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India’s growing presence in the global maritime industry brings with it a greater
responsibility to safeguard the health of its seafaring workforce. Working at sea exposes
seafarers to physically demanding conditions, extended periods away from home, disrupted
routines and limited access to specialised medical care. In such an environment, medical
fitness goes beyond meeting the requirements for joining a vessel. It is essential to ensuring
their safety, wellbeing and ability to work through the challenges of long voyages.

The Merchant Shipping (Medical Examination) Rules, 2026, mark an important step towards
strengthening this approach. By setting clearer standards for medical examinations,
healthcare infrastructure and the qualifications of medical examiners, the rules create an
opportunity to move beyond routine certification towards more comprehensive, preventive
and continuous healthcare for seafarers.

What the new rules mean

The Merchant Shipping (Medical Examination) Rules, 2026, introduced by the Ministry of
Ports, Shipping and Waterways, sets out eligibility and approval requirements for medical
examiners, infrastructure standards for clinics and diagnostic facilities, and procedures for
conducting examinations. Medical practitioners must complete the prescribed familiarisation
or refresher courses to qualify for approval. Clinics must provide ECG testing, blood and
urine sample collection, and confidential medical consultations. Laboratories must meet
recognised accreditation or certification standards, either independently or through approved
partnerships.

Together, these provisions bring structure and accountability to maritime medical
assessments. Seafarers gain a framework for consistent evaluation, and providers get clearer
expectations on infrastructure, qualifications and compliance.

Why comprehensive pre-sea assessments Matter

A seafarer’s fitness directly affects their ability to work safely and respond to emergencies. A
routine examination focused only on immediate fitness can miss underlying conditions that
become serious during a long voyage.

A comprehensive pre-sea assessment helps identify risks before deployment. It looks at
cardiovascular health, respiratory function, vision, hearing and metabolic health, supported
by blood and urine investigations, ECGs, chest imaging and other clinically indicated tests.
The assessment should also consider the individual’s role, the working environment and how
readily medical help can be reached during the voyage. When concerns surface early,
seafarers can seek treatment and understand what medical support they may need before
joining a vessel.

Turning Regulation into Clinical Practice

Compliance means more than completing prescribed tests and issuing certificates. It calls for
trained professionals, suitable diagnostic infrastructure, accurate documentation and clearly
defined procedures. Given the 2026 Rules on infrastructure, laboratory accreditation and
examiner training, facilities should review their processes regularly. Partnering with
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accredited diagnostic laboratories, maintaining reliable medical records and applying
examination protocols consistently all strengthen this effort. Providers must also stay current
with regulatory guidance and base decisions on clinical findings rather than a checklist. This
matters most for individuals with existing health conditions, who may need further
evaluation before being declared fit.

Fitness Is Not a One-Time Event

Medical clearance to join a vessel should be the beginning of a seafarer’s health journey, not
the end of it. The physical and mental demands of maritime work make preventive care
essential. Irregular hours, limited physical activity, disrupted sleep and restricted food
choices can erode health over time. Poor diet and too little exercise raise the risk of obesity,
diabetes, hypertension and cardiovascular disease. Balanced meals, adequate hydration and
regular physical activity help reduce these risks.

Providers can support seafarers through nutrition counselling, lifestyle guidance and periodic
health check-ups. Tracking blood pressure, blood glucose, cholesterol and other indicators
helps catch changes before they become serious. Mental wellbeing deserves equal attention,
as prolonged separation from family, isolation and demanding schedules contribute to stress
and fatigue.

Early Diagnosis Can Prevent Emergencies at Sea

Immediate medical help at sea is often limited. Vessels carry medical supplies and follow
emergency procedures, but managing a serious condition far from shore is difficult. Early
diagnosis and timely intervention therefore matter even more.

Identifying hypertension, diabetes, respiratory disorders and cardiac risks before deployment
reduces the chance of avoidable complications on a voyage. Seafarers with existing
conditions should receive clear treatment plans, guidance on managing medication and
advice on recognising warning signs.

The Standard Worth Aiming For

A certificate marks the start of a seafarer’s journey, not the measure of it. The real test of a
maritime health system is what happens months later, in the middle of an ocean, when a
seafarer’s health is tested by long watches, little sleep and a long way from shore.

For healthcare providers, shipping companies and maritime training institutions, the goal
should be larger than certification. It should be seafarers who sail with their conditions
understood and managed, who stay supported through every contract, and who come home
healthy to their families. India’s maritime growth will rest on its people, and their health is
where that growth is either secured or put at risk.
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