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ABSTRACT 

 

Filipino seafarers play a vital role in the maritime industry; however, 
many still face challenges in accessing timely and equitable compen-
sation for work-related illness, injury, or death incurred during em-
ployment. This study examined the roles of Philippine government 
agencies in addressing compensation claims, the procedural mecha-
nisms they employ, and the reforms needed to strengthen the process 
under Republic Act No. 12021, the Magna Carta of Filipino Seafarers. 
This study employed an exploratory qualitative research design using 
a phenomenological approach. Data were gathered through in-depth 
interviews with 10 Filipino seafarers, two beneficiaries, and five key 
informants from the Department of Migrant Workers (DMW), Over-
seas Workers Welfare Administration (OWWA), Department of Labor 
and Employment/National Conciliation and Mediation Board 
(DOLE/NCMB), Maritime Industry Authority (MARINA), and Public 
Attorney’s Office (PAO). Relevant laws, policies, and agency proce-
dures were also reviewed. Data were analyzed using Braun and 
Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis framework. Findings revealed that 
while government agencies provide legal, welfare, administrative, 
regulatory, and dispute resolution support, the compensation claims 
system remains fragmented, procedurally complex, and burdensome 
for claimants. Implementation gaps persist despite RA 12021, high-
lighting the need for stronger inter-agency coordination, digitalized 
claims processing, enhanced legal and medical support, and im-
proved information dissemination. The study concludes that while 
the government has established institutional mechanisms to protect 
seafarers’ compensation rights, translating policy into claimant-cen-
tered practice requires significant reforms. These reforms are neces-
sary to achieve a more accessible, transparent, and equitable com-
pensation claims framework for Filipino seafarers. 
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Introduction 
In Filipino seafarers constitute one of the 

largest maritime labor forces in the world and 
play a vital role in sustaining global trade and 
the Philippine economy (MARINA, 2020). De-
spite the legal protections provided under the 
Maritime Labour Convention (MLC) 2006, RA 
8042, RA 10022, RA 10706 and the recently 
enacted RA 12021 or the Magna Carta of Fili-
pino Seafarers, many seafarers continue to ex-
perience difficulties in obtaining compensa-
tion for work-related illness, injury, disability, 
and death (ILO, 2024; Pia et al., 2024). Com-
pensation claims often involve complex legal, 
medical, and administrative procedures that 
may be difficult for seafarers and their families 
to navigate. 

Previous studies have highlighted persis-
tent challenges in compensation claims pro-
cessing, including procedural complexity, evi-
dentiary requirements, fragmented institu-
tional responsibilities, and limited awareness 
of available legal remedies (Amante, 2023; 
Acosta-Penero, 2024; Pia et al., 2024). Juris-
prudence further demonstrates how proce-
dural requirements may affect compensation 
outcomes despite the existence of work-re-
lated illness or injury. While recent reforms 
under Republic Act No. 12021 seek to 
strengthen seafarers’ rights and improve dis-
pute resolution mechanisms, limited research 
has examined how these protections are im-
plemented in practice by Philippine govern-
ment agencies (Izumi, 2025). 

This study examines the roles of selected 
Philippine government agencies in addressing 
work-related compensation claims of Filipino 
seafarers and explores the procedural mecha-
nisms employed under Republic Act No. 
12021. This article reports the experiences of 
Filipino seafarers and beneficiaries, together 
with insights from government agencies, to 
identify implementation gaps and propose rec-
ommendations for strengthening the compen-
sation claims system. 

To provide a robust analytical lens, this 
study adopts two complementary theoretical 
foundations: the Interest Theory of Rights and 
the Human Rights-Based Approach (HRBA) 
PANEL Principles. The Interest Theory of 
Rights, developed by Raz (1986) and Lyons 
(1994), posits that rights exist to protect 

individuals' fundamental interests, explaining 
why Filipino seafarers are entitled to compen-
sation for work-related illness, injury, disabil-
ity, or death. Meanwhile, the HRBA, operation-
alized through the PANEL principles of Partic-
ipation, Accountability, Non-discrimination, 
Empowerment, and Law/Legality (Scottish 
Human Rights Commission, 2024), provides a 
framework for assessing how government 
agencies protect and implement these rights. 
Together, these theories offer a comprehen-
sive framework for examining the roles of Phil-
ippine government agencies, the lived experi-
ences of seafarers and their beneficiaries, and 
the procedural mechanisms established under 
Republic Act No. 12021. 
 

Materials and Methods  
Research Design  

This study employed an exploratory quali-
tative research design using a phenomenologi-
cal approach to examine the roles of Philippine 
government agencies in addressing work-re-
lated compensation claims of Filipino seafar-
ers. The phenomenological approach was used 
to capture the lived experiences of seafarers 
and beneficiaries involved in compensation 
claims, while key informant interviews and 
document review were conducted to examine 
relevant laws, policies, and procedures. Data 
from interviews and documents were analyzed 
independently and integrated during interpre-
tation to enhance credibility through triangu-
lation (Bowen, 2009). 

 
Participants and Sampling 

The study involved a total of N = 17 partic-
ipants, divided into two participant cohorts. 
The Claimant Cohort (n1 = 12) consisted of ten 
Filipino seafarers and two beneficiaries whose 
demographic profiles are presented in Table 1. 
The Institutional Expert Cohort (n2 = 5) com-
prised key informants from DMW, OWWA, 
DOLE/NCMB, MARINA, and PAO, whose pro-
files are presented in Table 2. Participants 
were selected through purposive and referral 
sampling based on their direct involvement in 
work-related compensation claims. Sample 
size was guided by the information power 
principle, which emphasizes information-rich 
participants rather than large sample sizes 
(Malterud et al., 2016). 
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Data Collection 
Data were collected through semi-struc-

tured in-depth interviews and document re-
view. Interviews were conducted through 
face-to-face meetings and online platforms, in-
cluding Zoom, Google Meet, Microsoft Teams, 
and Messenger. Separate interview guides 
were developed for seafarers, beneficiaries, 
and government agency representatives. In 
addition, RA 12021, agency mandates, policies, 
and procedural documents were reviewed to 
identify the compensation claims mechanisms 
employed by government agencies. 

 
Data Analysis 

Interview data were analyzed using Braun 
and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic analy-
sis framework: familiarization, coding, theme 
development, theme review, theme definition, 
and report writing. Documentary data were 
analyzed to identify agency roles, policies, and 
procedural mechanisms related to compensa-
tion claims. Findings from interviews and doc-
ument analysis were triangulated to 
strengthen the validity and credibility of the 
results. 

 

 

Result and Discussion 
Demographic and Case Profile of Claimants 

Table 1 presents the demographic profile 
of the claimants. The Claimant Cohort (n1 = 12) 
consisted of ten Filipino seafarers and two 
beneficiaries. The participants represented di-
verse work-related compensation claim expe-
riences involving occupational injuries, medi-
cal illnesses, psychological harm, disability, 
and death.  

Among the 10 seafarer participants, three 
experienced work-related physical occupa-
tional injuries, including finger injuries, finger-
tip amputation, and shoulder injury requiring 
therapy, disability assessment, or medical in-
tervention. The remaining seven experienced 
work-related illnesses, including diabetes, se-
rious dental complications, abdominal illness, 
Bell’s palsy, thyroid carcinoma, and psycholog-
ical conditions linked to workplace harass-
ment, emotional distress, prolonged stress, 
and mental health deterioration. Two partici-
pants were beneficiaries representing severely 
affected seafarers: one involving traumatic 
brain injury resulting in disability and ongoing 
legal proceedings, and another involving the 
death of a seafarer due to severe medical ill-
ness.  

 
Table 1. Demographic Profile of the Claimants 

Participant 
Code 

Participant 
Type 

Rank of 
Seafarer 

Contract 
Status 

Nature of 
Case 

Medical Con-
dition 

Current  
Status 

Participant 
1 

Seafarer Engine 
Officer 

Almost  
finish  
contract 

Work- 
related 
accident 

Finger  
Injury 

On- 
going 
Therapy 

Participant 
2 

Seafarer Engine 
Rating 

Unfinished 
contract 

Work- 
related  
illness 

Diabetes Unfit for 
sea duty 
(total 
disabil-
ity) 

Participant 
3 

Seafarer Deck  
Rating 

Unfinished 
contract 

Work- 
related  
illness 

Serious  
Dental  
issues 

Fit for 
Sea Duty  

Participant 
4 

Seafarer Deck  
Rating 

Unfinished 
contract 

Work- 
related 
accident / 
Illness 

Shoulder  
Injury with 
Cyst 

On- 
going 
Therapy 

Participant 
5 

Seafarer Deck  
Officer 

Finished 
contract 

Work- 
related  
illness 

Upper  
Abdomen 
Pain 

Fit for 
Sea Duty 

Participant 
Code 

Participant 
Type 

Rank of 
Seafarer 

Contract 
Status 

Nature of 
Case 

Medical Con-
dition 

Current  
Status 
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Participant 
6 

Seafarer Deck  
Officer 

Unfinished 
contract 

Work- 
related  
illness 

Mental 
Health due 
to Sexual 
Harassment 

On-go-
ing med-
ication 
and legal 
claim 
process 

Participant 
7 

Seafarer Engine 
Rating 

Over-con-
tract 

Work- 
related  
illness 

Bell’s Palsy  Fit for 
Sea Duty 

Participant 
8 

Beneficiary Deck  
Rating 

Unfinished 
contract 

Work- 
related 
accident 

Head Injury With 
disabil-
ity grad-
ing / On 
going 
Legal 
Claims 

Participant 
9 

Beneficiary Deck  
Rating 

Unfinished 
contract 

Work- 
related  
illness 

Severe Liver 
complication 

De-
ceased / 
Benefi-
ciary re-
ceived 
Death 
Benefits 

Participant 
10 

Seafarer Deck  
Rating 

Unfinished 
contract 

Work- 
related 
accident 

Fingertip 
amputation 

Partial 
Disabil-
ity / Fit 
for sea 
duty 

Participant 
11 

Seafarer Deck  
Rating 

Unfinished 
contract 

Work- 
related  
illness 

Psychologi-
cal distress 

On going 
medica-
tion 

Participant 
12 

Seafarer Engine 
Rating 

Finished 
Contract 

Work- 
related  
illness 

Thyroid  
Carcinoma 

Partial 
Disabil-
ity / Fit 
for Sea 
Duty  

Most participants experienced illness, in-
jury, or death during unfinished contracts, 
while others had nearly completed their con-
tracts, had already completed them, were over 
contract, or had exceeded their original con-
tract duration at the time of the incident. Some 
were declared fit to work after medical recov- 
ery, and some have ongoing medication and 
therapy. The participants’ varied medical, oc-
cupational, and legal circumstances provided 
rich empirical data for understanding the lived 
realities of compensation claims processing 
among Filipino seafarers and their beneficiar-
ies. 

 

Navigating Delayed and Fragmented Access 
to Immediate Support 

One of the most significant lived experi-
ences shared by the participants involved dif-
ficulty accessing timely and coordinated sup-
port after the said work-related incidents. Par-
ticipants described delays in medical response, 
unclear repatriation arrangements, frag-
mented communication, uncertainty regarding 
next steps, and dependency on third parties to 
activate assistance.  

For injured or medically repatriated sea-
farers, the immediate aftermath of illness or 
injury was often marked by uncertainty rather 
than structured support. Participant 1 
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encountered a work-related finger injury dur-
ing dry-dock operation in China. His contact 
was almost finished when the accident hap-
pened, and he was initially checked by a Chi-
nese doctor. However, despite the medical as-
sistance he received, he described his experi-
ence upon arrival in the Philippines, expecting 
coordinated company assistance but instead 
experiencing confusion and delay. He said: 
“When I arrived in the Philippines, no one was 
there to meet me. I waited there, not really 
knowing what to do”. This narrative reflects a 
disruption in continuity of support, where re-
patriation may have been arranged but execu-
tion remained inconsistent. 

Similarly, Participant 2 had been repatri-
ated with an unfinished contract due to too 
much vomiting and being unable to walk. Dur-
ing his initial medical treatment in China, the 
doctor gave him a diagnosis of extremely high 
blood sugar. When he arrived in the Philip-
pines, he continued his medication, but after 
120 days, the treatment was stopped, even 
though he was not fully recovered. He shared, 
“My treatment was stopped because the com-
pany-designated doctor declared me unfit to 
work”. This experience demonstrated uncer-
tainty during the transition from shipboard ill-
ness to medical claims processing. While med-
ical assistance was initiated, the continuation 
of support became dependent on procedural 
developments rather than immediate welfare 
needs, contributing to uncertainty regarding 
treatment and recovery. 

Participant 3 likewise experienced delayed 
and uncertain immediate medical intervention 
while onboard, encountering serious dental is-
sues with his wisdom tooth. After an unsuc-
cessful dental procedure in Japan, he narrated, 
“Since the vessel was scheduled to depart, I was 
given antibiotics and pain relievers and sent 
back to the ship”. He further described the de-
terioration of his condition on board: “One 
night I woke up choking on blood. At that point, 
I knew I could no longer continue. So, I requested 
to be repatriated”. This suggests that immedi-
ate medical decisions may be influenced not 
only by healthcare needs but also by opera-
tional demands. 

Participant 4 experienced a delay in medi-
cal response after sustaining an onboard 
shoulder injury caused by a senior officer 

during maintenance work. Rather than imme-
diately reporting the incident to the captain, he 
relied on supervisory action that never oc-
curred. He explained, “Chief Officer told me to 
apply ointment on my shoulder. He also said 
that he would inform the Captain. However, the 
Captain told me that C/O had never informed 
him about my condition”. When he reported to 
the company with an unfinished contract, they 
initially wanted him to use the HMO, but be-
cause of his persistence, the company en-
dorsed him to the company-designated doctor, 
and he currently has an ongoing therapy. This 
demonstrates how delayed reporting, supervi-
sory inaction, and company decisions may in-
terrupt timely access to formal medical assis-
tance. 

Participant 5 reported that during his con-
tract, he encountered discomfort in the upper 
abdomen. After finishing his contract, he re-
ported to the manning agency following the 
72-hour-rule to ask for post-medical treat-
ment. He shared that “Upon returning home, I 
reported to the office within 72 hours and asked 
for a post-medical check-up”. He also described 
prolonged delays in approval of medical proce-
dures. “The medication was taking a long time”. 

Participant 6’s case presented a different 
but equally important dimension of delayed 
support, particularly concerning psychological 
harm. He encountered mental health issues 
due to sexual harassment caused by a foreign 
superior, which resulted in his self-confine-
ment in his cabin for almost 2 weeks because 
he was scared and had been traumatized. He 
reported the case to the company. He shared, 
“I reported to the DPA, to the main company, 
and the ship management, but they deprived me 
of my rights because they wanted to avoid all li-
ability. To protect myself, I confined myself in-
side my cabin for almost 2 weeks until I was re-
patriated.” This statement is significant be-
cause it suggests that psychological injury or 
mental issues may not always be formally rec-
ognized within traditional notions of work-re-
lated medical harm, potentially affecting ac-
cess to immediate protective mechanisms. 

Participant 7 similarly experienced work-
related illness while onboard, requiring even-
tual repatriation. He had Bell’s Palsy due to 
stress, fatigue, and poor mental health because 
of his work and overwork. His condition was 
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aggravated because his superior still told him 
to work despite having a continuous tear in his 
left eye. He shared that “My senior officers did 
not take immediate action. I continued working 
for three days. When my condition became seri-
ous, they allowed me to rest for four days, then 
work again. I asked for repatriation in Cape 
Town, but the charterer said 'no'. I still had to 
endure the pain for around one and a half 
months until I was repatriated”. This suggests 
how delayed supervisory inaction and the de-
pendency on company-controlled systems, 
where support followed institutional proce-
dures rather than participant-driven auton-
omy.  

The most severe illustration of delayed im-
mediate support emerged from Participant 8, a 
beneficiary, whose brother suffered a trau-
matic brain injury while working on board. His 
foreign superior didn’t report his condition 
and even tried to hide it from authorities. Ac-
cording to her, “The company had no intention 
of helping my brother…..After the interview of 
DMW to the doctor, they told us that if my 
brother had been brought in just a little later, he 
probably would not have survived.” Her narra-
tive reveals prolonged delay in emergency in-
tervention, despite visible symptoms of neuro-
logical injury. 

Participant 10 encountered a fingertip am-
putation sustained while doing deck mainte-
nance work. He continued sailing until they fi-
nally arrived in China after 2 days; his fingertip 
wasn’t restored because it decayed. “The doc-
tor said it could not be reattached because it had 
already decayed. Since it took two days, it could 
no longer be reattached”. Afterward, he contin-
ued his medication in the Philippines and was 
later declared fit to work, and is now waiting 
for his employment. His narrative reveals that 
despite the severity of his condition, medical 
assistance is not always available because of 
dependency on the vessel arrival schedule in 
port. 

Participant 11 similarly experienced de-
layed intervention despite severe psychologi-
cal deterioration while onboard. He experi-
enced bullying from his foreign superior, 
which resulted in anxiety and depression. He 
described emotional abuse, insomnia, panic at-
tacks, and suicidal ideation prior to repatria-
tion. As instructed by the teleconsultant 

doctor, he was repatriated with an unfinished 
contract. Despite the severity of his condition, 
disembarkation was not immediate, prolong-
ing his distress. He stressed that “I was stressed 
because of my work and because of a Japanese 
officer. I became stressed because I chose not to 
confront him and instead just allowed him to 
bully me, even though I was already suffering 
because of it……There were times when I only 
slept for two to three hours within a 24-hour pe-
riod. Because of that, I started experiencing pal-
pitations and heartburn. I also developed symp-
toms of GERD (Gastroesophageal Reflux Dis-
ease), which trigger my panic attacks. It eventu-
ally reached the point where I became suicidal. 
There were two occasions when I attempted to 
jump off the ship. So, I decided to request repat-
riation even though my contract had not yet 
ended.” 

These experiences align with Amante 
(2023), who argued that compensation-re-
lated processes often begin within stressful, 
fragmented, and procedurally difficult systems 
where seafarers face uncertainty in navigating 
institutional mechanisms. Collectively, the par-
ticipants' narratives further suggest a break-
down in the continuity of care during the tran-
sition from ship to shore, where immediate 
medical needs may become secondary to pro-
cedural and operational considerations. De-
lays in medical intervention, repatriation, and 
access to post-employment treatment indicate 
that commercial and operational priorities—
such as vessel schedules, cargo operations, and 
minimizing port-related delays—may, in some 
instances, take precedence over the immediate 
health requirements of seafarers. As illus-
trated by Participants 3, 7, and 10, decisions 
regarding medical referral and repatriation 
were influenced not only by clinical necessity 
but also by the vessel's operational demands 
and port availability. While such operational 
realities are inherent in the shipping industry, 
they should not compromise the timely provi-
sion of medical care and protection for seafar-
ers. 

From an international labor rights per-
spective, these experiences appear incon-
sistent with the protective intent of the Mari-
time Labour Convention, 2006, which requires 
shipowners to ensure prompt access to medi-
cal care, appropriate repatriation, and 
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continuity of treatment for seafarers who suf-
fer illness or injury during employment. Ra-
ther than suggesting isolated procedural 
lapses, the findings indicate a structural gap 
between the protections guaranteed under in-
ternational maritime labor standards and the 
lived realities experienced by several partici-
pants. Viewed through the Human Rights-
Based Approach (PANEL framework), these 
narratives particularly raise concerns regard-
ing the principle of Accountability, as institu-
tions and responsible parties did not consist-
ently ensure the timely and effective realiza-
tion of seafarers' rights to health, medical as-
sistance, and welfare. Phenomenologically, the 
immediate aftermath of maritime illness, in-
jury, or psychological harm was experienced 
not as a predictable continuum of care, but as 
a period of uncertainty, confusion, and vulner-
ability. 
 
Enduring Bureaucratic Burden in Compen-
sation Claims Processing 

Participants consistently described the 
process as repetitive, document-heavy, proce-
durally exhausting, and emotionally draining. 
The compensation process was not experi-
enced merely as a legal entitlement mecha-
nism, but as a bureaucratic experience requir-
ing repeated compliance with administrative 
demands.  

Participant 9, a beneficiary, encountered 
challenges in processing all the documents of 
his father’s death. Despite being a student, he 
fulfilled his duty as family representative. Ac-
cording to the medical report, his father had a 
severe liver complication, and the company 
helped them in everything. Also, he reported 
that help was initiated by some of the govern-
ment agencies, but he described the repetitive 
nature of documentary requirements: “They 
would tell me, ‘You need a photocopy.’ Then 
when I returned with the photocopy, they would 
say, ‘You should also bring the original copy.’” 
This highlights how administrative repetition 
can prolong already stressful bereavement-re-
lated processes. 

Participant 10 shared, “The waiting time to 
get the required documents for OWWA would 
have taken about two weeks. At that point, I al-
ready had a scheduled flight to go home, so I 
wasn’t able to wait”. His narrative revealed 

limited procedural familiarity, making claims 
processing more confusing and difficult to nav-
igate. His experience supports the observation 
that administrative systems can become more 
burdensome when claimants lack procedural 
literacy.  

Participant 4 similarly expressed frustra-
tion regarding the burden placed on claimants: 
“Why do we still need to secure documents that 
should already be with the company?” This re-
flects participants’ perception that institu-
tional inefficiencies transferred administrative 
responsibility to already vulnerable claimants. 
He also described repeated follow-ups with 
the employer just to secure documentary co-
operation. 

Participant 1 also described repeated fol-
low-ups and administrative delays that com-
plicated access to benefits. “I had to submit doc-
uments multiple times before my sickness bene-
fits were finally approved”. He added that the 
manning agency usually holds all the docu-
ments, which causes a delay in compensation 
benefits if they are not submitted. “They kept 
asking for additional requirements. Once the 
manning agency provided the documents, I 
would submit them back. If those were still not 
sufficient, then the cycle would repeat all over 
again with more requirements”. 

Participant 3 likewise encountered institu-
tional processes requiring navigation through 
formal documentation and compliance steps 
that were not always straightforward. “For 
OWWA, I also tried to process my claim. I 
brought my requirements, but they rejected 
them because they said applications should be 
filed in the regional office. I sent emails to the 
regional office, but I never received any re-
sponse”. 

Participant 5’s experience similarly re-
flected procedural uncertainty, where pro-
gress in claims became closely tied to under-
standing documentation and procedural ex-
pectations. “The delay in the approval of medi-
cal procedures is really a challenge. When the 
clinic requested it, the approval from the man-
ning agency took a long time”. This demon-
strates how administrative dependency pro-
longed the claims process.  

Participant 7 also highlighted the burden of 
procedural timelines during illness recovery: 
“Physically and mentally, not everyone is in a 
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position to process requirements immediately.” 
He also shared that his claims would be denied 
if they were not done immediately. He added, 
“Therefore, it defeats the purpose of providing 
support.” 

These findings strongly align with Amante 
(2023), who characterized maritime compen-
sation claims as lengthy, stressful, and proce-
durally difficult for both seafarers and employ-
ers. Similarly, Pia et al. (2024) argued that the 
procedural complexity of compensation sys-
tems disadvantages Filipino seafarers because 
they often lack access to institutional 
knowledge, documentation, and legal guidance 
necessary to effectively assert their claims. 

Beyond procedural complexity, the partici-
pants' narratives reveal a structural asym-
metry in access to information and documen-
tation. Manning agencies commonly retain 
custody of employment contracts, medical re-
ports, accident records, repatriation docu-
ments, and other records required to support 
compensation claims. Nevertheless, recover-
ing seafarers and beneficiaries often remain 
responsible for repeatedly requesting, secur-
ing, and submitting these same documents to 
multiple institutions. As reflected in the expe-
riences of Participants 1, 3, 4, and 10, claimants 
became intermediaries in transferring infor-
mation between organizations despite having 
limited control over the official records needed 
to process their claims. Rather than benefiting 
from coordinated institutional information-
sharing, participants experienced repetitive 
documentary requirements that prolonged 
claims processing and added unnecessary 
physical, emotional, and financial burdens dur-
ing recovery. These findings suggest the need 
for stronger inter-agency coordination and se-
cure digital information-sharing mechanisms 
to reduce documentary duplication and im-
prove the accessibility and efficiency of com-
pensation claims processing. 

From the perspective of the Interest The-
ory of Rights, this theme presents a critical 
contradiction. Rights intended to protect sea-
farers’ welfare and financial security become 
practically difficult to access when procedural 
barriers dominate the claims process. Viewed 
through the Human Rights-Based Approach 
(PANEL framework), these experiences also 
raise concerns regarding the principles of 

Accountability and Empowerment. While 
government institutions formally recognize 
compensation rights, participants' experiences 
suggest that the burden of navigating frag-
mented administrative procedures and secur-
ing essential documentation is often trans-
ferred to claimants themselves, limiting their 
ability to effectively exercise those rights. Phe-
nomenologically, bureaucracy was not experi-
enced as a neutral administrative structure but 
as an extension of suffering itself. For partici-
pants already dealing with injury, grief, disa-
bility, or financial instability, administrative 
complexity became part of the lived burden of 
compensation claims. 
 
Bearing the Human Cost of Compensation 
Delays 

Beyond procedural complexity, partici-
pants consistently revealed that compensation 
claims processing carried significant emo-
tional, financial, psychological, and social con-
sequences. The claims process was not merely 
an administrative or legal exercise; rather, it 
became a deeply human experience that af-
fected well-being, family stability, livelihood, 
and future life opportunities. For many partic-
ipants, delayed compensation created finan-
cial strain at a time when income had already 
been disrupted due to illness, injury, disability, 
or death. 

Participant 12 similarly described the emo-
tional and financial strain of dealing with a se-
rious medical diagnosis while onboard the ves-
sel. He experienced hematemesis; the first 
medication was being carried out in Colombia, 
where the doctor initially found a thyroid nod-
ule. He continued sailing and was again 
checked in Panama, where the doctor said he 
needed an operation, but he refused because 
his wife was pregnant and he wanted to con-
tinue his contract. “At that time, my wife was 
pregnant, so I told the doctor I wanted to con-
tinue my contract before I underwent surgery”. 
When he disembarked with a finished con-
tract, he reported immediately to his manning 
agency, following the 72-hour rule. The com-
pany-designated doctor declared his condition 
as non-work-related thyroid carcinoma, and 
his operation and medication continued for 
more than 240 days. He even negotiated for his 
compensation with the company; he shared, “I 



JR Ropa, 2026 / From Policy to Practice 

 

 
IJMABER 2787 Volume 7 | Number 7 | July | 2026 

told them, ‘Sir, maybe you can increase it a little 
because I won’t be able to sail right away; I had 
a family to support.’" He explained that medical 
uncertainty, legal decisions, and family re-
sponsibilities compounded the stress of the 
claims process. 

Participant 1 explained that although reim-
bursement mechanisms existed, immediate 
expenses often had to be shouldered person-
ally: “I was told that reimbursements would 
take around two to three months”. Participant 4 
similarly described the difficulty of sustaining 
daily financial needs while waiting for proce-
dural outcomes, demonstrating how delays 
can compound hardship. “I was the one spend-
ing the money first; then reimbursement took 
around 40 days. I have already been unem-
ployed and still have not been able to send 
money to my family”. This reveals how even 
when compensation pathways formally exist, 
the timing of access can create financial bur-
dens that disadvantage claimants.  

Participant 2’s experience illustrates an-
other dimension of this burden. Following his 
medical case, uncertainty regarding claims 
progression affected his treatment continuity, 
future employability, and financial security. 
The interruption of income due to health-re-
lated incapacity transformed compensation 
from a legal concern into a livelihood concern. 
His medication stopped after the 120-day pe-
riod rule, where he said: “At that time, my treat-
ment should have continued, but it was com-
pletely stopped”. The worst case was that he 
was declared unfit for sea duty, not due to a 
work-related illness. That’s why he decided to 
ask for assistance from a private law firm. “I de-
cided to go through a law firm. Now that I’ve re-
ceived compensation, I plan to resume consulta-
tions with a doctor”. 

Participant 3 likewise experienced uncer-
tainty regarding his future after health-related 
disruption, where claims processing became 
tied to broader concerns regarding employ-
ment continuity and recovery. “I wasn’t able to 
receive my compensation benefits from OWWA 
even after several tries because I really need to 
go back on board again”. 

Participant 5’s experience further rein-
forces this theme, as delays in treatment and 
claims processing created uncertainty regard-
ing both recovery and livelihood stability. He 

expressed concern about the impact on his fu-
ture employment: “As seafarers, if treatment 
takes too long, you also worry because you don’t 
know when you’ll be fit again and when you can 
return to work”. This made him decide to work 
again without finishing his medical treatment. 
This demonstrates how compensation-related 
delays extend beyond administrative incon-
venience and directly affect psychological 
well-being and employment security. 

Participant 10 also experienced financial 
hardship while awaiting compensation, which 
forced him to seek financial assistance to sup-
port his family’s daily needs. He narrated, “So 
we had to take out a small loan just to sustain 
our day-to-day expenses”. This illustrates how 
delays in compensation processing may push 
claimants into financial vulnerability, forcing 
them to rely on debt to survive. 

Participant 7 also experienced financial 
stress: “The financial aspect is the challenge be-
cause you’re supporting your family. You don’t 
get to spend quality time with them because 
your time is focused on therapy. So, everything 
connects back to the financial pressure—it 
drives the emotional stress and limits your so-
cial life”. This suggests that social, financial, 
and emotional stress were deeply intercon-
nected. 

Participant 6’s case revealed particularly 
intense emotional and psychological conse-
quences. His claims experience involved not 
only procedural difficulty but emotional dis-
tress arising from workplace sexual harass-
ment allegations and prolonged dispute reso-
lution processes. He stated: “Emotionally and 
psychologically, the burden has been over-
whelming.” This reflects how compensation 
disputes involving workplace trauma may ex-
tend far beyond monetary concerns and signif-
icantly affect psychological well-being. Addi-
tionally, since the nature of seafarers’ work is 
contractual, there are no means of generating 
money once unemployed; therefore, Partici-
pant 6 stated that “The situation has also been 
difficult. If I were fit to work, I could continue 
earning income.” Furthermore, he stated, “The 
company also attempted to stop my sickness al-
lowance after 120 days under the CBA.” 

Participant 11’s case revealed severe emo-
tional, psychological, and occupational conse-
quences arising from prolonged workplace 
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stress, emotional abuse, and mental health de-
terioration. He shared that “I need one full year 
of treatment with medication, and then another 
year medication-free before I can receive clear-
ance to work again. So perhaps I will try to find 
a land-based job instead.” His experience ex-
tended beyond compensation concerns into 
broader questions of survival, emotional re-
covery, and career disruption. His inability to 
immediately resume work significantly af-
fected his livelihood and future stability. 

Participant 9 described the emotional bur-
den of processing his father’s death claims 
while managing academic obligations: “It felt 
like two different worlds had collided. Whenever 
I had free time, I would immediately use it to 
process documents”. This statement captures 
the lived complexity of simultaneously carry-
ing grief, legal responsibilities, and personal 
life demands. 

Beneficiary Participant 8 similarly de-
scribed the long-term consequences of her 
brother’s injury—not merely the immediate 
survival crisis, but the reality that his condition 
permanently altered his life: “He now has 
memory problems, possible seizures, and he may 
no longer be able to return to sea”. This illus-
trates that compensation claims are not iso-
lated events but part of larger life disruptions 
affecting the injured seafarer and the family’s 
future. She also described the premature disa-
bility grading, which put them in the situation 
to look for a third-party doctor. “They stopped 
the medical responsibilities on the 110th day, 
even though my brother was still not fully 
healed; they released a disability grading.”  

These findings strongly align with Brito 
(2025), who emphasized that serious mari-
time health conditions often prematurely end 
seafarers’ careers, significantly affecting their 
capacity to support family members. The find-
ings also support Villa et al. (2024), whose re-
search found that illness repatriation signifi-
cantly affects not only physical health but also 
family relationships, finances, employment 
continuity, and long-term quality of life. Simi-
larly, Tang et al. (2022) and Pauksztat et al. 
(2022) emphasized how prolonged uncer-
tainty, occupational disruption, and instability 
contribute to psychological distress among 
seafarers. These findings also resonate with 
Carrera-Arce et al. (2025), who identified 

anxiety, depression, and psychological strain 
as significant concerns among maritime work-
ers exposed to prolonged uncertainty and oc-
cupational stress. 

Viewed through the Human Rights-Based 
Approach (PANEL framework), this theme pri-
marily raises concerns regarding the princi-
ples of Accountability and Empowerment. Alt-
hough compensation rights are legally recog-
nized, participants' experiences suggest that 
delays in accessing medical treatment, reim-
bursement, disability benefits, and financial 
assistance weakened the effective realization 
of those rights. Rather than enabling claimants 
to recover with dignity, prolonged compensa-
tion processes often intensified financial hard-
ship, emotional distress, and livelihood insecu-
rity, limiting their capacity to exercise and ben-
efit from the protections guaranteed under the 
law. From the Interest Theory of Rights, this is 
particularly important because compensation 
exists precisely to protect the financial and 
welfare interests of seafarers and their benefi-
ciaries. When access is delayed, the practical 
realization of those interests is weakened. Phe-
nomenologically, compensation claims were 
experienced not simply as bureaucratic pro-
cesses, but as emotionally and materially dis-
ruptive life events. 

 
Families as Active Navigators of the Compen-
sation Process 

Family members and beneficiaries played 
an active role in navigating compensation 
claims. Rather than functioning merely as pas-
sive recipients of benefits, beneficiaries fre-
quently assumed roles as coordinators, advo-
cates, decision-makers, caregivers, document 
processors, and institutional navigators. Par-
ticipant 8 provides the strongest example of 
this phenomenon. Following her brother’s 
traumatic brain injury, she became the pri-
mary actor managing his case. She explained, “I 
handle everything: decision-making, communi-
cation with the lawyer, and our family.” She fur-
ther stated, “I was the one who contacted the 
embassy. I also contacted the US Coast Guard.” 
These statements demonstrate that the claims 
process often required family intervention far 
beyond emotional support. 

Participant 9 similarly assumed responsi-
bility following his father’s death. Although 
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still a student, he became directly involved in 
processing claims, securing documents, coor-
dinating with agencies, and fulfilling legal re-
quirements such as guardianship documenta-
tion. He stated: “I did experience a lot of stress 
from my academic responsibilities and the re-
sponsibility of processing my father’s claims”. 
His experience reveals that even younger ben-
eficiaries may become active institutional nav-
igators when compensation systems require 
extensive participation. 

Participant 12’s case also reflects family in-
volvement in compensation-related decision-
making. Faced with serious medical uncer-
tainty and potential legal action, he explained 
that he consulted his entire family before mak-
ing important decisions regarding his claims 
and future medical pathway. As he shared, 
“During the decision-making process, I really 
sought advice from my family, especially my fa-
ther and mother, because I wanted to know 
what they thought would be best for me”. This 
suggests that compensation-related decisions, 
particularly those involving medical disputes 
and legal uncertainty, may extend beyond the 
individual claimant and become shared family 
deliberations shaped by collective concern, 
emotional support, and practical considera-
tions. 

Other participants also indirectly reflected 
family involvement through emotional sup-
port, assistance with paperwork, transporta-
tion, and financial survival during claims pro-
cessing. According to Participant 1, “They nat-
urally became worried. They kept asking why 
the process was taking so long, when I would be 
able to come home, and what was happening 
with my recovery. Additionally, Participant 4 
shared that “The only support I really received 
from my family was emotional support. They 
kept encouraging me, telling me to stay strong 
and that things would eventually be okay”. 

This theme aligns strongly with Brito 
(2025), who emphasized that maritime illness, 
injury, and disability affect not only the sea-
farer but also dependent family members 
whose welfare relies on maritime employ-
ment. The findings also support Villa et al. 
(2024), whose research highlighted the effects 
of illness repatriation on family relationships, 
finances, and caregiving responsibilities. Alt-
hough this related literature does not explicitly 

adopt formal caregiving theory, these findings 
strongly reflect caregiving burden concepts, 
where families assume significant responsibil-
ities when institutional systems do not fully 
absorb claimant support needs. 

From the Interest Theory of Rights, this 
theme is highly relevant because compensa-
tion rights protect not only seafarers but also 
beneficiaries whose interests are directly af-
fected by work-related illness, disability, or 
death. Viewed through the Human Rights-
Based Approach (PANEL framework), this 
theme primarily reflects the principles of Par-
ticipation and Empowerment. Rather than 
functioning as passive beneficiaries, family 
members became active participants in navi-
gating compensation claims by coordinating 
with institutions, processing documentation, 
communicating with legal representatives, and 
making important medical and financial deci-
sions on behalf of injured or deceased seafar-
ers. At the same time, these experiences sug-
gest that families often became empowered 
out of necessity, assuming advocacy and coor-
dination roles when institutional support 
alone was insufficient to navigate the compen-
sation process effectively. These findings also 
raise broader questions regarding Accounta-
bility, as responsibilities that might otherwise 
be expected of coordinated institutional sys-
tems were frequently transferred to families 
during periods of crisis. Phenomenologically, 
compensation claims were experienced as 
shared family journeys rather than purely in-
dividual legal processes. 

 
Experiencing Unequal Access to Compensa-
tion Support 

The fifth major theme underscores the un-
evenness of participants’ experiences in ac-
cessing compensation support from the gov-
ernment. While all participants operated 
within broadly similar legal and institutional 
frameworks, their actual experiences varied 
considerably depending on company respon-
siveness, case type, access to support systems, 
legal literacy, and government agencies’ en-
gagement. 

Some participants reported relatively pos-
itive experiences with certain forms of assis-
tance. Participant 9 viewed OWWA positively: 
“OWWA was the most effective.” He described 
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receiving death-related support, scholarship 
assistance, and financial aid; he added that 
“For OWWA, I spent around three to four 
months just to receive some of the claims”. He 
even described PAO as very helpful: “PAO 
helped us secure the petition for guardianship so 
that we can receive our claims from the man-
ning agency.” For the DMW regional office, he 
stated that “The DMW is quite helpful during the 
initial stages of the process”.  

Similarly, Participant 2 reported positive 
assistance from government support mecha-
nisms, particularly through OWWA and other 
available benefits. He shared, “OWWA was able 
to help me with financial assistance, and that 
was a big help while I was still recovering. With-
out that support, it would have been harder be-
cause I was already unable to work”. He also re-
ceived assistance from the local government 
unit (LGU) and the provincial government. 
“From my experience with government agen-
cies, they did not fall short in providing assis-
tance. When I approached them, they were will-
ing to help”. This indicates how institutional 
support can meaningfully ease claimant bur-
den when timely and accessible. 

Participant 8 also acknowledged meaning-
ful assistance from DMW in certain aspects of 
her brother’s case. She explained, “DMW really 
helped because they pressured the company to 
act.” She further shared, “DMW provided 
AKSYON Fund while OWWA provided compen-
sation benefits.” These experiences demon-
strate that institutional intervention can pro-
vide immediate relief when agencies actively 
engage. 

However, these positive experiences con-
trasted sharply with those of participants who 
encountered significant institutional barriers. 
Participant 3’s attempt to access OWWA assis-
tance was disrupted by procedural redirection 
to a regional office, followed by repeated non-
response to his emails, ultimately preventing 
completion of the process before his return to 
sea duty: “I sent about two to three emails, but I 
never received a response”. Participant 10 simi-
larly missed the opportunity to pursue assis-
tance because he was unaware that support 
could be accessed through regional offices af-
ter returning to his province. “I really wanted 
to go home since I had already been in Manila 
for quite a long time”. These experiences 

suggest that access to compensation support 
may depend heavily on procedural awareness, 
institutional responsiveness, and geographic 
accessibility 

Employer cooperation also significantly in-
fluenced claimants’ access to support. Partici-
pant 1 reported that aspects of his claims expe-
rience were adequately explained, suggesting 
that some participants benefited from clearer 
guidance. “The manning agency told me that I 
would continue receiving my basic salary for up 
to 120 days. They also explained the government 
benefits available, specifically SSS and OWWA”. 
However, Participant 4 shared that “The com-
pany never informed me about the documents I 
would need. If I had not constantly followed up 
regarding my sickness allowance, they would 
not have provided anything”. During his at-
tempt to process government compensation 
claims, he was unable to proceed because the 
company allegedly refused to provide the nec-
essary supporting documents. As he explained, 
“You have to keep sending messages, constantly 
following up, only to be told that the company 
has not yet approved the expenses”. The chal-
lenge became even more significant when his 
injury was not formally recognized as work-re-
lated by government agencies despite occur-
ring on board.  

Similarly, Participant 5’s experience is that 
access to compensation can depend heavily on 
one’s ability to understand procedural expec-
tations and persist through uncertainty. He 
shared, “The office approved my case and re-
ferred me to the claims department for medical 
evaluation and treatment”. He also mentioned 
that the manning agency informed him of the 
compensation benefits available through gov-
ernment agencies. However, he chose not to 
pursue these claims, explaining, “I did not pro-
cess any assistance from government agencies 
because I could not provide my medical certifi-
cate because my treatment was not completed”. 
Instead, he transferred to another manning 
agency, where he was eventually declared fit 
for work. This suggests that although compen-
sation support may be formally available and 
communicated to claimants, actual access may 
remain uneven when employer-controlled 
documentation, procedural requirements, per-
sonal circumstances, and employment 
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decisions influence whether available assis-
tance is pursued.  

Other participants argue that while sup-
port mechanisms formally exist, actual access 
may depend on the claimant’s physical condi-
tion and procedural capacity. According to Par-
ticipant 7, he experienced assistance through 
available mechanisms, like OWWA, although 
he recognized that access to support was not 
always equally manageable for all claimants. 
He explained: “For me, I was able to process it, 
but not everyone is capable of completing the re-
quirements immediately, especially if they are 
still recovering.” He further emphasized: “Some 
seafarers might lose their chance because they 
cannot comply within the required period.” 

Other participants experienced structural 
barriers within dispute-resolution mecha-
nisms themselves. Participant 6 described re-
petitive legal proceedings under NCMB-DOLE 
and NLRC-DOLE: “It felt like having the same 
discussions repeatedly”. He further said: “The 
NCMB mediation has already consumed 30 days, 
and there is another mandatory conference pe-
riod that can last another 30 days in the NLRC. 
That means around 60 days”.  He further ex-
plained that he was initially filing the case out-
side his province, but upon knowing the trans-
fer process would take time, he didn’t proceed. 
“I was informed that transferring the case could 
take an indefinite amount of time. That means 
once you choose where to file your case, trans-
ferring it elsewhere becomes a very lengthy and 
difficult process.” This suggests perceptions of 
procedural duplication rather than efficient 
resolution.  

Participant 8 similarly highlighted imple-
mentation challenges under RA 12021 involv-
ing the certified DOH third-party doctor mech-
anism under the current compensation frame-
work. She shared that “We were given a memo-
randum stating that we may need to revert to 
the old process. So even there is a Magna Carta, 
because the DMW cannot provide the required 
pool of third-party doctors, we are being forced 
to return to the old process instead.”. She added, 
“Imagine that: the family is already carrying 
emotional, financial, and caregiving burdens, 
and now we are also expected to find the third-
party doctor ourselves.” This highlights struc-
tural implementation challenges that can dis-
proportionately affect certain claimants. She 

further emphasized that there is a memo to re-
vert to the old process: “The process exists in 
theory, but in practice, where do we actually 
find that doctor?” This illustrates how formal 
compensation mechanisms may exist but re-
main difficult to operationalize in practice. 

Participant 12 similarly highlighted finan-
cial barriers in pursuing compensation claims. 
He explained that legal representation would 
require a percentage of any compensation 
award, while obtaining a second-doctor opin-
ion would involve substantial upfront costs. As 
he shared, “The lawyer told me they would get 
20% of whatever compensation I receive. For 
the second doctor, I was told it could cost 
around ₱50,000.” Given his serious illness, 
family responsibilities, and disrupted employ-
ment, these costs made available remedies dif-
ficult to pursue. His experience suggests that 
while formal dispute-resolution mechanisms 
exist, access to compensation may remain un-
equal when claimants lack the financial re-
sources to utilize them. 

These experiences may increase claimant 
vulnerability to financially burdensome legal 
actors such as ambulance-chasing practices 
when formal compensation processes are per-
ceived as inaccessible or burdensome, con-
sistent with the observations of Acosta-Penero 
(2024) regarding structural vulnerabilities in 
maritime compensation disputes. These find-
ings strongly align with those of Pia et al. 
(2024), who emphasized institutional frag-
mentation and confusion regarding which 
agencies provide compensation-related assis-
tance. Similarly, Amante (2023) described 
compensation claims systems as procedurally 
inconsistent and often dependent on institu-
tional interpretation and implementation. 

Viewed through the Human Rights-Based 
Approach (PANEL framework), this theme pri-
marily raises concerns regarding the princi-
ples of Non-discrimination, Accountability, 
and Empowerment. Although participants 
were protected by the same legal and institu-
tional framework, their ability to access com-
pensation varied substantially depending on 
employer cooperation, procedural knowledge, 
institutional responsiveness, financial re-
sources, and personal circumstances. These 
findings suggest that the realization of com-
pensation rights was not experienced equally 
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in practice, as claimants with greater proce-
dural capacity and institutional support were 
better positioned to obtain available assis-
tance than those facing documentary, financial, 
or geographic barriers. Furthermore, imple-
mentation challenges—such as inconsistent 
institutional responses and difficulties opera-
tionalizing mechanisms under Republic Act 
No. 12021, including access to accredited 
third-party doctors—raise broader concerns 
regarding institutional accountability in ensur-
ing that statutory protections are realized con-
sistently across cases. Empowerment is like-
wise implicated, as participants' ability to ex-
ercise their rights often depended on their 
knowledge, resources, and capacity to navigate 
complex compensation procedures while re-
covering from illness or injury. 

Phenomenologically, compensation sys-
tems were not experienced uniformly. Instead, 
participants encountered differing realities de-
pending on their circumstances, institutional 
encounters, and available support networks. 
From the perspective of the Interest Theory of 
Rights, unequal access to compensation under-
mines the very interests that compensation 
rights are intended to protect, including finan-
cial security, health, livelihood, and family wel-
fare. When access to these protections de-
pends on procedural capacity rather than enti-
tlement, the practical enjoyment of rights be-
comes uneven despite their formal legal recog-
nition. 
 
Contesting the Recognition of Work-Related 
Illness in Compensation Claims 

A major theme that emerged from the par-
ticipants’ narratives involved disputes over 
whether illnesses were recognized as work-re-
lated for compensation purposes. Unlike visi-
ble physical injuries, several participants expe-
rienced illnesses, mental health conditions, or 
chronic medical conditions whose work-relat-
edness became contested, uncertain, or nar-
rowly interpreted. This theme is particularly 
significant because recognition of work-relat-
edness directly determines eligibility for com-
pensation, medical support, disability benefits, 
and legal remedies. 

Participant 2 experienced this challenge 
following his diabetes-related illness. Despite 
becoming medically unfit for sea duty, the 

condition was not clearly accepted as work-re-
lated, limiting the scope of compensation pro-
tection. That’s why he proceeded with legal 
claims against his company in NCMB. He 
shared that “The company-designated doctor 
assessed my diabetes as a non-work-related ill-
ness and even declared me permanently unfit for 
sea service. During that period, I was advised by 
another person to pursue a disability compensa-
tion claim”. This transformed a medical crisis 
into a compensability dispute.  

Participant 6’s case similarly demonstrates 
contested recognition involving psychological 
harm. His experience arose from workplace 
sexual harassment, emotional distress, and 
psychological deterioration. Yet his repatria-
tion was not framed as a medical necessity. He 
shared, “The company stated that I was not be-
ing sent home because of a medical condition.” 
Moreover, upon repatriation, he immediately 
reported to the manning agency and consulted 
a doctor for his mental health condition. His 
case was done in NCMB and further raised in 
NLRC. This suggests that psychological injuries 
may be excluded from conventional interpre-
tations of compensable work-related illness, 
which could lead to legal claims disputes. 

Participant 7 experienced a similar chal-
lenge involving Bell’s palsy, although he expe-
rienced significant health disruption, institu-
tional interpretations reportedly treated his 
condition differently from clear physical inju-
ries. He shared that although he received sup-
port from OWWA, he stated that the work-re-
lated criteria were the reason why he didn’t re-
ceive his rightful claim benefits. He explained, 
“Their reasoning was that work-related only ap-
plies to clear physical injuries. My illness was not 
on their list”. He further stated, “That’s where 
the gap is. The definition of work-related is too 
narrow. Since it was classified as non-work-re-
lated, the assistance was minimal”. This demon-
strates how definitional limitations may ex-
clude medically significant but less visible oc-
cupational illnesses. 

Participant 4, on the other hand, had a 
work-related accident, but due to delayed 
medical assistance, it resulted in a cyst on his 
shoulder. When he tried to claim his benefits 
from government agencies, it wasn’t consid-
ered work-related. He shared, “But the issue is 
really that it wasn’t considered work-related, 
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even though it happened on board. So even if I 
received something, the amount would have 
been higher if it fell under their criteria of work-
related”. This indicates how access to compen-
sation support may be significantly influenced 
by employer cooperation, documentary con-
trol, and institutional classification of work-re-
latedness, resulting in unequal access to bene-
fits even among claimants who experienced in-
cidents during active sea service. 

Participant 11’s experience strongly rein-
forces this theme. He experienced prolonged 
emotional abuse, verbal abuse, extreme stress, 
insomnia, anxiety, panic attacks, suicidal idea-
tion, and stress-related physical deterioration 
while onboard. He shared, “They did not explic-
itly state that the condition was work-related, 
but I believe the root cause was work-related 
due to the stress and the ship’s work”. Despite 
the severity of his psychological condition, 
recognition of work-relatedness remained un-
certain. This illustrates how mental health-re-
lated occupational harm may remain difficult 
to clearly classify within traditional compensa-
tion frameworks. 

Participant 12 experienced a similar dis-
pute involving a serious medical illness. He ex-
plained that his thyroid carcinoma was treated 
as non-work-related because of assumptions 
regarding genetic origin. He shared, “The doc-
tor in the Philippines classified my condition as 
non-work-related because they said it was a dis-
ease and likely genetic”. Yet from his perspec-
tive, “I was on board the ship when this hap-
pened”. This reflects a lived contradiction be-
tween medical classification and claimant per-
ception of occupational harm. 

Participant 8 also indirectly reflects this is-
sue through disability grading disputes and 
third-doctor complications, where the classifi-
cation of injury severity directly affected com-
pensation pathways. She stated, “On the 110th 
day, even though my brother wasn’t fully healed, 
they released a disability grading”. She further 
argues that “The grading itself was questiona-
ble because it did not indicate whether he was 
fit or unfit for sea duty”. These findings suggest 
that recognition of work-related illness is not 
merely a medical determination but a con-
tested interpretive process that significantly 
shapes claimant outcomes. 

This theme strongly aligns with Pia et al. 
(2024), who emphasized ambiguity in com-
pensation implementation, particularly re-
garding institutional interpretation of com-
pensable claims. The findings also resonate 
with Amante (2023), who highlighted struc-
tural difficulties in compensation adjudication 
where interpretation affects claimant protec-
tion. The findings also support Barcelona 
(2022), who acknowledged that compensation 
and benefits mechanisms in maritime employ-
ment frameworks were not sufficiently ad-
dressed in earlier policy drafting, creating im-
plementation difficulties regarding the “work-
related” definition.  

Beyond individual compensation disputes, 
the participants' narratives reveal a broader 
challenge in recognizing contemporary occu-
pational health risks within the maritime in-
dustry. While traumatic physical injuries, such 
as amputations and severe onboard accidents, 
are more readily identified as work-related, 
participants with chronic illnesses, stress-re-
lated disorders, and psychological conditions 
described greater difficulty establishing the 
occupational nature of their claims. As illus-
trated by Participants 2, 6, 7, 11, and 12, condi-
tions associated with prolonged stress, work-
place harassment, excessive workload, fatigue, 
isolation, and other psychosocial hazards were 
often subject to narrower interpretations of 
work-relatedness than visible physical inju-
ries. These findings suggest that traditional le-
gal and contractual interpretations continue to 
emphasize readily observable injuries, 
whereas modern occupational hazards that 
develop gradually or involve psychological 
harm remain more difficult to recognize within 
existing compensation processes. 

Modern occupational harm in maritime 
settings extends beyond traumatic physical in-
jury. This finding also relates to Nalangan 
(2023) regarding the psychological and emo-
tional harassment among Filipino women sea-
farers and its connection to trauma and repat-
riation. These findings also resonate with Tang 
et al. (2022), Pauksztat et al. (2022), and Car-
rera-Arce et al (2023) that compensation 
claims arising from seafarers’ stress, isolation, 
and mental health risks could result in suicidal 
attempts.  Furthermore, these findings also 
align with Asuncion (2024), who identified 
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growing challenges in recognizing non-physi-
cal occupational conditions within compensa-
tion and disability systems. The present find-
ings extend this concern by showing that even 
when psychological harm is severe, its com-
pensability may remain uncertain within exist-
ing compensation frameworks. 

Although Republic Act No. 12021 strength-
ened the legal framework for protecting Fili-
pino seafarers' rights and welfare, the partici-
pants' experiences indicate that challenges re-
main in translating these statutory protections 
into consistent recognition of work-related ill-
nesses during compensation claims pro-
cessing. The continued uncertainty surround-
ing the classification of psychological condi-
tions, stress-related illnesses, and chronic dis-
eases demonstrates that implementation ex-
tends beyond the existence of legal rights to 
their consistent interpretation and applica-
tion. Consequently, the practical realization of 
compensation rights may still depend on how 
institutions interpret work-relatedness, re-
sulting in varying levels of access to medical 
support, disability benefits, and legal reme-
dies. 

From the perspective of the Interest The-
ory of Rights, this theme presents a profound 
contradiction. Compensation rights exist to 
protect the health, welfare, and livelihood of 
Filipino seafarers; however, participants' ex-
periences suggest that these rights are more 

readily realized for visible physical injuries 
than for chronic, psychological, or stress-re-
lated conditions whose work-relatedness re-
mains contested. Viewed through the HRBA 
PANEL framework, these findings raise con-
cerns regarding the principles of Non-discrim-
ination, Accountability, and Legality. Rights 
protection should not depend on inconsistent 
institutional interpretations of what consti-
tutes legitimate occupational harm. Equal ac-
cess to compensation requires that both phys-
ical and non-physical occupational illnesses be 
assessed through transparent, evidence-
based, and consistent procedures. From a phe-
nomenological perspective, participants expe-
rienced work-related illness recognition not as 
a straightforward medical fact, but as a con-
tested struggle over legitimacy, eligibility, and 
deservingness. While the lived experiences of 
seafarers and beneficiaries reveal the practical 
realities of compensation claims processing, 
understanding these experiences alone is in-
sufficient to fully explain the institutional 
mechanisms behind them. 

 
Demographic Profile of Experts from Gov-
ernment Agencies 

Table 2 presents the demographic profile 
of the government agency representative. This 
involves Institutional Cohorts (n2 = 5) com-
prised of key informants from DWM, 
DOLE/NCMB, MARINA, OWWA, and PAO. 

 
Table 2. Demographic Profile of Experts from Government Agencies 

DMW representative has been serving 
DMW since its creation in response to RA 
11641. She currently serves DMW in the Direc-
tor IV position. DOLE/NCMB representative on 
the other hand has been serving as Acting Di-
rector since 2025. She also served NCMB-
DOLE since 2015 as Conciliator-Mediator and 
at the same time as VA Unit Head. Then she 
also became Labor Arbitration Associate un-
der NLRC-DOLE in 2014. MARINA 

Representative has been serving MARINA 
since the early 2000s and is currently ap-
pointed as Director II. He started as a MARINA 
Development Specialist, but because of his 
background and experience in multilateral af-
fairs in the Department of Foreign Affairs 
(DFA), he was designated as a Special Assistant 
to the Chair and served as the Lead Shepherd 
for APEC Transportation. He is also a QMS 

Government Agency Representative Position Years in Service in Agency 
DMW Representative Director IV Since 2022 
DOLE/NCMB Representative Acting Director Since 2015 
MARINA Representative Director II Since 2000 
OWWA Representative Division OIC Since 2010 
PAO Representative Public Attorney II Since 2022 
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Auditor and Deputy Quality Assurance Repre-
sentative of the MARINA.  

OWWA representative, on the other hand, 
has served as OWWA Division OIC since 2022 
and possesses full executive authority over the 
division under one of the OWWA regional of-
fices, where she has served for more than 15 
years. She was also assigned as OIC of the So-
cial Benefits Unit, which processes the death 
benefits, temporary disability benefits, and 
medical disability benefits. She was previously 
Head of the Reintegration Unit, managing local 
livelihood programs and assistance for return-
ing OFWs, which includes seafarers. She was 
also Head of various units, like the Workers As-
sistance Unit, 24/7 Operations Center, Educa-
tion and Training Unit, Post Repatriation Assis-
tance Unit, etc. Lastly, the PAO representative 
has been serving one of the PAO districts since 
2022. She also shared that the first case she 
handled was related to a maritime labor case. 
She also encountered some administrative 
cases from seafarers with license/certificate 
matters with MARINA and even beneficiaries 
for financial support from seafarers.  
 
Multi-Agency Intake, Referral, and Jurisdic-
tional Sorting 

One of the most dominant procedural 
mechanisms identified in the analysis is the 
multi-agency intake and referral system that 
governs the initial handling of compensation-
related concerns involving Filipino seafarers. 
Rather than entering a centralized claims au-
thority, claimants are typically first subjected 
to procedural sorting, where the appropriate 
agency is determined based on jurisdiction, 
claim type, legal nature, and available institu-
tional remedies. 

The DMW clarified that although it serves 
as the principal government agency responsi-
ble for migrant worker protection, compensa-
tion disputes involving monetary claims are 
not automatically resolved through DMW ad-
ministrative processes. The DMW representa-
tive explained, “The compensation claims fall 
under the jurisdiction of the NLRC”. This reflects 
the procedural distinction between DMW’s 
protective and facilitative functions and the 
formal adjudicatory jurisdiction exercised by 
labor tribunals. 

The DOLE/NCMB representative similarly 
emphasized that compensation-related dis-
putes undergo initial procedural classification 
before progressing through formal mecha-
nisms. The representative explained that the 
NCMB generally entertains seafarers initially,  

“But if it is confirmed that there is no CBA, 
the case is forwarded to the NLRC”. Therefore, 
the parties should undergo voluntary arbitra-
tion in NCMB if they have a CBA. DOLE/NCMB 
representative added, “However, under the 
2025 rules of the NLRC, disputes involving sea-
farers without a CBA fall under the jurisdiction 
of the NLRC and do not need to go to the NCMB”. 
This procedural explanation reflects the regu-
latory framework in force during the conduct 
of this study, following the implementation of 
the 2025 NLRC Rules. 

The PAO representative described a com-
parable institutional gatekeeping mechanism, 
but from the perspective of legal access. She 
explained that legal representation is not auto-
matic. “We conduct a merit test and an indi-
gency test.” She further explained that PAO first 
evaluates whether the claimant qualifies finan-
cially and whether the case has sufficient legal 
basis for representation. This reflects that ac-
cess to legal assistance is itself governed by 
procedural eligibility standards. The PAO Op-
erations Manual formally supports this frame-
work through financial qualification rules, case 
screening requirements, and merit-based legal 
evaluation procedures (Public Attorney’s Of-
fice, 2021). The PAO representative empha-
sized the limits of agency authority: “If the mat-
ter is outside our jurisdiction, we refer them to 
the other PAO district. We handle labor cases 
when the matter is still at the lower levels—such 
as the Labor Arbiter or the Commission. But 
once it reaches the Court of Appeals, PAO SACS 
(Special Appeals Cases Service) handles it in 
Quezon City, their main focus is on appeals.” 

The MARINA representative further rein-
forced the fragmented jurisdictional nature of 
compensation-related procedures. He clarified 
that MARINA does not directly determine com-
pensation entitlement, particularly for over-
seas Filipino seafarers serving aboard foreign-
flagged vessels. He explained, “Regarding com-
pensation, we refer the matter to the DMW be-
cause MARINA’s mandate does not include pros-
ecuting compensation claims or determining 
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entitlement arising from accidents, injury, or 
death”. He further explained MARINA’s proce-
dural role: “First, we conduct fact-finding. We 
determine the vessel’s flag and formally com-
municate with the corresponding flag admin-
istration”. This demonstrates that MARINA 
functions procedurally as a regulatory and in-
vestigative body rather than a compensation 
adjudication agency. 

The MARINA representative also empha-
sized that jurisdiction depends heavily on ves-
sel registration: “The public should understand 
the distinction in responsibilities depending on 
whether the vessel is Philippine-flagged or for-
eign-flagged. That determines where they 
should go”. This distinction is legally signifi-
cant. Claims involving foreign-flagged vessels 
generally proceed through overseas labor and 
contractual compensation frameworks, 
whereas Philippine domestic shipping inci-
dents may involve direct MARINA regulatory 
oversight. 

The OWWA representative said that they 
serve as an initial welfare intake and referral 
mechanism rather than a compensation adju-
dicator. OWWA’s official services include wel-
fare assistance, medical support, psychosocial 
intervention, repatriation support, family as-
sistance, and claimant referrals to appropriate 
agencies depending on the nature of the con-
cern. According to the OWWA representative, 
when compensation-related disputes involve 
labor claims, legal issues, or monetary claims, 
OWWA refers claimants to the appropriate 
government agencies, particularly the DMW, 
NLRC, labor arbiters, or OWWA's Legal Office. 
She explained that “we provide them with refer-
ral forms” and maintain a directory of agencies 
to guide seafarers toward the proper institu-
tion. Even when OWWA cannot directly re-
solve a claim, it continues to assist claimants 
through information dissemination, referrals, 
and coordination with partner agencies. This 
demonstrates that referral mechanisms serve 
as an important procedural gateway within the 
broader compensation claims framework. 

These findings indicate that the first proce-
dural mechanism in compensation claims is in-
stitutional sorting rather than substantive 
claims resolution. This decentralized structure 
aligns with RA 12021, which distributes com-
pensation functions across multiple agencies. 

From an institutional governance perspective, 
this reflects functional specialization. How-
ever, from a claimant-centered perspective, 
this procedural fragmentation may create con-
fusion, especially where claimants lack legal 
literacy or familiarity with agency mandates. 
Viewed through the Human Rights-Based Ap-
proach (PANEL framework), these findings 
primarily raise concerns regarding Accounta-
bility and Empowerment. While institutional 
specialization promotes administrative effi-
ciency, participants' ability to exercise their 
rights depends on understanding which 
agency has jurisdiction over their claims. The 
fragmented referral system therefore places 
considerable responsibility on claimants to 
navigate multiple institutions, highlighting the 
need for coordinated guidance and accessible 
procedural information to enable the effective 
realization of their legal rights. 

 
Medical Assessment, Third-Doctor Referral, 
and Disability Determination 

A major procedural mechanism identified 
in the analysis involves the medical assess-
ment framework used to determine illness 
classification, disability grading, fitness for sea 
duty, and compensability. Compensation 
claims involving work-related illness or injury 
are not determined solely through documen-
tary filing or legal assertion, but are heavily de-
pendent on formal medical evaluation proce-
dures governed by statutory timelines, con-
tractual obligations, and dispute-resolution 
safeguards. 

One of the most significant procedural 
mechanisms is the role of the company-desig-
nated physician. Under the 2016 POEA Stand-
ard Employment Contract (Department of Mi-
grant Workers, 2016), a repatriated seafarer 
suffering work-related illness or injury must 
submit to post-employment medical examina-
tion by a company-designated physician 
within three working days upon arrival in the 
Philippines, unless physically incapacitated. 
DOLE/NCMB representative shared “The sea-
farer must report to the company-designated 
physician within seventy-two (72) hours from 
repatriation. If the seafarer fails to report 
within seventy-two (72) hours, the claim be-
comes vulnerable, even if it is otherwise merito-
rious”. This medical examination becomes the 
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primary procedural mechanism for determin-
ing diagnosis, treatment, disability grading, fit-
ness or unfitness for sea duty, and compensa-
bility.  

This mechanism is procedurally significant 
because medical classification directly affects 
compensation entitlement. A finding that a 
condition is work-related, permanently disa-
bling, temporarily disabling, or fit-to-work 
substantially determines the outcome of com-
pensation claims. Where disagreements arise 
between medical opinions, the legal frame-
work provides a formal dispute-resolution 
mechanism through the third-doctor process. 

RA 12021 recognizes this procedural safe-
guard. Where the company-designated physi-
cian and the seafarer’s chosen physician issue 
conflicting medical findings, the matter may be 
referred to a third doctor through the Depart-
ment of Migrant Workers, subject to proce-
dural invocation within the prescribed period. 
However, the DOLE/NCMB representative 
shared, “The DMW, with the assistance of the 
Professional Regulation Commission (PRC) and 
the Department of Health (DOH), is expected to 
establish a pool of accredited doctors for this 
purpose. However, as of now, that system is still 
under discussion and has not yet been imple-
mented. Because there is still no official pool of 
third doctors, the parties currently follow the 
guidelines established in the Bonayog Case”. 

Based on Eodoro B. Bunayog, Petitioner, vs. 
Foscon Shipmanagement, Inc (G.R. No. 
253480, 2023), the decision of the Supreme 
Court laid down guidelines for how Labor Ar-
biters must handle conflicting medical assess-
ments. First, upon filing a complaint, the Labor 
Arbiter will give the conflicting parties 15 days 
to secure the services of a mutual third doctor. 
Second, the third doctor is then given 30 days 
to submit their final reassessment. Finally, if 
the employer refuses to cooperate or the par-
ties cannot agree on a third doctor, the labor 
tribunals will treat the findings of the sea-
farer's chosen physician as binding—unless 
those findings are clearly biased or lack scien-
tific basis. 

The DMW representative acknowledged 
the broader importance of medical dispute 
mechanisms in compensation controversies, 
particularly where disability and compensabil-
ity are contested. Also, DMW is now working 

on the pool of third doctors, although compen-
sation adjudication itself falls under labor tri-
bunals in the NLRC, medical disagreement re-
mains a critical procedural trigger affecting 
claims progression. The DMW Rules of Adjudi-
cation likewise reinforce the procedural signif-
icance of medical documentation, evidentiary 
submissions, and compensation-related dis-
pute processes (Department of Migrant Work-
ers, 2024).  

The NCMB Magna Carta Handbook simi-
larly identifies medical certification, disability 
evaluation, and illness-related documentation 
as essential procedural components in com-
pensation-related labor disputes involving 
seafarers. The medical assessment framework 
also operates as a procedural validation mech-
anism (National Conciliation and Mediation 
Board, 2025). 

For a claimant to successfully challenge an 
unfavorable medical determination of a com-
pany-designated doctor, the claimant must ob-
tain a second physician’s opinion of his choice, 
establish a medical conflict by complying with 
the procedural timelines of a third-party doc-
tor, invoke the proper dispute-resolution 
mechanism, and maintain documentary sup-
port. This transforms medical evaluation from 
a purely healthcare function into a quasi-legal 
procedural mechanism. 

A critical implication of this procedural 
structure is that compensation claims involv-
ing illness and disability become heavily de-
pendent on formal medical interpretation ra-
ther than solely the claimant’s lived incapacity. 
This finding strongly mirrors the lived experi-
ences of seafarers and beneficiaries in com-
pensation claims, where participants de-
scribed disputes involving: work-relatedness; 
fit-to-work declarations; disability grading dis-
putes; delayed medical recognition; and uncer-
tainty in accessing third-doctor remedies.  

This demonstrates that the challenges ex-
perienced by claimants are not isolated indi-
vidual frustrations but structurally linked to 
the procedural mechanism of compensation 
determination itself. From the Interest Theory 
of Rights, this mechanism reflects an attempt 
to objectively protect compensation interests 
through evidence-based medical determina-
tion. However, when procedural access to dis-
pute-resolution mechanisms becomes difficult, 



JR Ropa, 2026 / From Policy to Practice 

 

    
IJMABER 2798 Volume 7 | Number 7 | July | 2026 

the practical realization of those rights may be 
undermined. From the Human Rights-Based 
Approach, the existence of medical safeguards 
supports legality and due process, but mean-
ingful accessibility depends on claimant 
awareness, affordability, and procedural navi-
gability. 
 
Mandatory Conciliation-Mediation and La-
bor Adjudication Pathways  

Another major procedural mechanism 
identified in the analysis involves formal dis-
pute-resolution pathways, particularly volun-
tary conciliation-mediation and compulsory 
labor adjudication. The DOLE/NCMB repre-
sentative strongly emphasized that labor-re-
lated compensation disputes do not immedi-
ately proceed to litigation. Instead, many 
claims first undergo onboard accident or med-
ical reporting of accidents or illness, and it 
should be written in the ship’s log book. Fol-
lowed by 72 hours rules reporting to the man-
ning agency and referral to the company desig-
nated doctor for 120 days medication/treat-
ment that may be extended to 240 days if the 
seafarer was given a notice for the continua-
tion of medical. After the company-designated 
doctor declares the disability grading, and the 
seafarer is not satisfied with the result, he may 
consult his condition with a second doctor or a 
third-party doctor. If the seafarers have a CBA, 
the case may be filed in NCMB through the Vol-
untary Arbitration pathway, but if there is no 
CBA, the case will proceed with NLRC jurisdic-
tion through Compulsory Arbitration. 

The DOLE/NCMB representative discussed 
that if the seafarer is a member of a Union and 
has a CBA, the first step is to carry out the 
grievance procedure with the union (AMOSUP, 
IMEC, or IMMAJ) or through the manning 
agency. If there is no settlement or agreement 
in the grievance procedure, the NCMB may 
send a notice of termination to transfer the 
procedures to the NCMB. The NCMB will give a 
Notice to Arbitrate, and the case will be 
brought to a Voluntary Arbitrator. If both par-
ties agree to settle, the NCMB will provide a 
Conciliation Agreement. However, if both par-
ties do not agree, then either party may file a 
Motion for Reconsideration (MR) within the 
prescribed period after receipt of the arbitra-
tor's decision. The Motion for Reconsideration 

must first be resolved before the case can be 
elevated to the Court of Appeals, and then fi-
nally to the Supreme Court.  

Additionally, the DOLE/NCMB representa-
tive explained that some seafarers choose 
SEnA (Single Entry Approach), one of the DOLE 
ADR (Alternative Dispute Resolution) mecha-
nisms for all employees with labor disputes, 
which may include seafarers. This SEnA re-
quires a 30-day process and may extend to 15 
days if possible settlement may happen. She 
shared, “But if there is no settlement, we will ask 
both parties if they will both agree to consider 
SEnA as substantial compliance with the Griev-
ance Procedure as stated in RA 12021. If they do 
not agree, the process will go back through the 
grievance procedure until they both agree to 
settle. 

This demonstrates that the compensation 
framework prioritizes negotiated settlement 
before adversarial proceedings. This proce-
dural structure is formally supported by the 
NCMB Magna Carta Handbook, which recog-
nizes conciliation-mediation as an essential 
dispute-resolution mechanism for labor-re-
lated claims. RA 12021 likewise institutional-
izes mandatory conciliation-mediation mecha-
nisms for labor disputes involving seafarers. 
Where settlement fails, disputes escalate into 
formal labor adjudication (National Concilia-
tion and Mediation Board, 2025).  

On the other hand, if there is no CBA, the 
case may be filed directly with the SEnA NLRC 
regional office or the DOLE regional office. The 
case will be brought up to the Labor Arbiter in 
NLCR, then to the Division in NLRC. If the one 
party is not satisfied with the decisions in 
NLRC adjudication, the case will be brought up 
to the Court of Appeal, and then finally to the 
Supreme Court. This reflects the formal proce-
dural hierarchy governing unresolved com-
pensation disputes. The NLRC Rules of Proce-
dure confirm this adjudicatory structure, in-
cluding Labor Arbiter jurisdiction, appeals, 
bond requirements, execution mechanisms, 
and procedural timelines. If the voluntary or 
compulsory arbitration fails to address the 
seafarer’s claim, the case will be brought to the 
Court of Appeals and then finally to the Su-
preme Court.  

However, the DOLE/NCMB representative 
also acknowledges that one of the challenges 
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that seafarers and beneficiaries usually face is 
that some of the CBAs contain Compulsory Ar-
bitration Clauses. She shared, “If a CBA exists, 
the dispute falls under the NCMB, specifically 
under the exclusive jurisdiction of Voluntary Ar-
bitration. However, some arbitration clauses re-
quire the dispute to be brought before compul-
sory arbitration despite the existence of a CBA. 
In those cases, the matter proceeds before the 
NLRC instead of the NCMB. Since compulsory ar-
bitration falls under the NLRC, this creates con-
fusion and becomes another challenge for sea-
farers.” This suggests that despite recognizing 
the difference between the jurisdictions of 
NCMB and NLRC, overlapping jurisdictions 
may happen if some clauses in the CBA are in-
terpreted and followed. 

The DMW representative also confirmed 
that compensation claims ultimately proceed 
through labor adjudication mechanisms rather 
than purely administrative resolution within 
DMW. Thus, although multiple agencies may 
provide intake, referral, assistance, or welfare 

intervention, formal compensation entitle-
ment is often determined within the labor jus-
tice system. A critical observation from this 
theme is that compensation claims are struc-
tured as staged dispute-resolution processes 
(Figure 1). 

While this layered structure supports pro-
cedural fairness and due process, it may also 
prolong claims resolution. This finding directly 
reflects the lived experiences of seafarers and 
beneficiaries in the compensation process, 
where they described repeated conferences, 
lengthy timelines, and duplicated proceedings. 
From the Interest Theory of Rights, this pre-
sents an important tension. While due process 
protects fairness and legal certainty, excessive 
procedural layering may delay meaningful re-
alization of compensation rights. From the Hu-
man Rights-Based Approach, the existence of 
formal remedies satisfies legality, but mean-
ingful accessibility depends on procedural effi-
ciency and claimant navigability.

 

 
 

Figure 1. Compensation Claims Dispute-Resolution Process 
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Free Legal Assistance and Representation 
Mechanisms 

Another significant procedural mechanism 
identified in the analysis is the provision of le-
gal assistance, case assessment, legal counsel-
ing, and formal representation for qualified 
claimants. The analysis revealed that compen-
sation claims involving illness, disability, 
death, or contested employer liability often re-
quire legal intervention beyond administrative 
processing. 

The PAO representative explained that ac-
cess to legal representation begins with formal 
procedural screening, whether the claimant 
qualifies financially under indigency standards 
and presents a legally meritorious case. This 
reflects that legal aid itself operates through 
procedural eligibility mechanisms. The PAO 
Operations Manual formally supports this 
structure, requiring legal screening, financial 
qualification, case evaluation, and internal ap-
proval before formal representation is ac-
cepted (Public Attorney’s Office, 2021).  Once 
accepted, the PAO representative explained 
that the agency’s role extends beyond consul-
tation. She stated: “We prepare pleadings, con-
duct legal research, and represent the client.”  
This demonstrates that legal assistance in-
cludes: legal counseling; case assessment; doc-
ument review; pleading preparation; legal re-
search; representation before competent tri-
bunals; and litigation support. The PAO repre-
sentative also emphasized jurisdictional limi-
tations: “If the matter is outside our jurisdiction, 
we refer them to the proper agency”. This re-
veals that even legal access depends on institu-
tional mandate boundaries.  

The DMW representative shared that “Un-
der the Ruler of the Unified Legal Aid Service of 
the Supreme Court, seafarers hired overseas are 
beneficiaries and may consult a private lawyer 
free of charge.” Additionally, PAO and 
DOLE/NCMB representatives shared that the 
Integrated Bar of the Philippines (IBP) could 
also provide mandatory, free legal assistance 
and representation to protect the rights of sea-
farers. Provided that the seafarers do not have 
sufficient means to afford adequate legal ser-
vices. 

The DOLE/NCMB representative discussed 
reforms introduced by the Magna Carta for 
Seafarers intended to regulate legal 

representation and protect claimants from ex-
ploitative practices. She stated, "Non-lawyers 
may no longer appear before our offices as rep-
resentatives of seafarers in money claims”. She 
further explained that lawyers representing 
seafarers must execute an Affidavit of Under-
taking and comply with statutory limitations 
on attorneys' fees. These safeguards were in-
troduced to discourage ambulance-chasing 
practices and strengthen claimant protection 
during compensation proceedings. Moreover, 
the NLRC Rules of Procedure formally estab-
lish structured litigation processes involving: 
formal pleadings; conferences; documentary 
submissions; labor arbitration; appeal proce-
dures; execution of judgments; and bond re-
quirements. These procedural structures 
make legal representation highly consequen-
tial (National Labor Relations Commission, 
2025). 

This finding strongly aligns with the Hu-
man Rights-Based Approach, particularly the 
principles of access to justice, participation, ac-
countability, and equal protection. From the 
Interest Theory of Rights, legal representation 
serves as an institutional mechanism enabling 
claimants to practically enforce their substan-
tive compensation interests.  
 
Welfare, Emergency, Repatriation, and In-
surance Assistance Mechanisms 

Another major procedural mechanism 
identified in the analysis involves welfare-
based interventions, emergency support sys-
tems, repatriation assistance, and institutional 
financial protection mechanisms intended to 
provide immediate relief to seafarers and their 
beneficiaries during periods of illness, injury, 
disability, death, or crisis. Unlike adjudicatory 
compensation procedures, these mechanisms 
are primarily humanitarian and protective in 
nature, focusing on immediate welfare stabili-
zation rather than legal determination of em-
ployer liability. 

The OWWA representative and documen-
tary review reveal that the OWWA serves as a 
key welfare institution within the compensa-
tion ecosystem for overseas Filipino workers, 
including qualified Filipino seafarers. OWWA’s 
official programs and services include: death 
and disability benefits; supplemental medical 
assistance; welfare assistance; psychosocial 
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support; repatriation services; education as-
sistance for beneficiaries; livelihood and rein-
tegration support; family assistance; and 
emergency welfare interventions (Overseas 
Workers Welfare Administration, n.d.). 

The OWWA representative explained that 
active OWWA membership serves as a critical 
procedural requirement for accessing welfare-
related benefits and assistance. She empha-
sized that “membership status is extremely im-
portant,” particularly when seafarers embark 
and disembark from vessels, because eligibil-
ity for many programs depends on active 
membership. Qualified members may access 
death benefits, burial assistance, disability as-
sistance, medical assistance, scholarship pro-
grams, training opportunities, and family wel-
fare services. For example, OWWA provides 
death benefits amounting to ₱100,000 for nat-
ural death and ₱200,000 for accidental death, 
in addition to burial assistance benefits and 
burial assistance of ₱20,000. The agency also 
administers disability assistance programs, 
where benefits may reach up to ₱100,000 de-
pending on the severity of disability. She also 
shared that if the seafarers died, whether ac-
tive or inactive, their beneficiaries may claim 
the benefits, but for those inactive, there are 
some limitations; they can only receive be-
reavement assistance of ₱20,000. She shares 
the benefits that may be received “ELAP (Edu-
cational and Livelihood Assistance Program), 
especially the eldest child for scholarship and 
educational assistance”. On an annual basis, the 
child may receive ₱5000 (elementary); ₱8000 
(high school); and ₱10,000 (college). 

For mental health-related concerns, the 
OWWA representative stated that seafarers 
with active membership may apply for medical 
assistance for about  ₱20,000 in cash, upon 
submission of supporting medical documenta-
tion from recognized healthcare facilities. 
OWWA further provides referral services to 
counseling programs through partner organi-
zations, such as the UGAT Foundation. Accord-
ing to the representative, “claimants may 
choose between face-to-face and online counsel-
ing”, reflecting OWWA’s role in addressing not 
only physical injuries but also psychosocial 
and mental health concerns experienced by re-
patriated seafarers. For the medical assistance 
of disabled seafarers, “For disability benefits, 

the range may go up to ₱100,000, depending on 
the severity of the injury or disability.” 

The OWWA representative further high-
lighted the agency’s post-repatriation support 
mechanisms, including “scholarship assistance, 
skills upgrading programs, livelihood assis-
tance, counseling services, and welfare interven-
tions”. She explained that “OWWA also operates 
regional offices, satellite offices, OFW Help 
Desks, and the Seafarers Welfare Center” to im-
prove accessibility of services for seafarers 
and their families. These mechanisms demon-
strate that compensation-related support ex-
tends beyond monetary benefits and includes 
broader welfare and reintegration assistance. 
These mechanisms demonstrate that OWWA’s 
institutional function is not compensation ad-
judication but welfare protection and humani-
tarian intervention. 

The procedural framework of OWWA gen-
erally involves: initial intake and welfare as-
sessment; identification of urgent claimant 
needs; membership or eligibility verification; 
documentary assessment; provision of welfare 
assistance where applicable; referral to appro-
priate legal or adjudicatory agencies; contin-
ued support where necessary.  

This indicates that OWWA functions as an 
important procedural access point for claim-
ants experiencing immediate distress, particu-
larly beneficiaries dealing with death, disabil-
ity, or emergency repatriation concerns. The 
Department of Migrant Workers likewise per-
forms protective intervention functions be-
yond compensation adjudication. Although 
formal monetary compensation disputes gen-
erally proceed through labor justice mecha-
nisms, the DMW remains operationally in-
volved in migrant protection, welfare coordi-
nation, dispute facilitation, and procedural 
support for overseas seafarers. The DMW  can 
also provide legal assistance to seafarers 
through the AKSYON (Agarang Kalinga at 
Saklolo para sa mga OFWs na Nangan-
gailangan) Fund, particularly for OFW’s, in-
cluding seafarers, to provide immediate legal, 
medical, financial, and humanitarian assis-
tance to distressed seafarers and their families. 

The 2016 POEA Standard Employment 
Contract further establishes employer obliga-
tions involving: medical treatment; repatria-
tion; post-employment medical examination; 
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employer liability during illness or injury; and 
contractual welfare protections. These con-
tractual mechanisms function as preventive 
and immediate support protections prior to 
formal compensation adjudication (Depart-
ment of Migrant Workers, 2016). 

The MARINA interview and documentary 
review reveal an additional welfare mecha-
nism applicable to Philippine domestic ship-
ping. Under MARINA Memorandum Circular 
No. DS-2025-01, shipowners and operators of 
Philippine-registered domestic vessels are re-
quired to maintain mandatory insurance cov-
erage for seafarers in cases of maritime acci-
dent or incident. This includes coverage for: 
accidental death; burial assistance; permanent 
total disability; permanent partial disability; 
and emergency assistance expenses, including 
transportation, communication, food, and 
other necessary support (Maritime Industry 
Authority, 2025). 

The MARINA expert acknowledged the ex-
istence of these protective mechanisms: “MA-
RINA has regulations relating to compensation, 
particularly insurance protection.” However, he 
also recognized the practical limitations of 
benefit adequacy: “That is all that a life is ap-
parently worth.”. This observation suggests 
that while insurance mechanisms provide im-
mediate financial protection, questions re-
garding adequacy remain. The MARINA expert 
also highlighted humanitarian repatriation 
concerns involving overseas deaths: “Some-
times the remains continue traveling with the 
ship until the nearest port before they can be 
flown home.”  This demonstrates that welfare 
protection extends beyond financial assistance 
and includes dignified repatriation, family sup-
port, and humanitarian response. However, 
MARINA’s insurance mechanism must be in-
terpreted within jurisdictional limits, as this 
applies specifically to Philippine domestic 
shipping rather than overseas Filipino seafar-
ers serving aboard foreign-flagged vessels. 
These findings strongly connect with lived ex-
periences of seafarers and beneficiaries in 
compensation claims, where participants and 
beneficiaries described urgent financial needs, 
medical uncertainty, delayed assistance, fam-
ily distress, and dependence on institutional 
intervention during crisis situations. 

From the Human Rights-Based Approach, 
these welfare mechanisms reflect state obliga-
tions to protect dignity, health, humanitarian 
welfare, and emergency access to support. 
From the Interest Theory of Rights, these inter-
ventions protect claimant welfare interests 
while compensation disputes remain unre-
solved.  
 
Challenges and Future Institutional Reforms 

While multiple government agencies pro-
vide formal procedural protections, the find-
ings reveal that the practical implementation 
of these mechanisms remains constrained by 
administrative limitations, procedural dupli-
cation, accessibility barriers, and operational 
inefficiencies. At the same time, government 
representatives recognized the need for sys-
temic reforms to improve claimant access and 
procedural efficiency. 

Administrative infrastructure limitations 
emerged as significant implementation barri-
ers. The PAO representative shared, “There is 
no centralized digital database”. This reflects 
administrative inefficiencies that may delay 
coordination, case tracking, and claimant sup-
port. She also discussed barriers affecting indi-
gent clients, including transportation costs, 
physical attendance burdens, and documen-
tary acquisition challenges.  This demonstrates 
that although free legal assistance exists for-
mally, practical access remains influenced by 
structural limitations. 

The MARINA expert shared the Flag-to-
Flag reporting: “What makes it difficult is when 
Filipino seafarers are aboard foreign-flagged 
ships. Sometimes, we receive information 
about accidents from the flag administration—
but not always.” This suggests institutional re-
source limitations from Flag-to-Flag may affect 
the timely delivery of services, particularly the 
claimant’s concerns. 

The OWWA representative identified sev-
eral operational challenges affecting service 
delivery. She explained that one of the agency’s 
major constraints is limited manpower rela-
tive to the volume of clients served. According 
to her, “the greatest challenge is our limited 
manpower,” noting that applications must pass 
through multiple levels of review and verifica-
tion before approval. She also acknowledged 
that delays may occur when applications 
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require additional verification or when docu-
mentary requirements remain incomplete. 
Membership verification, jurisdictional limita-
tions, and coordination with external stake-
holders may likewise affect processing effi-
ciency. These findings suggest that while pro-
cedural mechanisms are formally established, 
operational capacity constraints may influence 
the timeliness and accessibility of welfare as-
sistance. 

In terms of future improvements, the 
OWWA representative emphasized the im-
portance of strengthening partnerships, stake-
holder collaboration, and inter-agency coordi-
nation. She stated that “the programs and ser-
vices of the various agencies and stakeholders 
are already in place” and recommended focus-
ing on enhancing the connections among agen-
cies so that services unavailable within one in-
stitution may be complemented through an-
other. This recommendation aligns with 
broader calls for a whole-of-government ap-
proach in addressing compensation-related 
concerns of Filipino seafarers. 

DOLE/NCMB representative shares that 
the Magna Carta for Seafarers requires a col-
laborative, inter-agency framework, with rele-
vant government bodies, where they consoli-
date feedback and recommendations through 
extensive consultations with all key stakehold-
ers. “However, policies often reveal gaps or con-
flicts during the actual implementation. Which 
is why revisions or amendments are introduced 
from time to time.” She also acknowledged that 
they encountered challenges in implementing 
DOLE Department Order 25S. She shared, “We 
have a challenge in explaining to seafarers and 
their counsels that when a CBA contains named 
arbitrators, the selection must be limited to 
those named arbitrators. Some seafarers believe 
that the Union is not pro-seafarer. These issues 
are brought to us, it is difficult for us to resolve 
because the NCMB, particularly the Office of the 
Director and the Conciliator-Mediators, does 
not have adjudicatory or deciding authority”. 
She added also added that Union usually 
doesn’t terminate the case despite the seafar-
ers already have a letter requesting termina-
tion. She shared, “As a government agency, we 
cannot refuse filings made by seafarers. What 
happens, therefore, is that the grievance pro-
ceeding continues simultaneously with the filing 

before our office and the Union. If this happened, 
I would send a request to the Union to issue the 
termination. At the same time, I assure them 
that if there is an applicable CBA, we will still 
implement and recognize it.”  

DOLE/NCMB representative also acknowl-
edged that they have challenges in implement-
ing RA 12021. “Another challenge involves how 
some arbitrators interpret the Magna Carta 
provision requiring money claims to identify 
both disputed and undisputed amounts, and the 
cut-off date for those seafarers who were repat-
riated or filed after October 13, 2024. Some ar-
gue that the seafarer's right arose at the time of 
medical repatriation. Others apply the filing 
date, depending on their interpretation, the old 
rules would apply.” 

Moreover, the DOLE/NCMB representative 
acknowledged several challenges encountered 
by seafarers in pursuing compensation claims. 
These include jurisdictional and venue is-
sues, particularly when CBAs require claims to 
be filed in foreign jurisdictions; compulsory 
arbitration provisions, wherein disputes 
covered by a CBA fall under NLRC jurisdiction 
rather than NCMB mediation; and evidentiary 
difficulties, as some seafarers return home 
without accident reports, medical records, or 
copies of their CBAs. The representative also 
highlighted contract inconsistencies and un-
disclosed addendums, where seafarers ini-
tially sign non-CBA contracts but later receive 
onboard amendments, creating disputes re-
garding coverage and benefits. Similarly, dif-
ferences between contracted and actual 
vessel assignments complicate the determi-
nation of liability when accidents occur. Other 
challenges include procedural delays associ-
ated with the 120/240-day medical assess-
ment periods, multiple respondents and 
changing contractual relationships among 
manning agencies, principals, shipowners, and 
insurers, and the power imbalance between 
employers and seafarers, which is often ag-
gravated by fear of blacklisting and pressure to 
accept unfavorable settlement offers rather 
than pursue legitimate claims. 

The DOLE/NCMB representative further 
noted that the Magna Carta strengthened the 
prohibition against non-lawyers, commonly 
referred to as “ambulance chasers,” from rep-
resenting seafarers in compensation claims. 
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Only licensed attorneys are permitted to ap-
pear as representatives before NCMB and 
NLRC. In addition, lawyers handling compen-
sation claims must execute an Affidavit of Un-
dertaking and are generally limited to charging 
attorney’s fees not exceeding ten percent 
(10%) of the compensation recovered by the 
seafarer through contingency fee arrange-
ments. With respect to dispute resolution, the 
selection of voluntary arbitrators is governed 
by the provisions of the applicable CBA. Where 
the CBA identifies designated arbitrators, the 
parties must select from the specified list. In 
cases where the parties refuse or fail to choose 
an arbitrator, Department Order No. 255, Se-
ries of 2025, authorizes the NCMB to appoint 
an arbitrator from the CBA-designated list or, 
when no such list exists, from the roster of 
NCMB-accredited voluntary arbitrators. To 
promote efficiency and prevent case conges-
tion, preference is given to arbitrators with 
fewer pending cases. These policies aim to ex-
pedite dispute resolution while ensuring com-
pliance with the Magna Carta for Seafarers and 
existing labor regulations (Department of La-
bor and Employment, 2025). 

On the other hand, a DMW representative 
shared that the challenge is “Challenges are 
ambulance chasers trying to manipulate the 
seafarer in filing claims. Even RA 12021 exists, 
ambulance chasing is still an ongoing challenge 
and concern”. She added that the following are 
for implementation, subject to consultation 
with the stakeholders. “The following are for 
implementation: Third-Party Doctor Facilita-
tor; Guidelines on Appeal Bonds; 2026 DMW 
Rules and Regulations Governing the Recruit-
ment and Employment of Sea-based OFW; DMW 
Standard Employment Contract (SEC) for OFW 
seafarers and fishers; etc.” Lastly, she shared, 
“We are supporting a bill to transfer the juris-
diction of compensation claims from NLRC to at-
tached agencies to the DMW, to streamline the 
process”.  

Such reform proposals align with the 
broader objectives of RA 12021, which seeks 
stronger protection of Filipino seafarers 
through improved institutional responsive-
ness. From the Human Rights-Based Approach, 
these findings suggest that legal rights must be 
supported by practical accessibility, efficient 
implementation, and accountable institutional 

systems to ensure meaningful realization of 
protection. Consequently, from the Interest 
Theory of Rights, procedural protections fulfill 
their intended purpose only when institutional 
systems can effectively translate formal legal 
rights into accessible remedies for claimants. 
This demonstrates that the effectiveness of 
compensation protection depends not only on 
the existence of procedural mechanisms but 
also on how effectively these mechanisms are 
implemented, reformed, and made accessible 
to Filipino seafarers and their families. 

 
Strengthening Inter-Agency Coordination 
and Digitalization of Compensation Claims 

Participant 1 recommended faster reim-
bursement, standardized requirements, and 
an online tracking system for claims. Partici-
pant 2 advocated for the immediate release of 
disability benefits. Participant 3 proposed in-
tegrating compensation claims into the e-
GovPH platform through a centralized claims 
portal. He advocated that accessible online in-
formation and frequently asked questions 
(FAQs) should be integrated, so that multiple 
agencies related to compensation claims can 
access the concerned person. Participant 4 rec-
ommended direct coordination between gov-
ernment agencies and companies. Participant 
5 suggested a one-stop processing mechanism 
for health-related claims and synchronization 
among agencies handling compensation 
claims.  

Participant 6 emphasized faster case pro-
cessing and improved coordination between 
NCMB and NLRC. Participant 7 recommended 
shorter approval periods, online applications, 
and shared data systems accessible to multiple 
government agencies. Participant 8 proposed a 
one-stop claims website and centralized infor-
mation database system. Participant 9 advo-
cated reducing processing delays, repetitive 
submissions of documents, and inter-agency 
data sharing. Participant 10 highlighted the 
need for faster updates and shorter waiting pe-
riods during claims processing. Lastly, Partici-
pant 11 highlighted the need for better coordi-
nation among OWWA, DMW, and SSS. 

The DOLE/NCMB representative high-
lighted the importance of cooperation among 
government agencies, employers, unions, and 
legal institutions in assisting seafarers. 



Ropa, 2026 / From Policy to Practice: The Roles of Philippine Government Agencies in Work-Related Compensation Claims of Filipino Seafarers  

 

 
IJMABER  2805 Volume 7 | Number 7 | July | 2026 

Similarly, the MARINA representative advo-
cated for a whole-of-government approach 
through seamless coordination, automated re-
ferrals, and centralized receiving offices for 
compensation-related concerns. The DMW 
representative likewise recommended 
streamlining jurisdictional processes by trans-
ferring compensation claims to agencies di-
rectly attached to the DMW to improve effi-
ciency. The PAO representative proposed an 
accessible online database where claimants 
could monitor case status, hearing schedules, 
and case developments without constantly re-
lying on lawyers for updates. Similarly, the 
MARINA representative recommended a uni-
fied government portal capable of routing con-
cerns among agencies and facilitating monitor-
ing of claims, accidents, insurance matters, and 
seafarer welfare concerns. The OWWA repre-
sentative similarly recommended strengthen-
ing existing partnerships, referral systems, and 
stakeholder collaboration to improve service 
delivery. She emphasized that agencies should 
continue enhancing inter-agency coordination 
and cooperation so that services unavailable 
within one institution may be complemented 
through other government agencies and part-
ner organizations. 

Collectively, these recommendations high-
light the need for a centralized, integrated, and 
technology-driven compensation claims 
framework. 

 
Enhancing Claims Navigation, Communica-
tion, Transparency, and Accessibility 

Participant 1 recommended improved 
public information campaigns and awareness 
programs through the Pre-Departure Orienta-
tion Seminar (PDOS). Participant 4 empha-
sized seafarers’ need for guidance from com-
panies. Participant 5 recommended early ori-
entation for repatriated seafarers. Participant 
6 proposed seminars and symposiums on the 
Magna Carta for Seafarers and emphasized in-
formation sharing among agencies. Participant 
3 recommended strengthening regional 
OWWA offices and online appointment sys-
tems. Participant 7 advocated online applica-
tions for OWWA compensation claims. Partici-
pant 9 recommended expanding the services 
of the Union or Manning agency regional office 
to provincial areas.  Participant 11 suggested 

establishing DOH-accredited clinics closer to 
seafarers’ residences. Lastly, Participant 12  
emphasized easier access to government assis-
tance and benefits. 

Participant 8 emphasized transparency in 
claims handling. Participant 9, who recom-
mended regular communication and claim sta-
tus updates. Participant 10 highlighted the im-
portance of timely updates from companies. 
Lastly, Participant 12, who advocated better 
guidance from both companies and govern-
ment agencies. 

Similar recommendations were echoed by 
the OWWA representative, who similarly rec-
ommends strengthening communication chan-
nels, client support systems, and public infor-
mation dissemination. She encourages claim-
ants to seek assistance early, maintain records, 
ask questions, and maximize available support 
services. She further emphasized the im-
portance of improving accessibility through 
digital platforms, hotlines, social media infor-
mation campaigns, satellite offices, OFW Help 
Desks, and expanded service facilities for sea-
farers and their families. The MARINA and PAO 
representatives, who advocated for accessible 
information systems and claimant-centered 
service delivery. The DOLE/NCMB representa-
tive emphasized empathy and understanding 
toward seafarers who often face financial 
hardship, disability, or prolonged claims pro-
cessing. These recommendations suggest that 
procedural accessibility should be strength-
ened through improved communication, un-
derstanding, transparency, and decentralized 
service delivery.  
 
Empowering Seafarers and Families 
Through Legal and Claims Literacy, Rights 
Awareness and Preparedness 

Participant 1 encouraged seafarers to fa-
miliarize themselves with government agen-
cies. Participant 2 recommended seeking legal 
advice from a private lawyer, government legal 
services, or when necessary. Participant 4 sug-
gested learning from experienced claimants. 
Participant 5 encouraged seafarers to under-
stand and assert their rights. Participant 6 ad-
vocated rights education and empowerment 
through the Magna Carta for Seafarers. Partic-
ipant 7 recommended securing documentary 
evidence and following proper procedures as 
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per the company, POEA-SEC, and RA 12021 
rules. Participant 8 who emphasized that 
“knowledge is power” and encouraged educat-
ing families. Participant 9 stressed family pre-
paredness, and seafarers should educate their 
families on what to do. Participant 11 high-
lighted the importance of family support and 
preparedness. Lastly, Participant 12 recom-
mended learning about the Magna Carta and 
compensation rights before disputes arise. 

Similar recommendations were expressed 
by the DOLE/NCMB representative, who em-
phasized the need for greater awareness of 
grievance mechanisms, reporting require-
ments, and legal procedures under the Magna 
Carta for Seafarers. The DMW representative 
encouraged seafarers to understand their con-
tracts and seek legal advice when necessary. 
Likewise, the PAO representative urged claim-
ants to know their rights, cooperate with legal 
counsel, and make use of available information 
resources. MARINA representative also high-
lighted the importance of awareness regarding 
seafarers’ rights and family welfare. The 
OWWA representative encouraged seafarers 
and beneficiaries to become proactive infor-
mation seekers by consulting official govern-
ment websites, verified information sources, 
hotlines, and information campaigns. She also 
highlighted the importance of understanding 
available benefits, maintaining awareness of 
program requirements, and ensuring that fam-
ily members are informed regarding welfare 
programs and compensation-related assis-
tance. These recommendations suggest that le-
gal literacy remains a critical component in 
empowering seafarers to effectively pursue 
compensation claims and access government 
support. 
 
Strengthening Accountability, Legal Protec-
tion, and Fair Compensation Practices  

Participant 6 advocated protection against 
retaliation, access to free legal assistance, and 
immediate release of undisputed claims. Par-
ticipant 7 emphasized the need for fair deter-
mination of work-relatedness. Participant 8 
recommended transparency, accountability, 
and sanctions against companies that provide 
fraudulent medical gradings or engage in mis-
conduct. Participant 10 encouraged seafarers 
to pursue their rightful claims without fear. 

Lastly, Participant 12 advocated fair compen-
sation practices and protection against unfair 
treatment by insurers and companies. 

Government representatives similarly 
highlighted the need to strengthen legal assis-
tance mechanisms. The DOLE/NCMB repre-
sentative recommended stronger safeguards 
against "ambulance chasers" and excessive 
contingency fees, noting that vulnerable sea-
farers are often exploited by unlicensed repre-
sentatives. The DMW representative high-
lighted the availability of free legal consulta-
tions under the Unified Legal Aid Service. The 
PAO representative further emphasized coop-
eration between government legal aid provid-
ers and the Integrated Bar of the Philippines 
(IBP) to expand legal assistance. These recom-
mendations demonstrate the need to ensure 
that seafarers have access to legitimate and af-
fordable legal representation while safeguard-
ing them from abuse. 
 
Strengthening Preventive Protection, Wel-
fare, and Early Intervention Mechanisms 

Beyond compensation claims themselves, 
participants and agency representatives em-
phasized the importance of preventive protec-
tion and welfare measures. Participant 11 
highlighted the need for accessible medical fa-
cilities and support services, while several par-
ticipants stressed the importance of early 
guidance, preparedness, and timely interven-
tion.  Government representatives strongly re-
inforced this perspective. The MARINA repre-
sentative emphasized that government efforts 
should focus not only on compensation but 
also on maritime safety, crisis preparedness, 
and preventive protection mechanisms. The 
DOLE/NCMB representative similarly high-
lighted compliance with reporting require-
ments and grievance procedures to facilitate 
early intervention and dispute prevention. The 
OWWA representative emphasized the im-
portance of early intervention, proactive wel-
fare assistance, counseling services, medical 
support, training programs, and post-repatria-
tion assistance. She further stressed that 
strengthening welfare mechanisms, maintain-
ing active membership, and encouraging early 
engagement with support services may help 
mitigate the long-term consequences of work-
related illness, injury, disability, and other 
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welfare concerns experienced by seafarers and 
their families.   These recommendations reflect 
a broader welfare-oriented approach aimed at 
preventing injuries,  illnesses, and disputes be-
fore compensation claims become necessary. 

 

Conclusion 
Based on the findings of the study, it is con-

cluded that while the Philippine legal and insti-
tutional framework, particularly under Repub-
lic Act No. 12021 (Magna Carta of Filipino Sea-
farers), provides formal mechanisms intended 
to protect Filipino seafarers in work-related 
compensation claims, the practical implemen-
tation of these protections remains complex, 
fragmented, and unevenly accessible. 

The lived experiences of Filipino seafarers 
and their beneficiaries reveal that compensa-
tion claims are not merely legal or administra-
tive processes but deeply challenging experi-
ences involving delayed support, bureaucratic 
burden, emotional and financial hardship, and 
prolonged uncertainty. Family members also 
play significant but often unrecognized roles in 
navigating compensation procedures, particu-
larly in severe disability and death cases. 
Moreover, access to compensation remains un-
equal, as outcomes are often influenced by em-
ployer cooperation, legal literacy, financial ca-
pacity, geographic accessibility, and proce-
dural awareness. A particularly significant 
concern involves the recognition of work-re-
lated illnesses, especially non-physical, psy-
chological, stress-related, or medically con-
tested conditions, where claimants often en-
counter greater difficulty establishing com-
pensability. These findings imply that compen-
sation policies and procedural mechanisms 
should move beyond a purely legal or adminis-
trative approach and adopt a more claimant-
centered framework that recognizes the social, 
emotional, and familial dimensions of compen-
sation claims.  

Institutionally, the Philippine government 
employs a decentralized compensation frame-
work involving multiple agencies such as 
DMW, DOLE, NLRC, NCMB, PAO, MARINA, and 
OWWA, each performing specialized but inter-
connected functions. While this structure pro-
vides formal due process, legal assistance, wel-
fare intervention, and adjudicatory mecha-
nisms, it also contributes to procedural 

complexity, duplication, and claimant confu-
sion. Medical determination mechanisms, par-
ticularly the company-designated physician 
system and third-doctor process, also play a 
decisive role in compensation outcomes, but 
practical access to these remedies remains 
challenging. A significant implementation gap 
identified in this study is that the accredited 
third-doctor mechanism mandated under Re-
public Act No. 12021 had not yet been fully op-
erationalized during the conduct of the study. 
As a result, claimants continued to rely on pre-
existing procedures for resolving conflicting 
medical assessments or were required to inde-
pendently identify third-party doctors, placing 
additional logistical, financial, and administra-
tive burdens on injured seafarers and their 
families. This finding demonstrates that the ef-
fectiveness of legislative reforms depends not 
only on the enactment of statutory protections 
but also on their timely and coordinated imple-
mentation across responsible government 
agencies. 

The recommendations from participants 
and representatives of government agencies 
highlight that enhancing procedural mecha-
nisms under Republic Act No. 12021 requires 
reforms that strengthen inter-agency coordi-
nation and referral systems, improve infor-
mation accessibility and legal awareness, ex-
pand legal and medical assistance, digitize 
claims processing, fully operationalize the ac-
credited third-doctor mechanism, and rein-
force preventive welfare and early interven-
tion mechanisms. These reforms are essential 
to ensure that compensation claims are pro-
cessed in a manner that is timely, transparent, 
accessible, and responsive to the lived realities 
of Filipino seafarers and their families. 

Overall, the study concludes that the Phil-
ippine compensation framework for Filipino 
seafarers is legally comprehensive in principle 
but operationally difficult in practice. The ef-
fectiveness of compensation protection de-
pends not only on the existence of legal rights 
and institutional mechanisms, but on the ex-
tent to which these systems are coordinated, 
accessible, efficient, and responsive to the ac-
tual needs of seafarers and their families. Fi-
nally, bridging the gap between policy and 
practice remains central to achieving a more 
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equitable and claimant-centered compensa-
tion system for Filipino seafarers. 
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