
Coronavirus (COVID-19) 
Protocols to Mitigate the  
Risks of Cases On Board Ships 

Version 1.0 - 26 August 2020



The International Chamber of Shipping (ICS) is the global trade association representing national 
shipowners’ associations from Asia, the Americas and Europe and more than 80% of the 
world merchant fleet. Established in 1921, ICS is concerned with all aspects of maritime affairs 
particularly maritime safety, environmental protection, maritime law and employment affairs. 
ICS enjoys consultative status with the UN International Maritime Organization (IMO).

Coronavirus (COVID-19)  
Protocols to Mitigate the Risks of Cases On Board Ships

Published by  
Marisec Publications 
38 St Mary Axe 
London  EC3A 8BH

Version 1.0 – 26 August 2020 

Tel: +44 20 7090 1460  
Email: publications@ics-shipping.org  
Web: www.ics-shipping.org 

© International Chamber of Shipping, IMHA and INTERTANKO

While the advice given in this Guidance has been developed using the best information 
available, it is intended purely as guidance to be used at the user’s own risk. No responsibility 
is accepted by Marisec Publications or by the International Chamber of Shipping, IMHA, 
INTERTANKO or by any person, firm, corporation or organisation who or which has been in 
any way concerned with the furnishing of information or data, the compilation, publication or 
any translation, supply or sale of this Guidance for the accuracy of any information or advice 
given herein or for any omission herefrom or from any consequences whatsoever resulting 
directly or indirectly from compliance with or adoption of guidance contained therein even if 
caused by a failure to exercise reasonable care.



Coronavirus (COVID-19) 
Protocols to Mitigate the Risks of Cases On Board Ships

3

1.   Introduction

As we progress through the COVID-19 pandemic, it is vital to keep trade moving. To do that, we must ensure 
that crew can embark and disembark safely and efficiently.

ICS, IMHA and INTERTANKO have created two tools to help ship operators manage cases on board: 
a flowchart to help identify the process to follow when managing a larger number of suspect cases of 
COVID-19 on board; and a PCR testing procedures matrix to help identify what to do and when prior to 
boarding and if a suspect case is identified on the ship.

2.   Decision Making for On Board Suspected or Confirmed COVID-19 
Cases 

A flowchart attached at Annex A identifies the process to follow when managing a larger number of 
potential cases of Coronavirus (COVID-19) on board. If COVID-19 cannot be satisfactorily excluded, 
seafarers must be treated as positive cases until further assessment shoreside or complete resolution of 
symptoms and isolation for 14 days. Isolation is critical in attempting to control the spread of disease on 
board. During the isolation period the seafarers should not work and should be disembarked at the nearest 
appropriate port. In deciding on the nearest appropriate port, medical facility capabilities ashore should be 
considered.

Affected seafarers should not be allowed to work and a risk assessment should be undertaken to ensure 
that the ship can safely undertake operations. Due regard should be taken of the safe manning certification 
and close liaison with the flag State must be maintained.

Isolate all patients in the sickbay, or in their own cabins, and ensure they wear medical face masks when 
mixing with other people. Patients should have access to bathrooms not used by others.

3.   PCR Testing Procedures Matrix

A PCR testing procedures matrix attached at Annex B identifies what to do and when prior to boarding and 
also if COVID-19 is identified on board a ship.

Evidence suggests that asymptomatic persons still carry COVID-19 and transmit it to others. Testing:

• Can identify persons not identified by other screening measures;

• Should ideally be conducted on embarkation in ports or terminals, where tests are available by port health 
authority representatives; and

• Should currently be conducted using polymerase chain reaction (PCR) tests, which involve a swab of the 
nose or throat. This recommendation may change once new tests are available.

Any seafarers testing positive should not board the ship and should receive further medical assessment  
or tests.

A negative PCR test does not guarantee seafarers are not infected with COVID-19 and could still potentially 
carry it on board the ship.

Any seafarers about to join the ship developing any symptoms should not be boarded and should receive 
further medical advice. 

The ability to test seafarers before embarkation depends on many factors including testing availability in 
ports and terminals.
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Seafarers may become infected while travelling to a ship, so the best time to test for COVID-19 to reduce 
infection risks on board ship is in the port or terminal before embarkation, by isolating the seafarer ashore 
while awaiting the test result. 

Testing before deployment to travel to a ship:

• Can reduce risks associated with COVID-19;

• May be a pre-requisite for travel by relevant authorities; and

• Avoids seafarers travelling to the ship who might not be allowed to board due to a positive test or 
screening upon embarkation and transmission to others during travel.

Early testing of seafarers suspected of having COVID-19 can help to mitigate spread to others on board ship 
and identify who else needs to be tested. 
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Annex A 
Decision Making for On Board Suspected or Confirmed COVID-19 Cases

 

YES

YES NO

YES NO

YES NO

YES NO

YES NO

Symptoms of Suspect Cases:

***Seafarers with acute onset of fever AND 
cough; OR acute onset of ANY THREE OR 
MORE of the following signs or symptoms: 
fever, cough, general weakness/fatigue, 
headache, muscle ache, sore throat, runny 
nose, problems with breathing, loss of appetite/
nausea/vomiting, diarrhoea, reduced mental 
alertness. Self-assessment tool covid19atsea.
no can be used. Company doctor/TMAS may 
also be consulted. However, many who test 
positive may not show any symptoms.

Seafarers with COVID-19 symptoms
Safe

Not Safe

Advice

Question

Information

Immediately isolate the suspect cases 
in hospital/cabin with separate toilet/
AC duct of the cabin shall be isolated. 
Suspect cases shall be kept off work.

*Collect information about contacts of the suspect 
cases on the ship or with shore personnel who have 
been in contact from 2 days before symptoms until 

isolation of identified suspect cases.

Close contacts or new joiners on board 
the ship showing no signs or symptoms 
shall maintain on board self-distancing 

measures for at least 14 days as a 
precautionary measure in addition to 

hand hygiene and respiratory etiquette.

Monitor close contacts on board  
as per ICS Coronavirus (COVID-19): 
Guidance for Ship Operators for the 

Protection of the Health of Seafarers.

Inform shore personnel about suspect 
cases and request that they are 

contacted and monitored appropriately.

On board monitoring and precaution for suspect 
cases/close contacts/care givers shall be strictly 
in compliance with ICS Coronavirus (COVID-19): 

Guidance for Ship Operators for the Protection of the 
Health of Seafarers A6/A7/A9.

In compliance with ISM requirement, 
company to develop and implement 
its procedure for sailing with suspect 

cases including procedure for  
dealing with an outbreak of  

infection on board.

Follow reporting criteria to all concerned 
parties such as flag State/port authority/P&I 

club/charterers.

* Reference information from Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention. 

** For guide to cleaning refer to  
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/cleaning-
and-disinfection-of-environmental-surfaces-in 
the-context-of-covid-19 

*** https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/who-
2019-nCoV-surveillanceguidance-2020.7

**** Specifically for non-passenger ships

Epidemiological criteria: Residing or working 
in an area with high risk of transmission of the 
virus: for example, closed residential settings and 
humanitarian settings, such as camp and camp-like 
settings for displaced persons, any time within the 14 
days prior to symptom onset; 

OR Residing in or travel to an area with community 
transmission anytime within the 14 days prior to 
symptom onset; 

OR Working in health setting, including within health 
facilities and within households, anytime within the 
14 days prior to symptom onset.

Master/company to ensure safe 
operation of the ship and mental  

well-being of seafarers are maintained.

Measures taken should be noted in 
the ship sanitation certificate by the 

port health official.

Inform port authority/port  
health officer.

Seafarers with positive tests to safely disembark 
from ship for further treatment at shore-based 

hospital/safe quarantine location.

Ship considered safe and allowed to 
depart. Port clearance issued.

**Conduct cleaning/disinfecting 
of relevant areas on board after 

disembarkation of infected seafarers.

****Shore-based medic to conduct 
PCR tests for all on board.

Contact shore-based doctor/TMAS 
and seek medical advice to ascertain 

suspected crew diagnosis.

*Seafarers with negative tests should if 
possible be verified by a second PCR test, 

conducted 3-5 days after the first test.

Ship considered affected and cannot depart, until the port health 
authority is satisfied with preventive measures implemented.

Proceed in accordance with the 
outcome of the risk assessment 

conducted by the company/Master, 
which may be to proceed to the 

next port of call or to proceed to an 
intermediate port on the voyage. Risk assessment to be conducted 

by the company/Master, which after 
consulting with the company doctor 

or TMAS regarding the suspect 
cases, should take account of, inter 

alia, the ship’s outbreak management 
plan, location at sea, voyage length, 

facilities on board to safely isolate the 
suspect cases, and the condition of 

the suspect cases.

No action required for COVID-19. 
Consult and follow up with  

shore-based doctor/TMAS for  
other diagnosis.

Are the suspect cases  
diagnosed for COVID-19?

Do seafarers meet clinical/
epidemiological criteria of   

suspect cases?

Is ship within port limit?

Are any tests positive? 

Does the port have sufficient facility 
to test/treat COVID-19?

Port health authority satisfied 
with public health measures 

implemented?

NO

https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/cleaning-and-disinfection-of-environmental-surfaces-in the-context-of-covid-19
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/cleaning-and-disinfection-of-environmental-surfaces-in the-context-of-covid-19
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/cleaning-and-disinfection-of-environmental-surfaces-in the-context-of-covid-19
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/who-2019-nCoV-surveillanceguidance-2020.7
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/who-2019-nCoV-surveillanceguidance-2020.7
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Annex B 
PCR Testing Procedures Matrix

PCR Testing Requirements 
for Travel to and from the Ship

Suspect Case PCR Testing Requirements 
as Directed by the Port Health Authority (PHA)

Pre departure from home to 
ship location

On arrival in country of 
embarkation of the ship

On arrival in the country of 
disembarkation from the ship 
for repatriation

Initial tests 

Conduct a PCR test for suspect case, 
crew and close contacts as directed by the 
procedures of the PHA. 

Repeated testing of crew/close contacts 

The PHA may require a further test if the 
initial test gives a different result.* Where 
a country does not have sufficient testing 
capacity the PHA may recommend an 
accredited private testing facility to do this.

Required Test to be taken according 
to the rules of the country 
of arrival before leaving the 
seafarer’s country of origin. * 

Due diligence should be 
conducted by the company to 
ensure the certificate is valid 
and not fraudulent.  

Verification by officials in 
the country of arrival of the 
seafarer’s test certificate. 

If the certificate is not valid 
retesting will need to be 
conducted whilst isolating the 
seafarer ashore.

When there is no testing by the 
State Authority, the company 
should use due diligence to 
ensure the certificate is valid 
and not fraudulent.

To avoid quarantine some 
countries of arrival require 
a negative PCR test result 
prior to arrival of a returning 
seafarer.  Where required the 
test should be available to the 
seafarer in the port where they 
sign off the ship.

On arrival in port. Repeated tests are taken 3–5 days after the 
second test.

If negative Seafarers may travel from 
the country of origin with the 
testing certificate to ship.

Board ship after agreed 
quarantine if required and/ or 
repeat testing if required.

Leave the ship with testing 
certificate.

Remain in isolation for the period of time 
required by the PHA. Seek medical advice.*

Remain in isolation for the period of time 
required.*

If positive Seafarers should not leave 
country of origin.

Seek medical assistance and 
do not board ship.

Do not leave the ship and 
advise port health authorities.

Seek medical assistance and disembark for 
quarantine or isolate onboard.   

Seek medical assistance and disembark for 
quarantine or isolate.

References / 
comments

* E.g. 48 hours for Singapore Testing requirements for travel 
to and from the ship

*Testing Strategy for Coronavirus  
(COVID-19) in High-Density Critical 
Infrastructure Workplaces after a  
COVID-19 Case is Identified

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-
ncov/community/worker-safety-support/
hd-testing.html

*Testing Strategy for Coronavirus  
(COVID-19) in High-Density Critical 
Infrastructure Workplaces after a  
COVID-19 Case is Identified

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-
ncov/community/worker-safety-support/
hd-testing.html

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/worker-safety-support/hd-testing.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/worker-safety-support/hd-testing.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/worker-safety-support/hd-testing.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/worker-safety-support/hd-testing.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/worker-safety-support/hd-testing.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/worker-safety-support/hd-testing.html
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