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INTERVIEW

Ships is a privately -
owned company
formed in 1984. It is part
of V.Holdings Group,
and has offices in

Monaco, London, Hamburg, New York and
Genoa. In 1985 the company’s senior
managers bought a 50% stake in the
company. The company then owned 35
vessels. Today, after having gone through a
period of organic and inorganic growth
through acquisitions with the main one being
that of acquiring in 2001 Acomarit – the
second largest shio management company
in those days – V.Ships now manages a fleet
of over 900 vessels of all types and the
management now owns a 52% stake.
Approximately 40% of the fleet is comprised
of passenger vessels and 60% of the fleet is
comprised of crude oil, chemical and
products tankers, gas carriers,
containerships and others. With 52 offices

located in 26 countries, V.Ships employs
1,350 office staff and 23.000 seafarers. In
addition to core ship management activities,
V.Ships covers a broad range of maritime
services including crewing, leisure, financial,
insurance, consulting, commercial and
agency services through three operating
divisions: V.Ships Shipmanagement, V.Ships
Leisure and V.Ships Marine Services.
Mr. Roberto Giorgi, president of V.Ships and
a leading figure since its establishment, is “a
simple guy”, as he told us, who used to be a
seafarer and today is “so lucky as to be
running the biggest ship management
company in the world!”. ”If I can do it, then
anyone of those people today at sea can do
it”, he says. He loves the sea, but most of all,
he loves “the people of the sea”. This is the
reason he has a blog. It is a way for him of
reaching as many people as he can and be
able to share his vision for the company, his
ideas about its future growth, and his values.

“Values that you  should not forget, that you
cannot forget, especially in a large
organization”, as he himself says.

What is the magic formula, Mr. Giorgi, that
allows V ships to keep growing and growing
at such an incredible pace?
“Service, Service, Service! This is the first
ingredient. The second ingredient is to keep
adding value and in order to add value it is
important to have a big network. If there is a
big problem, and by this I mean, a very big
accident, at V.Ships we have a lot of human
resources that can take all the necessary
action in time. By being big we are able to
tackle the problem faster and more efficiently.
If you are a small company, you cannot
absorb the shock of the media, of the
regulators, etc. The third ingredient is to
customize the product for each single client.
To really listen to each individual's needs and
tailor the services accordingly.” 

The charismatic former merchant marine officer Mr. Roberto Giorgi, now president of V.Ships — the

world’s largest provider of ship management services — talks about his “family” of 1,350 shore

personnel and 23,000 seafarers. Shipping’s “blogger” shares with us the secret of the amazing growth

of his company with a fleet of over 900 ships, his anguish about crew shortage, his worry about the

lost appeal of the sea and his strive to come up with new ideas that keep V.Ships a tier above the rest.

We had the great honour of meeting him at his office in Monaco

TO  MYRTO RAFTOPOULOU
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“I used to be a
seafarer and
today I am so
lucky as to be
running the
biggest ship
management
company in the
world. I went to
nautical college
like everyone
else. If I can do it,
then anyone of
those people
today at sea can
do it.”

V.
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with the regulators in the best and most
efficient way. So it is important to
establish a big presence for ourselves
first and then expand our client pool
and services.” 

Does V.Ships manage any ships under
the Greek flag? The reason I am asking
is because at the beginning of the year
Greece changed its crewing
requirements in order to attract more
ships to the Greek register?
“We don’t manage ships carrying the
Greek flag yet, but we manage ships of
so many different flags that there is no
reason why we won’t do so in the not so
distant future. That said, it doesn’t
mean that we don’t manage Greek
crews. For example, in the passenger
ferries market, we manage
EASYCRUISE ONE, which has a
Cypriot flag and a Greek captain and
other members of the crew and we also
recently chartered a Corsica Ferries
vessel, the CORSICA EXPRESS III, to
Kallisti/Spanos Ferries. The vessel
carries an Italian flag, but 10 of its crew
members are Greek. So we might not
manage vessels with a Greek flag yet,
but we certainly manage Greek crews.” 

What is your personal experience of
working with Greek shipowners?
“Being an Italian, I find it easy to
understand them both on a business
and personal level.  I speak a lot but I
also listen to people a lot. And in my
experience, being in constant
communication with the clients is very
important, because sometimes there
are issues that come up in a
conversation that have to be tackled.
Even the small issues need to be
tackled, because they can easily
become big issues, if not dealt with in
time. But regardless of the client or of
the issues that arise, the approach has
to be the same. We need to ensure a
level of uniformity with regards to risk
assessment.”

Are there any striking differences in the
way you do business with privately-run
or public  companies?
“No, there is no difference really.
Because whatever we do internally is
100% transparent, and this also applies
to the quality of our earnings and to our
technical procedures. In the case of a

public company, things are a bit easier
because the structure is already there.
We just need to customize it.” 

Most Greek companies are based on a
family owned entrepreneurial model,
which might not be as  transparent. Do
you find it harder to relate to them?
“When we work with a client we make
sure that our strategy is aligned with the
client's strategy. If this isn’t the case,
then the client would most probably not
come to us in the first place.”

So you reject clients?
“All the time! And every year we have to
revisit certain issues with certain clients.
Most often it is a financial issue.” 

What about issues related to the
management?
“As I already mentioned, we harbour a
climate of close interaction. We
constantly keep our clients well

informed throughout the year and we
go through all the processes in detail,
including the budget. Especially if there
is something that falls outside the
agreed budget, like repairs.
With regards to our Greek clients,
Greeks are a somewhat special case as
they have a long history of know-how.
They are the ones who started shipping
and there is a lot one can learn from
them. Sometimes you learn from a
Greek owner how to negotiate the best
price or how to be creative in a repair.
And of course everything has to be
done in a way that is transparent and
orthodox with best practice. So, in my
experience, a close interaction with a
Greek shipowner is also enriching for
the manager.”

Do you think that going public is a way
to survive in todays market?
“I think there is so much money
available these days that finding the

Is there a difference in the management
approach you take for clients with a
large fleet, with more than ten ships, or
with a small fleet?
“It does’t make a difference how many
ships someone owns, because every
client needs to feel special. Strangely
enough 54%  of our clients own 1-4
ships! Each client can only receive the
best value if there is a very close
working relationship between them and
us. If a service is impersonal, it doesn’t
work. But if it is personal and you are
part of a big group, then you can really
add value. Communicating by email or
by phone of course is helpful, but you
have to also be able to interact face to
face with each client.”

V.Ships already offers a huge range of
services. Have you reached a point
where you will try to optimize the
services you already offer, or would you
look to diversify even further?
“I try to always be creative and to find
new things to do, new formulas, new
ideas. In any business the guy who is
going to beat you is the guy who comes
up with the new ideas. One of the most
important issues facing the industry
nowadays is the environment. I think
that the emphasis that is being placed
on environmental-friendly practices will
change the life of any business between
now and in 10 years time. I know that
there are a lot of people that are looking
or, have already  invested a lot of money
on this. Companies are trying to find the
most cost-effective and «sexy»
solution.”

What is your opinion regarding
shipping and the environment?
“I am 100% behind “green” initiatives.
As a company, we have invested a lot or
resources into environment-friendly
projects, but what we also consider very
important is for our initiatives to be
transmitted to the whole industry. For
example, regarding shore facilities, we
believe that the industry needs a
uniform approach. The question is not
whether there will be new measures
taken or new regulations adopted, but
what these new measures will be and
how they will be implemented that is
important. For this we need to have a
concerted approach through the IMO

rather than through regional laws, as
this runs the high risk of turning into a
mess. It is vital to make sure that the
proposed solution is right for a global
business and not a priority for local
governments, as has been the case so
far for liquid discharges and emissions.
There are already stringent rules in the
US and in Alaska regarding these, but I
think we will see even stringer rules in
the Mediterranean, so it is important to
be prepared.” 

How many Greek clients do you have?
“We have over thirty Greek clients with
about 100 ships in full management or
crew management. The Greek market

has been very supportive to us.” 

What services does the office in Piraeus
offer?
“It mainly offers crew management, but
also deals with marketing and client
relations.”

Would you be looking into moving more
services to Greece?
“I think it is a matter of time that we do
move more services to Greece,
including technical services. It is very
important for the vessels to be
managed from the office with the best
team. And by that I mean a  team with
enough experience to be able to deal

“I think before
there was
much more
proudness for
the seafarer
profession. So
it is a
question of re-
establishing
this
proudness.
And to do that
we need to
make people
understand
how vital the
contribution of
a seafarer is
to the
economy.” 

“I think that
crew
shortage is
mainly due
to the growth
of the
economy in
countries
that were
traditionally
supplying
seafarers. In
those
countries the
growth of the
economy
was such
that people
could find
better jobs
and
retribution
ashore.
Nowadays
we seem to
have lost the
appeal of the
sea.”  
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necessary funds is no longer the issue. The
decision of going public depends on what
one wants to do when they become an adult.
A public company allows you to grow into a
larger scale, become part of a bigger picture
through a process of consolidation. If you
have a big vision, it is important to utilize the
money available in the public market. On the
other hand, there are things that you can do
with a private company that you can’t do with
a public one. You really need to have your
mind set in order to run a public company!
Until recently, we had a generation of older
shipowners that were captains or chief
engineers, who had the sea and the crews
in their blood, in their genes. So it is normal
for a captain or a chief engineer that has
become a shipowner to want to run
everything themselves, because they know
how to tackle certain issues. The second
and third generation of shipowners are not
seafarers. They have a different type of
education, more financial and business

oriented! These generations still have
shipping in their genes, because their
father was a shipowner, but they are much
more focused on buying, selling,
chartering and financing the ship.
Moreover, as the rules and regulations
have become more and more complicated
and stringent, a shipowner needs to have a
much more thorough understanding and
know-how in so many different areas that it
is almost impossible for somoeone to run
the entire business by themselves,
especially if they want to enter a new
market.” 

What is your relation to the sea?
“I was a seafarer. I went to nautical college in
Genoa. I became a deck officer and then first
officer and left at the age of 30 to join Mr.
Alexander Vlasov's company. I have grown
with the company. I feel that it is a part of
me.” 

How many seafarers does V.Ships manage?
“On any given day we have a rostor of
15.000- 16.000 seafarers, whereas in total we
have about 23.000 seafarers on active
rostor.”

These are huge numbers. The active rostor of
Greek seafarers has unfortunately shrunk to
under 20.000...
“Indeed, it is a lot of people to manage. This
is why we have about 450 personnel
dedicated to crew management.”

Is there a predominant seafarer nationality
that you offer to shipowners?
“Not really, because we believe it is important
to offer the choice of diversified crews. We
have a very strong recruiting base in Russia,
in the Ukraine, in India and in the Philippines.
But we also employ  Estonians, Lithuanians,
Romanians, Bulgarians and Croatians,
among other nationalities. Our aim is to have
an office wherever there is a seafarer.

Remember that there is no shortage of
ratings but of officers.”

Crew shortage is not only a matter of training
but also of retaining seafarers.
“True, but retaining seafarers is not only a
question of money, that is wages, but also of
how you treat them. Of how you take care of
them and their family. We need to view our
crews as if they were our clients. Every time
you construct a vessel you need to be
thinking of the crews that will be running it.
Without them, it will go nowhere. For
example, I believe it is important to have
email installed in every cabin. It is important
for every seafarer to be able to communicate
with their family and friends! I see how
important this is when my daughter comes
home every night from school and
immediately she is emailing her friends. I
believe that if a seafarer is able to
communicate freely with people ashore, then

their life on board will be easier and more
pleasant.”

What does V.Ships do about crew retention? I
read that Eurasia was thinking of offering
company shares.
“I think Eurasia probably got this idea from
us... [he says laughing]. We started thinking
about this approximately one and a half
years ago. If we were a public company it
would have been easier. So what we did in
order to instill trust in the company we
decided to start a reward scheme, where
shore personnel or senior officers were
offered company shares that were given by
the senior shareholders. About 10 million
dollars were distributed. We always try to do
the same for senior officers as we do for staff
ashore.”

What is your opinion regarding shore leave?
“Shore leave is very important for the
psychology of the seafarers. We are very
concerned regarding the restrictions in the
US and we are actively discussing with the
US Coast Guard the security measures that
apply just to make sure that seafarers are
welcome again in the US. When seafarers
reach the US, they feel completely
unwelcome and are treated very badly. I
think it is a question of properly
communicating to the regulators what the
problem is. We need to concentrate our
efforts on making sure they understand
seafarers and what type of authority and
responsibilities they have. If the people
responsible for security understand fully the
job of a captain and of a chief engineer, and
their psychology, maybe they will have much
more respect for them.”

Crews in the US are considered guilty before
they even  arrive.
“Absolutely.”

Does V.Ships encourage officers to make the
transition from a life at sea to a life ashore. Do
you have a scheme to integrate them?
“Absolutely! In order for officers to respect
themselves they need to be proud of what
they are doing. They need to see how
important their job is on board the ship, but it
is also important for them to understand that
they are not only seafarers but also
managers of a small business. If a seafarer is
managing a ship today, tomorrow they can
manage an office! Take me, for example. I

“We need to view our crews as if they
were our clients. Every time you
construct a vessel you need to be
thinking of the crews that will be
running it. Without them, it will go
nowhere.”
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used to be a seafarer and today I am so lucky
as to be running the biggest ship
management company in the world. I am a
simple guy you know. I am not very
intelligent. I went to nautical college, like
everyone else. If I can do it, then anyone of
those people today at sea can do it.”

So a captain has to not only know how to
manage a ship but also know how to be a good
manager and a leader.
“Absolutely. He has to be a mentor. He has to
form his own team.”

Do you think anyone can become a captain or
does it take a certain personality with specific
traits?
“There are certain ingredients that one should
be looking for. The ideal manager has to a)
keep an open mind. b) Love to travel, that is,

move his family around. For this you must also
be so lucky as to have the right partner. My
wife is number one for me. c) Have effective
communication – it is important to be able to
communicate properly, and for this you have
to be able to listen. d) Have a positive attitude.
e) Always be willing to work hard. f) Have
respect for everyobody no matter their rank or
position and g) to believe in  transparency.

Psychology plays an important role,
especially when you are captain of a
cruiseship and so many lives depend on you.
Pilots are subjected to stringent psychometric
tests, do you think that these should also apply
to senior officers?
“That is an interesting question. We
implement certain tests, but nothing specially
for officers. I think performance evaluation is
important but sometimes it is not done in a
really objective way and sometimes the
people evaluating are not the best for the job,
and this leads to some dis-uniformity. I think
tests are helpful, but they must be taken with a
pinch of salt. I know people who if you
evaluate them according to the test, they
should never have gone through university or

they should never have found work and
today these same people are billionaires!”

The Queen of the North accident and it looks
like the SEA DIAMOND accident too, were
due to human error. Do you think it was due
to negligence or the wrong person at the
helm?
“80% of accidents are due to human error. I
think that  sometimes people become too
confident. It happens that they are not so
careful anymore because they grow so
accustomed to going through the same
route.”

You don't think that fatigue plays a role?
“I think that this is true in some cases, but
today fatigue is not so much of an issue as it
is being tackled much more efficiently than
before. Nowadays most accidents happen

because of lack of attention or believing that
things are in a certain way. Seafarers today
act as if they are on ‘autopilot’.”

Yes, but crews are becoming smaller and
this is a contributing factor to seafarer
fatigue.
“There was a time when crews became very
small, but now they are becoming larger
again. The industry is responding to the new
reality. The worst thing that happened to the
industry was to get rid of the radio operator.
He was a great guy to have around.”

Do you have a company policy regarding
crew numbers?
“We have a policy regarding cadet berth. We
always try to convince the shipowner to have at
least one or even several cadets on board.
Because if you don’t have any cadets, then
you are jeopardising your future growth as a
company. Crew numbers depend on tonnage,
training, cargo. Strictly speaking it should be
assessed on a case by case basis. We
regulate crew numbers when we go through
the risk assessment for each vessel,  in order to
ensure how to best manage the risk.”

What do you think is the main reason for
officer shortage? Criminalisation?
“Criminalisation is a contributing factor, but I
think that crew shortage is mainly due to the
growth of the economy in countries that were
traditionally supplying seafarers. In those
countries the growth of the economy was
such that people could find better jobs and
retribution ashore. Nowadays we seem to
have lost the appeal of the sea. Before, the
appeal of the seafarer profession was that at
sea you were master of your destiny. I
remember we were travelling from port to port
longing to visit new destinations, as we had
longer periods ashore, and less stringent
rules. In my days, we didn’t see so many
inspectors. The technical inspector would
come on board only on dry dock.” 

Do you think seafarers were more respected
in the old days?
“I think before there was much more
proudness for the seafarer profession. So it is
a question of re-establishing this proudness.
And to do that we need to make people
understand how vital the contribution of a
seafarer is to the economy. Seafarers need to
feel respected. And for this there needs to be a
collective approach. It is not for a single
individual, or for a single manager, or a
company to solve. But the industry as a whole
needs to start spending money on media
coverage and on advertising. We need to look
at other means of communicating. I believe
that Intercargo, Intertanko and Intermanager
will play an important role. I hope that
Intermanager will proliferate further in the
future because it has a good agenda to not
only improve the image of the industry but
also to educate kids at schools. It can have a
significant impact. People need to understand
that 90% of whatever we are eating reaches us
by ship.”

Do you think that you have been successful in
passing your love for the sea to your children?
“I want to believe that yes. I have two beautiful
daughters. The younger one hasn’t finished
school yet, whereas the older one has
completed her studies in personal relations.” 

Are any of your children pursuing a career in
shipping, even if it is ahore?
“The older one of my two daughters might.
She is very good at PR. For the time being she
wants to go to China to learn Mandarin. So
who knows, she might pursue a career closer
to shipping in the future!”  ß

“80% of accidents are due to human error. 
I think that  sometimes people become
too confident. It happens that they are
not so careful anymore because they
grow so accustomed to going through
the same route. Seafarers today act as if
they are on ‘autopilot’.”


