The Merchant Navy Fund is launched

Following this Annual Remembrance Day Service on 11th November at the Merchant Navy War Memorial, Tower Hill, Trinity House hosted the launch of the Merchant Navy Fund – an initiative to raise funds for the Merchant Navy from the Merchant Navy!
Captain David Parsons, Chief Executive of the Merchant Navy Welfare Board said, at the launch, “that the Fund is an exciting, much needed, collaborative initiative by two national charities, the MNWB and Seafarers UK.   Both organisations recognise that many of those with a Merchant Navy background increasingly want to see their donations and legacies used specifically to support British merchant seafarers and their families.  Until now there has never been a fund solely for this purpose. Occupational benevolent funds are among the most successful means of fundraising. This is because all those who contribute do so knowing that, not only will they be supporting those from their peer group, but also because they, or their families, may need to call for help in the future. Thanks to the UK’s long history as a maritime nation there are established charities to help almost every need, whether practical support, advice, or financial.   Nobody is immune to misfortunate, which can unexpectedly and seriously affect not only our lives, but also those we care about most - our families and partners.”

Commodore Barry Bryant, Director General of Seafarers UK, stressed that for 95 years his charity had worked with all aspects of the UK Maritime world: the Merchant and Royal Navies and the fishing fleets, using knowledge and experience to make grants where the need was greatest.  Nonetheless he could well understand that many donors would perhaps like more clarity and accountability as to exactly where their money should be spent.  This Fund responds to that sentiment, and will be used exclusively to help finance those charities supporting our own Merchant Navy seafarers and their families.  The collaboration between two leading national charities brings huge added benefit, combining the MNWB’s unique knowledge of the MN sector and Seafarers UK’s expertise in fundraising and grants management.  He continued that one of the great advantages of this new Fund is that, with administrative staff already in place, it could be established as a ring-fenced fund within the tried and tested Seafarers UK organisation, without the need to establish a new and expensive charity such as the Royal Navy had done.  The only costs will be those of the promotional material, which will be covered by both partners.  Both Seafarers UK and the MNWB believe that in the past, perhaps, too little emphasis had been given to explaining specifically to Merchant Navy personnel the vital role of their own maritime charities and their need for support.  He concluded by emphasising that the Fund should in no way be seen as in competition with any other charity. Specifically no-one was being asked to divert their existing contributions, but the clear aim was to increase total income to meet the very real need that exists. 

Many of the maritime charities can trace their origins back to the philanthropists of the Victorian era.  Even many of the younger ones date back to the early part of the 20th Century.  In 1917 at the height of the first U boat campaign King George V recognised the enormous impact that the casualty rate would have on the seafarers of the Royal Navy, Merchant Navy and fishing fleets and their families.  With a major contribution from the Royal purse he launched King Georges Fund for Sailors, or as it has become more well-known recently, Seafarers UK. Its purpose was and remains today, to raise funds for all maritime charities across the three sectors, thus enabling each to concentrate of supporting their beneficiaries.   For many years it was very well supported by the shipping industry and individuals.  Even after World War II the UK had the world’s biggest Merchant Navy, in addition to a large Royal Navy and fishing fleet.  Many people therefore had a connection with the sea and recalled the horrors that seafarers had experienced during the War, thus willingly supported both KGFS and other maritime charities.  

With the huge demise of all three fleets, few people these days feel any connection with the sea.  Of those that do, most have a loyalty to just one sector.  David Parsons said “whilst I have the highest regard for our colleagues in the Royal Navy and fishing fleets, my roots are firmly embedded in the Merchant Navy.  I spent 29 years at sea serving with some wonderful people and want to see my donations used in support of them and their families in times of need and hardship.  The Royal Navy has recently established its own dedicated fund, the Royal Navy & Royal Marines Charity (RNRMC), for exactly that purpose.  We too now need a fund that people like me can identify with.  The difference is that whilst RNRMC is ‘newly invented’, MNF is two established partners working together utilising each other expertise.”

Often it is believed that charities simply look after those who fall on hard financial times.  Whilst in part this is true, it is all too easy to overlook the wide range of support available for other needs.   For example maritime charities can arrange for trained caseworkers to make a home visit to help assess a person’s or families circumstances and complete an application form.  This can often be used to help them access statutory benefits which can sometimes enhance income by over £100 per week, in addition to regular and one off grants. Those seeking accommodation can be placed in touch with maritime charities providing quality sheltered housing or a care home.  A dedicated advice line (Seafarers’ Advice & Information Line) is there for impartial confidential advice.  Charities caring for children can assist one parent families, orphans (loss of one parent), educational needs, or access to emotional and practical support. The list of those that are being helped extends from master mariners to the junior most seafarers and their families, few of whom anticipated that they would ever need assistance.  These are people such as those below, whose identities have been concealed.
Michael, a retired master mariner, went through a difficult divorce, followed by health issues, to find himself in serious debt with a house in negative equity and a building society about to foreclose on his mortgage and evict him.  At the bottom of the housing priority list, he would have become indefinitely homeless. He was placed in touch with SAIL who, through negotiation, found a buyer landlord for his house, which he was able to rent back. His priority debts, such as council tax, were met by grants from a maritime charity, whilst his credit card debts were negotiated to a manageable repayment level.

Helen received a call one day to say that her husband had suffered severe head injuries in an accident aboard his ship.  Subsequently she was to learn that he will never recover and is not even able even to recognise his family – something his five year old daughter, Kylie, could not understand. The sudden loss of income, resulted in debts, which only added to Helen’s huge emotional problems and her life became almost unbearable.  Through the help of a maritime children’s charity she was given financial and practical help, which included a seaside holiday in one of their mobile homes. Two years on she and Kylie are beginning to move on.
The wife of a retired electrical officer contacted the maritime charities after his wife had become so disabled that she could use the stairs to use the only bathroom, or reach the bedroom.  This was very distressing for them and their family but, with limited savings, they were unable to make the necessary modifications to the house. The maritime charities were able to fund a stair-lift and modify the bathroom, totally transforming their lifestyle and restoring their dignity.
After a life at sea John, an ex AB, developed alcoholism and was made homeless. He received treatment and after being “dry” for two years, was given a council flat.  Following a call from the housing association, on his behalf, the maritime charities helped him with furnishing the accommodation and awarded him a regular grant. John feels as though he has been given a new lease of life and is grateful for all the support. “Without that my life would have, once again, re-entered a downward spiral”.
Chris, a former marine engineer, contacted the Seafarer Support referral line in desperation as his eyesight had become badly impaired and he was having great difficulty reading even food labels.  He needed a Vision Aid Reader at over £1,000 and the cost of this was covered by a grant from IMarEst Guild of Benevolence.  He is now able to remain independent within his home, read and manage his own shopping.
Henry, a former ship’s cook, was made redundant and went to live in Spain with his partner, who sadly died a few years later.  With no equity, nor ties locally, he returned to the UK almost penniless, with nowhere to live.  A phone call to Seafarers’ Support placed him in touch with a seafarers’ home where he is now living happily among his peers.
These are just some examples of the help, both financial and practical, that the maritime charities can and do provide.  Should you need them they will be there for you, but their resources are limited, increasingly stretched and set to become more so.  With a little more help from the seafaring community so much more can be done.  
Today we need you - Tomorrow you may need us

The Merchant Navy Fund is fully supported by the maritime trade unions, Nautilus International and RMT.  
On learning of the launch of the fund Mark Dickinson, General Secretary of Nautilus International, said that “he believed that this initiative, among the Merchant Navy community, was needed now more than ever.  He felt that members of the union would welcome an opportunity to contribute to this new fund because they knew that the money raised would support their former shipmates.  The Nautilus Welfare Fund had seen all too many seafarers fall on hard times, usually through no fault of their own. Both Mariners Park and those charities supporting individuals and families at home were reliant on effective fundraising”.  
Steve Todd, National Secretary of RMT, responded that “his union fully supported this fund.  He went on to say that many of the older ratings had never had the opportunity to join a pension fund and in any case most had only been able to be contributors for a very short time.  In more recent times large numbers of ratings, many with young families, had been made redundant, with little prospect of any work.  As a result there is widespread poverty among the ex-ratings community, which is likely to worsen considerably as the impact of government and local government cutbacks began to take effect.”
With your help we can do so much more.  Please consider making a regular donation. of just £10 per month, or more if you can.  That added with Gift Aid, from just 10,000 monthly contributions, over one year, will raise almost £1.5 million.  Please give generously to:

The Merchant Navy Fund
c/o Seafarers UK

8 Hatherley Street, London

SW1P 2YY
Telephone 020 7932 0000

Website: http://www.merchantnavyfund.org
