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A 
yacht owner, who is soon to take delivery 
of a yacht of over 3,000gt, recently asked 
me whether its commercial crew would be 
better than his existing crew on a smaller 
yacht. I immediately said no and weakly 

backed the comment up by saying that the crew on the 
large yacht will not be better; rather they will be “different”. 
The conversation moved on, yet I realised how poorly I had 
answered the question and even now with hindsight I am 
challenged to improve the response.

The topic surfaced again several weeks later when a 
young, talented deckhand working on a yacht over 3,000gt 
asked me for career advice. He sought direction as to 
whether to stay within the MCA route to Master (Yacht) 
<3,000gt or to pursue a commercial training programme. 
After almost an hour of pros and cons from me he left with 
very little direction.

 Having been unable to answer these two questions 
adequately, I decided to reconsider them through this 
article; to weigh up the benefits and challenges of choosing a 
commercial route for yachting. Due to my knowledge being 
drawn from personal experience, I have reduced the scope of 
the questions only to deck officers. It would be of interest to 
gain an engineering perspective and I invite that article from a 
suitably qualified reader.

Are commercial crew better? The cadetship schemes 
operated by navies and large shipping companies are steeped 
in history, well structured and produce very well trained 
officers. Commercial ships cover many miles and the crew 
rarely have downtime in port. Consequently, at a young 
age a commercial maritime officer can receive an incredible 
amount of experience that is relevant to all forms of shipping, 
yachts included.

Additionally, the classroom time for commercial training 
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is far greater and it can be expected that a graduate of a 
cadetship should have greater awareness as to the broader 
environment of shipping than through yacht training alone. 
They should also have received a good deal of exposure to 
administrative responsibilities and should be aware of the 
vessel’s legislative requirements. They may or may not be 
very “hands-on”. This will depend on the area of shipping 
in which they were trained, their college’s focus and their 
own interests. 

The yacht path does not go into the same level of 
academic training as a cadetship; it is tailored to yacht’s 
requirements and therefore does not focus on other industry 
sectors. The average yacht trainee is likely to have highly 
developed yacht-specific skills, though may not be aware of 
requirements within the other maritime sectors. If they have 
completed the deck rating certificate task book with diligence, 
a yacht-trained deck officer should have very solid practical 
experience with all aspects of their role on a yacht. They 
should also have had exposure to a breadth of experience 
rarely seen in commercial shipping because of the unique 
operations of yachts. They likely will have navigated in areas 
seldom visited by commercial ships and performed roles far 
beyond the scope of their job descriptions.

Earlier in my career, I departed commercial shipping having 
sailed as a Master III Commercial (<3,000gt) in Australian 
waters. Due to the well-documented problems of state 
issued Australian tickets, I could not take command of an 
equivalent tonnage internationally. After five years in yachting 
I sought to address this and returned to college to complete 
my Master I studies. At first I was entirely self-conscious 
amongst my classmates because I had not carried cargo in 
five years and the yachts I had worked on (75m and 63m) 
were very small compared to their crude carriers,  container 
ships and similar.  

So it was with some surprise that as the weeks passed I 
realised my yacht experiences were something of which to 
be proud. I had examples of Med and Baltic mooring, sailing 
in congested seaways and higher levels of responsibility 
than many of my very senior classmates. I had also received 

incredible tutelage from two very talented yacht captains 
on seafaring considerations long forsaken in the commercial 
sector. As the course moved to construction and navigational 
equipment, I also realised I had greater exposure to the 
newest technologies than most of my classmates. I went from 
being self-conscious of yacht experience to being proud of 
the work we do. 

Much of the self-consciousness was rooted in being told 
earlier by an orals examiner that until I worked on “real ship” 
(as he pointed to a framed photo of a container ship) he 
would not consider me worthy for sitting master’s oral exam 
with him. I took umbrage with this and informed a former 
yacht captain who was luckily working in the same assessment 
office at the time. He took the issue up and corrective action 
was taken with the examiner. Without his intervention, 
I am sure the said examiner might have culled many a 
yachtsman’s career for the sake of ill-defined prejudice. I am 
aware from very recent experiences that this prejudice is 
largely something of the past and assessors are much more 
conscious of large yachts. 

So which path is better? The short answer is that both 
offer great rewards if pursued with full application. There are 
many more yachts under 3,000gt than above and bigger is 
not always better. There are challenges and rewards from 
operating vessels of all sizes; these may or may not increase 
with the size.

The path to taking command of a vessel as a commercial 
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master is noticeably longer than as a Master (Yacht) 
<3,000gt. Neither do I consider this a positive nor a negative 
factor; for some (myself included) the years of experience 
are needed to come close to developing the maturity 
necessary for command – something that, I might add, is a 
never-ending process. 

Financially there is unlikely to be a greater reward for the 
commercial path. Yacht owners acknowledge the specific 
skills of their yacht captains and pay is often commensurate 
with demonstrated skills, loyalty and a relationship rather than 
directly a reflection of the size of the yacht.

It is beyond the scope of this article to review and 
explain legislation. But I would add that if you are seriously 
pursuing a career, you should research all information 
first-hand and not rely on anecdotal information floating 
around the crew messes and bars. A major factor for my 
personal choice was that as an Australian I was aware that 
the MCA Master (Yacht) qualification is unrecognised by 
the Australian Maritime Safety Authority for equivalency. 
Additionally, as an unlimited master there are many other 
avenues within the shipping sector beyond yachting that are 
available for progression.

In choosing your own path there are some things to 
consider: Do you like being at sea or just yachting? Do you 
like large yachts with increased formality or are you happier 

within a small team? Are you prepared to support yourself for 
multiple extended periods of study? Will you want to return 
to your home country and work in the maritime sector? 
And if so, what is your country’s yacht industry and are yacht 
training schemes recognised there?

In making all these decisions, gain insight from your 
crewmates and your captain. And in making a commitment 
use only the information provided by the source (ie your 
national maritime authority). Importantly, document 
everything as professionally as you are able.

Commercially trained crew have always mixed freely within 
yachting alongside those who have solely developed their 
careers within the yacht environment. Some have enjoyed 
the experience, had great success and assisted taking the 
industry to greater heights. Others have worked for a while, 
found it not entirely to their liking and returned to their prior 
shipping sector. Regardless of outcome for each individual, 
the yachting community can only benefit from the mixing and 
with yachts exceeding 3,000gt now in double figures there 
will only be more of this.

As a closing comment, be proud of your yachting studies 
and experiences and do not see this as a barrier to pursuing 
a commercial career if you so choose. If you work alongside 
commercially trained officers, learn from them and also offer 
help to ease their integration into the yachting community. n 
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