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CREW ESSENTIALS  FEATURE. 

A BUILD PERIOD IS A MYSTERIOUS AND PREPOSSESSING GOAL FOR MANY 

SUPERYACHT CREW, particularly experienced professionals looking to expand a skill 

base and learn how all the complex systems they have taken for granted in the past are 

put together. Perhaps with ideas to improve upon the mistakes they have experienced, 

perhaps a yearning for a little 9-to-5 time ashore or perhaps with a desire to create a 

yacht’s culture from day one, there are many motivations a crewmember might have 

to work on a new build.

But there are many potential types of fallout from working on a new build. Often 

crew are brought on too late in the day to 

provide an operational perspective or the 

rigmarole of change orders is too complex 

or expensive. Life ashore might not be all it 

seemed, with laundry and groceries taking 

up free time. Or the stress of the months 

prior to launch could result in burnout and 

eventual desertion of the vessel that has 

had months of dedicated work pumped 

into it.

Brendan O’Shannassy, captain of a 

signifi cant new launch due for completion 

in the next year, has taken the approach 

that the build environment, where possible, 

should mirror many of the processes of an 

operational yacht. There are environmental 

policies above the Portakabin kitchen, 

a muster list and the crew are soon to 

start signing on to articles of agreement, 

knowing full well they are not legally in 

force.

All the above are captured in a crew 

charter (see box overleaf), visible in all 
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“OFTEN 

CREW ARE 

BROUGHT ON 

TOO LATE TO 

PROVIDE AN 

OPERATIONAL 

PERSPECTIVE”
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CREW 
CHARTER
WHY ARE WE HERE? 

Our goal is beyond 

the build. We are 

here to safely take 

the yacht to sea 

and professionally 

undertake the 

owner’s fi rst visit.

AS CREW WE WILL:

 > Respect each 

other as 

professionals 

and as 

individuals

 > Respect the 

owner’s team 

and shipyard 

staff

 > Listen to new 

ideas – even if 

they challenge 

our accepted 

views

 > Respectfully 

challenge/

question ideas 

incompatible 

with our own 

 > Welcome new 

crewmembers 

and listen to 

their views and 

experiences

 > Respect all 

equipment made 

available to us 

for our use

WE WILL ALSO:

 > Remember the 

importance of 

life outside of the 

workplace

 > Encourage each 

other to maintain 

regular work 

hours 

 > Remember we 

all have much to 

learn…

>

work spaces, defi ning the goal of the crew as beyond the 

build and to go to sea. This constant reminder is viewed by 

O’Shannassy as crucial to their future operational success.

I spoke to O’Shannassy and the crew about how they 

are fi nding the build period, what are the most common 

misconceptions for new builds, and how to prevent a riot 

when you run out of pasties for the yard workers.

A COST-BENEFIT BALANCE
The battle for rotation can be hard fought for any captain, 

let alone during a build period. But the value of crew who 

know the vessel inside-out and have personally created 

the onboard culture and operational practices should 

be protected against loss in a post-launch burnout. As 

O’Shannassy succinctly puts it: “The asset value is too high 

not to rotate if needed.” 

So how did he persuade his owner rotation was valuable 

in the build? And how did he decide on the optimum time to 

bring people onboard? 

“To convince an owner that crew are needed when the 

vessel is some time away from launch is tough. The owner 

required clear roles, responsibilities and performance 

measures assigned to each crewmember and I was sent away 

several times to improve the submission before approval was 

given; my commitment to recruitment was completely tested. 

Crew are hired against the yard’s commissioning programme 

and if this changes we try and adapt as best we can – keeping 

the owner informed at every turn. Crew salary and on-costs 

are the largest non-production cost and their value does not 

show up on a balance sheet.”

It is not instantaneous, the recruitment of top-quality crew 

spaces, defi ning the goal of the crew as beyo

and to go to sea. This constant reminder is vie

l h f l

for a very large superyacht. 

O’Shannassy says he starts 

his search six months or 

more before someone is 

needed – enough time to 

fi nd the right candidate, 

meet for an essential face-

to-face interview and induct 

them to the ways of the 

build. It is also critical to 

maintain awareness of the 

impact to the crewmember 

as it is not just joining 

another yacht, they also 

have to adjust to life in a 

new country and foreign 

yard environment. And for 

rotation, the recruitment 

burden is doubled.

O’Shannassy is also 

happy to adapt the crew 

structure and rotation, 

should the need arise, 

to keep the right team 

onboard. Qualifi cations and 

experience are a given for 

anyone considered for the 

senior team he has brought 

on early. But he was looking 

for proven leadership 

skills, the ability to lead 

and motivate the crew and 

create the right culture from 

the start.

Rotation for the chief 

engineers, for example, is 

currently at six weeks during 

the build; roughly half what 
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it will be post-launch. It is a delicate balance between burning out 

and losing touch, says Chief Engineer Tony Baldwin, who worked in the 

cruise industry before heading into yachting nearly two years ago: “You 

do not want to be off-site for too long because of the changes that can 

happen while you are away. Equally, you do not want to be on-site for too 

long. Four weeks was not long enough on-site and eight weeks was too 

long off-site, so we struck a balance at six.”

FEEL THE BURN
The demands of a new build are far removed from those onboard in 

service. Baldwin fi nds that preparing for any eventuality onboard post-

launch is a big mental strain. “The primary thing is that you are trying to 

consider every single system and all the spare parts that go with it as 

well as how you are going to operate it. So every system has unanswered 

questions, and you are trying to prepare your team for those ‘what if’ 

scenarios.

“This captain has campaigned for the value of rotation within the 

build. The pressures when the boat does go into service are tremendous. 

The owner has probably waited for three years to have the vessel built, 

thinking about it for up to fi ve years before that. So he wants to come 

on with his guests and family to use the boat and show it off. Of course 

there will be some teething 

problems, as there always 

are. Invariably a lot of these 

circle around the chief 

engineer; if he has spent 

the last six months in a 

yard he is going to be pretty 

tired. That was one of the 

key things about getting to 

rotation early – to have two 

chief engineers up to speed 

with the boat, the build, the 

various systems and spares 

and all that goes with it.”

A REFIT, AND 
THEN SOME?
For many, refi t yard periods 

might be the closest they 

have come to a new build 

experience; but how does 

this compare? 

“It is relatively similar but 

there is a bit of a different 

dynamic to it,” say First 

Offi cer Michael McLean. 

“With a refi t you are going 

in knowing what kind of 

projects and outcomes you 

want. With a new build you 

are brought in primarily after 

the boat is built, at the fi t-

out stage, after a lot of the 

decisions have been made.”

Chief Stewaress Astrid 

Mestdagh previously 

worked on a six-month refi t 

of a vessel in excess of 120 

“YOU DO NOT WANT TO BE OFF-

SITE FOR TOO LONG BECAUSE 

OF THE CHANGES THAT CAN 

HAPPEN WHILE YOU ARE AWAY”

CREW ESSENTIALS  FEATURE.
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metres. She believes the biggest difference is that for a new 

build project, a bigger team interacts with the crew, including 

the project management and yard teams. Additionally, there 

may be less direct contact between crew and the outfi tters 

or craftsmen. She also notes that in refi t the decisions come 

through the crew, whereas in a build there is a whole other 

project management team making decisions until the yacht 

is handed over.

DESIGNS ON INPUT
If you have never worked on a build project your expectations 

are often largely based on supposition or anecdotes.

“A lot of people have a perception that if you are coming 

in to a new build you have free reign to put different design 

aspects from your past vessels into the [project] to solve 

all the problems in yachting. But that really is not the case 

unless you are brought in with the design team, many years 

before the launch,” says McLean.

O’Shannassy thinks that there could be quite a few 

misconceptions of what the work entails. He agrees with 

McLean that the most common of these is that the crew will 

have input into the design of the boat, rather than seeing 

themselves as the fi rst crew taking it into operation and 

preparing for that handover. And this is where he sees a lot of 

have been in that position, 

with fi xing, maintenance and 

spare parts,” he says. “But 

you come to realise that the 

perfect yacht does not exist.”

If there are adaptations a 

crew would like to make, it 

can be a laborious process 

for change orders on any 

build project. Mestdagh was 

brought in to check the crew 

areas and workfl ow for the 

interior was logical, which is 

not very common for a build. 

The interior department is 

often mistakenly assumed 

to be superfl uous in initial 

build stages but earlier 

crew input can provide great 

value, reduce later change 

order costs and improve 

operations after launch. 

“In a yard environment, 

certain things seem 

insignifi cant but in fact are 

an everyday pain once at sea 

and living onboard. For some 

reason, people like myself 

are usually not involved until 

the very last moment,” she 

explains. “Here, however, it 

has happened much earlier 

than a lot of other projects, 

so I believe there have been 

quite a few benefi ts.”

A NEW 
CHALLENGE
When asked what attracted 

him to a new build project, 

McLean says the new 

experiences and chance 

to build a crew from the 

ground-up were a big 

draw: “Being brought in at 

the beginning stages of 

a crew being formed is a 

bit of a luxury, being able 

to form the crew and the 

culture onboard. For me, 

in my current position on 

my career path, it is a good 

move.” 

Mestdagh was also keen 

to be given the chance to 

create the team culture 

and ops systems, as well as 

put the knowledge she has 

gained over the years – along 

with that of her fellow senior 

metres. She believes the biggest difference is that for a ne
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crew aiming for launch and 

burning out in the fi rst few 

months afterwards.

“You need to identify 

yourself in that fi rst season 

of operation, not the launch, 

otherwise you will fail to 

reach your goal. The biggest 

misconception is having the 

goalpost as the launch, not 

as operational,” he stresses.

McLean says the priority 

is preparation for operation, 

not input to the actual build 

per se: “Our mandate is to 

get the boat operational, 

so that it is ready to sail 

when it is completed. With 

that in mind you can make 

some changes for the better, 

which may not make you 

popular with the yard staff, 

but it is a good experience 

nonetheless to see how 

things come together in the 

build.”

Baldwin has found that 

at times the workload 

involved at build stage feels 

like tenfold that of during 

operation, even taking into 

account the pressure of 

guests. The nature of his 

work calls for some serious 

planning; he needs to think 

of those thousand “what 

if” scenarios that could 

play out. “At some point all 

yacht crew will have found 

themselves saying: ‘Who 

decided this in the build?’ I 

CREW ESSENTIALS  FEATURE.

“A LOT OF CREW AIM 

FOR LAUNCH AND BURN 

OUT IN THE FIRST FEW 

MONTHS AFTERWARDS”

>

>



CREW ESSENTIALS  CV SURGERY. 

21



22

CREW ESSENTIALS  FEATURE.LS FEATURE.

> mode, by all accounts, and 

give relative fl exibility in 

working hours. Baldwin 

gets into the offi ce around 

6.30am to get paperwork 

done before heading onto 

the vessel for a few hours, 

followed by meetings after 

lunch. He is able to leave by 

6pm most nights, fi tting in 

the gym or a pint in the local 

before bed. 

McLean also fi nds himself 

doing more paperwork than 

he would at sea, up to four or 

fi ve hours daily, but he tries 

to get onboard each day to 

see the progress and make 

sure he knows the vessel 

inside-out. “Transferring to 

future crew that experience 

of knowing what is behind 

a panel or bulkhead can 

make future operation of the 

vessel easier,” he explains. 

“You learn the boat very well 

by walking around.”

EXPECT THE 
UNEXPECTED
But it is not all predictable, 

suggests Mestagh: 

“Unexpected things always 

come up and in a yard there 

is always someone needing 

something of you, so no two 

days are alike!”

Have there been any 

unexpected elements 

to day-to-day life that 

they were not expecting? 

McLean warns that most 

yard environments are in 

crew – to use in a new way: 

“I was excited about the fact 

that I would be able to put 

everything together from 

the start,” she says. “From 

items we need onboard, to 

logistics of crew/guest areas, 

to the interior operating 

procedures, to an entire new 

team, plus to get to know 

the owners and their vision 

of what they want from the 

environment of the yacht.”

A “NORMAL” 
LIFE?
“For build life, you can live 

your defi nition of a normal 

life, for sure. You can engage 

with non-yachties, join a 

sports team, live a non-

seafaring life for a while,” 

says O’Shannassy, who has 

been at the build yard since 

May 2009. Though there are 

simple responsibilities like 

feeding yourself, commuting 

or doing the laundry, which 

are all taken care of onboard 

and make you more effi cient 

in service, he remarks.

Mestagh enjoys being 

able to “switch off” when she 

goes home, to update her 

“barely there” cooking skills 

and to plan her weekends 

in advance; she also has 

a new-found respect for 

dishwashers, she says.

McLean likes being able 

to choose the food he eats – 

all organic in his case – and 

he has been able to spend 

time living with his partner, 

who comes from the other 

side of the world to him. He 

does warn people not to 

get too used to life ashore, 

though, because the return 

to a yachting lifestyle is 

inevitable post-launch. As 

chief engineer, Baldwin 

works seven days a week as 

part of his rotation, allowing 

him to go home for six-week 

stints to see his young 

family. 

The daily routines 

are relatively structured 

compared to operational 

stark contrast to the average cruising ground, being “not very 

aesthetically pleasing”. “We work in a trailer in a gravel carpark 

wearing overalls and boots – a long way from days at anchor 

with guests,” he explains, “which is fi ne but people need to 

be prepared for it with an extensive period of time in a yard.”

In addition, life ashore does not always mean slipping into a 

large, welcoming social circle of locals. In fact it can be lonelier 

in early build stages – particularly if you are used to working in 

a crew of 20 or more.

Having chosen a life at sea, build crew can fi nd themselves 

in some very unforeseeable circumstances. I ask what the 

most bizarre situation the crew has found themselves in so far; 

Baldwin explains to me with a huge grin: “Handing out pasties 

to the yard workers at Christmas to discover that there weren’t 

enough to go round, and watching the riot ensue. We had 

ordered 300 pasties and cakes to befriend the yard workers 

but they were so keen on them that people were queuing up 

and fi nishing work early and we got in trouble. It was pretty far 

removed from the usual yachting scene of the Riviera!” 

So there you have it: life in build. It’s far removed from 

operational yachting life and surely is no easy break from 

sea. It will build up a new skill base, give you a chance to be 

on the ground fl oor and can at times lead you into a tough 

spot with a marauding horde of yard workers. 

“THE DAILY ROUTINES 

ARE RELATIVELY 

STRUCTURED 

COMPARED TO 

OPERATIONAL MODE”


