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Labour Practices

Labour practices on cruise ships were one of the

first issues to reach public awareness. It was

1989 and William Clay, Chair of the Labour

Management Subcommittee of the Education

and Labour Committee in House of

Representatives, introduced HR 3238 which

would extend collective bargaining rights and

protection under labour standards (including

payment of minimum wage) to seafarers on

most foreign-flagged cruise ships operating from

US ports (House of Representatives, 1994). He

was supported by, among others, clergy associated

with seafarer missions and seafarer labour

associations. In hearings, his committee heard

of seafarers working 100 h a week with no days

off, many without an employment contract and

some earning as little as 53 cents per hour.

Though the subcommittee approved the bill in

the summer of 1990, it went no further.

Clay reintroduced the legislation in 1991

as HR 1126. Claiborne Pell introduced a similar

bill in the Senate. The House Education and

Labour Subcommittee heard testimony of seafarers

‘being required to work 18–20 ha day for

less than US$1 per hour; of living conditions so

unsanitary as to threaten life; of sailors being

forced to provide kickbacks to labour contractors;

[and] of sailors being abandoned in foreign

ports and blackmailed from the industry for

seeking to improve intolerable and inhuman

conditions’ (Glass, 1992). Despite the grave conditions,

the act stalled in committee. It lacked

support from the Bush Administration and was

actively opposed by the cruise industry.

Representative Clay tried again after Bush

left office. He introduced HR 1517 in 1993.

Hearings yielded no new information, but the

International Council of Cruise Lines (ICCL)

threatened to relocate to non-US ports if legislation

passed (House of Representatives, 1993).

The legislation made its way to the floor of the

House but failed to be heard. Some attribute the

industry’s threat as a factor in it becoming

stalled; others suggest its demise was a result of

the measure’s lack of sponsorship in the Senate –

Senator Pell had not reintroduced his bill – and

the Clinton Administration had not extended its

support for the legislation. Despite all of the

attention given to the conditions of workers on

cruise ships in the 1990s and early 2000s,

including a Sweatships campaign launched in

2001 by UK-based War on Want and the

International Transportworkers Federation

(ITF), the matter has remained legislatively dormant

since 1993.
