives of MN 
families, and it is coordinating greater public 
recognition of the contribution made by the UK’s 
merchant fleet throughout history.

The children’s fund supports the children in need (from birth until 25 years old) of those who 
have served or are serving in the Royal Navy and Royal Marines and reserves of those forces.

Originally formed as ‘King George’s Fund for Sailors’ at the height of the first Battle of 
the	Atlantic	in	1917,	Seafarers	UK	makes	grants	of	c£2.5m	each	year	to	more	than	80	
front-line maritime charities across the UK and Commonwealth. 

Over the years the charity has worked with the Royal 
Merchant Navy Education Foundation where a parent has 
been employed by both the Royal Navy and the Merchant 
Navy.  If this applies to you, mention the link to the RMNEF 
and they will be sure to contact us if the need arises.

The support available:
•	 	For	families	at	home	when	partners	are	away,	at	sea	 

or in an area of conflict
•	 	At-home	support	in	times	of	crisis,	including	illness	 

of injury
•	 	Assistance	with	childcare	when	a	parent	is	unable	to	

cope and with childcare so that mothers and fathers 
can work or retrain

•	 	For	children	who	have	suffered	bereavement	or	who	are	
suffering family break-down

•	 	Providing	special	family	days	out	in	times	of	grief	or	
distress

•	 	Assistance	with	travel	expenses	or	to	support	children	
in hospital

•	 	Provision	of	respite	care	for	children	when	there	is	only	
one caring parent

•	 	Purchase	of	essential	items	such	as	food	and	clothing	
in times of financial hardship

•	 	Education	of	children	who	are	constantly	‘on	the	move’	
or who have special needs

•	 Specialist	equipment	for	children	with	disabilities
•	 Support	for	vocational	and	professional	training

For more information, visit 
www.rnrmchildrensfund.org.uk

Registered charity No. 1160182

The full range of activities is available at 
www.seafarers-uk.org, and www.seafarersawarenessweek.org

Registered charity No. 226446
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The Royal Liverpool Seamen’s  
Orphan Institution (RLSOI)

Sailors Childrens Society

It provides ongoing support for the children until the family is again self-
sufficient or until the children have left full time education. All the families it 
helps are on a means tested benefit which ensures we only help those in 
most need.

The support available:
•	 Monthly	child	welfare	grants
•	 Clothing	grants
•	 Christmas	grant
•	 Student	grant
•	 Emergency	heating	grant
•	 Special	grant
•	 Caravan	holidays	–	travel	grant
•	 School	holiday	vouchers	and	pantomime	 
 ticket appeals
•	 Regular	emotional	support	visits/contact	
•	 Annual	visit	updates

Located in the port city of Liverpool, the RLSOI supports the sons and 
daughters of deceased merchant seafarers and fishermen by providing 
regular monthly grants for their children.  

Sailors Childrens Society supports families who have suffered a  
traumatic event such as bereavement, diagnosis of a terminal illness  
or the breakdown of a marital relationship. 

The grants can be used for anything to benefit the children from food shopping, rent or mortgage payments, 
to school trips and education. In addition to the grants, the RLSOI is able to offer guidance and advice on 
the other means of support available.

As its name suggests, the RLSOI started out as an orphanage, but in the late 1940’s the changing times 
necessitated a new approach. Thus the orphanage itself closed, although the charity continues to meet 
and exceed its founder’s objectives to this day, in that it aims to make a difference. Since its foundation, the 
RLSOI has helped thousands of families, and is currently supporting around 100, across the UK.

All the applications are considered on an individual basis so there is nothing to lose and we know the 
children will have everything to gain. 

For more information please visit 
www.rlsoi-uk.org

Registered Charity No. 526379 

For more information visit 
www.sailorschildren.org.uk 

Registered Charity No. 224505



Nautilus The Merchant Navy Association

As well as educating the public on the Merchant Navy, The MNA offers advice, 
information and practical support to all current and former seafarers  
and their dependents on matters such as pensions, finance  
and general welfare.

This support can include anything from paying for goods  
and services, to facilitating the payment of grants and  
loans. The MNA also focusses on fostering  
comradeship between all those in the  
community, and contributing to the  
advice and education of those  
seeking a career at sea.

As a trade union and professional organisation, Nautilus has a fundamental role in ensuring 
the welfare of seafarers and their families. The union’s history stretches back more than 150 
years and it originated from the desperate need to provide care and support to merchant 
seafarers in the Victorian era.

The Merchant Navy Association (MNA) was “launched” in 1989 and established a 
unique opportunity for seafarers to get together to form a countrywide consensus on a 
range of issues and ideas. It continues to make significant progress towards appropriate 
recognition and acknowledgement of the needs of the seafaring community. 

Nautilus negotiates at international and national level to help set the regulatory framework for the industry, working 
conditions and welfare support services. It has consistently campaigned against the way in which seafarers have been 
treated as ‘second class citizens’ by many authorities and we provide direct support to those in need.

The Union administers a registered charity – The Nautilus Welfare Fund – which provides a range of specialist services to 
support seafarers and their dependants. This includes retirement accommodation and residential or nursing care, as well 
as care at home to help independent people remain in their homes for longer.

The Fund also provides regular and one-off grants and has 
caseworkers around the UK who provide advice and guidance 
on issues including financial management, healthy living and 
access to support services.

Nautilus is key player within the Merchant Navy Welfare Board 
and the Maritime Charities Group, and much of its work is 
developed and driven by evidence of the scale and nature of 
need – something that is certain to increase significantly over the 
next two decades as a consequence of dramatic changes in the 
nature of maritime employment, the ageing profile of the maritime 
community and the wider politics of national and international 
welfare provision. 

For more information visit  
www.nautiluswelfarefund.org

Registered Charity No. 21872

For more information, please visit  
www.mna.org.uk or www.redduster.co.uk 
Registered Charity Number: 1135661
MNA Head Office:  Tim Brant (MNA Secretary), 9 Saxon Way, 
Caistor, Market Rasen  LN7 6SG



The Shipwrecked Mariners’ Society The Watch Ashore

Lobbying for Merchant Navy reforms, The Watch Ashore’s members are the wives, widows, 
mothers, sisters and daughters of all Merchant Navy personnel and anyone with an interest 
in matters to do with the Merchant Navy. It has members across the country with branches in 
Glasgow, Edinburgh, Humber, London, Plymouth, and Southampton.

Support includes:
•	 	Emotional	support,	reassurance	and	

practical advice from people who have 
been in similar positions

•	 	Companionship	through	regional	events	
and social activities such as meetings, 
coffee, lunches, dinners and excursions

•	 	Access	to	and	knowledge	of	other	
support available be that financial or in 
the form of emergency accommodation

Through many years of being the wives/
partners bringing up children and having to 
cope with difficult situations whilst our men 
were at sea, we have accumulated a wealth 
of knowledge connected to the industry, 
along with a network of contacts that can 
advise and offer support in many ways. 
This may be in the form of financial support, 
emergency accommodation or simply 
information on a particular query.

The Shipwrecked Mariners’ Society exists to provide financial help to merchant seafarers, 
fishermen and their dependants who are in need. We pay an immediate grant to the widow of 
a serving seafarer who dies, whether death occurs at sea or ashore.  

Founded in 1933, The Watch Ashore is a not-for-profit social organisation that provides 
support and friendship to partners and families of Merchant Navy personnel. 

Regular grants are paid to former seafarers, their widows and partners whose circumstances 
justify on-going support. Special grants are made to meet particular needs in crisis situations.  
While we mainly help those in retirement we also support those who are unable to work through 
accident, illness or for compassionate reasons or who are out of work and finding it difficult to 
make ends meet. 

A successful applicant will have a minimum of five years sea service for a one-off grant and 10 
years for a regular grant and will normally be on the minimum state benefit for their circumstances. 

Contact details:  
Tel: 01243 789329
Email: general@shipwreckedmariners.org.uk 
www.shipwreckedmariners.org.uk 

Registered Charity No. 212034

For more information, please visit  
www.watchashore.org.uk



The Liverpool Seafarers Centre
Liverpool Seafarers Centre is a partnership between the Apostleship of the Sea (Liverpool) 
and the Mersey Mission to Seafarers, offering welfare to active and retired Seafarers and by 
extension, their families.  

It offers the “hand of friendship” to all seafarers, offering its services to in excess of 50,000 
individual Seafarers per year, of which 35% take advantage of shore leave to visit the Centre,  
a safe haven in which to relax and communicate with family and friends. 

The Liverpool Seafarers Centre offers relief 
from the issues seafarers face, in terms 
of legislation, isolation and loneliness. 
This includes advice, practical help, care 
and friendship, communication, transport, 
recreation, and financial aid when necessary.

As appointed Honorary Agent for The 
Shipwrecked Mariners Society, contact 
is maintained to ensure that all immediate 
needs are addressed, whether it be a 
statutory benefit check, a welfare need or 
a replacement white good. Home visits 
are particularly important as they give the 
opportunity for conversation about subjects 
which the retired Seafarer will not necessarily 
have unless contact has been maintained 
with colleagues. It is also an opportunity to 
signpost other professional and support 
services where appropriate, such as when 
children are concerned.

For more information visit 
www.liverpoolseafarerscentre.org

Registered charity No 1155539

The Mission to Seafarers

Whether caring for victims of piracy or providing a lifeline to those stranded in foreign 
ports, it is there for the globe’s 1.5 million merchant seafarers of all ranks, nationalities 
and beliefs. The Mission to Seafarers’ Patron is Her Majesty The Queen and our 
President is Her Royal Highness The Princess Royal.

Our essential port-based welfare services include:

•	  Emergency response: welfare teams trained in post-trauma care and critical 
incident stress counselling

•	 	Seafarers’ Centres: a safe and warm environment for crews to relax away from 
the ship, or to seek confidential counselling and advice

•	 	Communication facilities: Wi-Fi hotspots either on board ships in port or 
through Flying Angel centres, allowing crews to reconnect with loved ones at 
home.Transport: from ports to centres and places of interest

•	 	Ship-visiting: welcoming crews to port by visiting them on arrival, and providing 
mobile communications to those who are unable to get ashore due to working 
patterns

•	 	Hospital and prison visiting: when a seafarer is injured, or is detained by the 
authorities, welfare teams can visit regularly and help in sourcing medical or legal 
support

•	 	Spiritual support: In line with its Christian principles, the Mission to Seafarers 
offers spiritual guidance and information on places of worship for all major faith 
groups. 

Founded in 1856, and entirely funded by voluntary donations, today’s Mission to 
Seafarers is a registered charity that offers emergency assistance, practical support,  
and a friendly welcome to crews visiting over 260 ports around the world in 71 countries. 

To find out how we help those facing shipwreck, abandonment, loneliness and 
danger, visit our website:  
www.missiontoseafarers.org  
or contact Laura Hayes on +44 (0)20 7246 2949 or  
Laura.Hayes@missiontoseafarers.org 

Registered charity No 6220240



The Final 
Word

HeLPFUL 
RESOURCES6 7

As an island nation, the United Kingdom has seafaring coded deep within its DNA. Modes of 
travel and transportation may continue to evolve, but, because the UK is a trading island, passage 
across the oceans and seas will forever be essential to its survival and prosperity.

•	 	And	this	would	not	be	possible	without	the	Merchant	Navy.	
  
•	 And	the	Merchant	Navy	is	nothing	without	its	people.	

•	 	And	its	people	should	not	have	to	commit	to	a	life	at	sea	without	the	knowledge	that	their	
families will be given proper support in times of need

Unthinkable as it is, without the array of support that charities such as the RMNEF provide, the 
future of the Merchant Navy would be bleak. With that support, and with a greater awareness of 
the issues faced, the Merchant Navy can continue its fundamental role in the success of the UK 
as an international power, secure in the knowledge that support for their children, such as that 
provided by the RMNEF will remain available.

We are fortunate to live in a country of hope and opportunity, where all children deserve the 
best possible start in life, where nothing is impossible and no doors are closed. Though external 
circumstances may conspire against some, there is always a solution.

And for this reason, it all comes back to one sentiment, simply expressed:

EDUCATION IS THE FOUNDATION.

SEAFARINg

•	 ROYAl	MERChANT	NAvY	EdUCATION	FOUNdATION	 

 www.rmnef.org

•	 ThE	ROYAl	NAvY	&	ROYAl	MARINES	ChIldREN’S	FUNd  

 www.rnrmchildrensfund.org.uk 

•	 ThE	ROYAl	lIvERPOOl	SEAMEN’S	ORPhAN	INSTITUTION  

 www.rlsoi-uk.org 

•	 MISSION TO SEAFARERS  

 www.missiontoseafarers.org 

•	 SAIlORS	ChIldRENS	SOCIETY  

 www.sailorschildren.org.uk 

•	 ThE	ShIPWRECKEd	MARINERS’	SOCIETY  

 www.shipwreckedmariners.org.uk 

•	 SEAFARERS UK  

 www.seafarers-uk.org 

•	 NAUTILUS  

 www.nautilusint.org 

•	 WATCH ASHORE  

 www.watchashore.org.uk 

•	 MERChANT	NAvY	ASSOCIATION  

 www.mna.org.uk 

•	 CHILTERN MARITIME (for careers advice)  

 www.chilternmaritime.com 

•	 THE FISHERMEN’S MISSION  

 www.fishermensmission.org.uk



HEALTH AND MENTAL HEALTH
•	 NhS	 
 www.nhs.uk (111) 
•	 ANxIETY	UK  
 www.anxietyuk.org.uk (08444 775 774)
•	 MIND  
 www.mind.org.uk (0300 123 3393)
•	 MENTAL HEALTH FOUNDATION  
 www.mentalhealth.org.uk (020 7803 1101)
•	 SANE MENTAL HEALTH  
 www.sane.org.uk
•	 THE DEPRESSION ALLIANCE  
 www.depressionalliance.org (0845 123 2320)
 
BEREAVEMENT
•	 WINSTON’S WISH  
 www.winstonswish.org.uk (08452 03 04 05)
•	 ThE	BEREAvEMENT	COUNSEllING	ChARITY  
 www.bereavementcharity.org.uk 
 (adult’s service: 07827 491902 / children’s service: 07827 492158)

CHILDREN
•	 CHILDLINE  
 www.childline.org.uk (0800 1111)
•	 NSPCC	 
 www.nspcc.org.uk (0808 800 5000)
•	 SAVE THE CHILDREN  
 www.savethechildren.org.uk

FINANCIAL SUPPORT AND SUPPORT CHARITIES AND ORgANISATIONS
•	 CITIZENS ADVICE  
 www.citizensadvice.org.uk
•	 MONEY	AdvICE	SERvICE  
 www.moneyadviceservice.org.uk (0300 500 5000)
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The RMNEF changed my sister’s life immeasurably. The 
Foundation’s support was the single most important 

factor in enabling my sister’s trajectory from education to 
employment. I have gotten so much out of my degree. It 
has opened my mind and made me see that I too might 

find a rewarding professional career.

“

”

Registered Charity Number 1153323


