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ICHCA INTERNATIONAL LIMITED is an independent, non-political international membership 
organisation, whose membership comprises corporations, individuals, academic institutions 
and other organisations involved in, or concerned with, the international transport and cargo 
handling industry. 
 
With an influential membership in numerous countries, ICHCA International’s objective is the 
improvement of efficiency in cargo handling by all modes of transport, at all stages of the 
transport chain and in all regions of the world.  This object is achieved inter-alia by the 
dissemination of information on cargo handling to its membership and their international 
industry. 
 
ICHCA International enjoys consultative status with a number of inter-governmental 
organisations.  It also maintains a close liaison and association with many non-governmental 
organisations.  
 
ICHCA International has an Honorary President, a nine person Board and National Sections 
in various countries, together with an International Registered Office in the U.K.  The office’s 
primary role is to co-ordinate the activities of the organisation.  It has an International Safety 
Panel and an International Research Panel.  The Registered Office maintains a unique and 
comprehensive database of cargo handling information, publishes bi-monthly electronic 
newsletters, an annual hard copy report and operates a dedicated technical enquiry service, 
which is available to members. It also organises a biennial Conference. 
 
Studies are undertaken and reports are periodically issued on a wide range of subjects of 
interest and concern to members and their industry.   
 
 
ICHCA International Limited  Tel:  +44 (0) 1708 735295 
Suite 2, 85 Western Road,  Fax:  +44 (0) 1708 735225 
Romford, Essex, RM1 3LS  Email:  info@ichcainternational.co.uk 
United Kingdom   Website: www.ichcainternational.co.uk
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The International Safety Panel Briefing Pamphlet series consists of the following pamphlets: 
 
No. 1 International Labour Office (ILO) Convention No. 152 Occupational Safety and 

Health in Dockwork (revised) 
No. 2  Ships Lifting Plant (revised) 
No. 3  The International Maritime Dangerous Goods (IMDG) Code (revised)) 
No. 4  Classification Societies (Revised) 
No. 5  Container Terminal Safety 
No. 6  Guidance on the Preparation of Emergency Plans (under revision) 
No. 7  Safe Cleaning of Freight Containers (under revision) 
No. 8  Safe Working on Container Ships 
No. 9  Safe Use of Flexible Intermediate Bulk Containers (FIBCs) (Revised) 
No. 10  Safe Working at Ro-Ro Terminals 
No. 11  The International Convention for Safe Containers (CSC) 
No. 12  Safety Audit System for Ports 
No. 13  The Loading and Unloading of Solid Bulk Cargoes 
No. 14   The Role of the Independent Marine Surveyor in Assisting Claims Handling 
No. 15  Substance Abuse  
No. 16  Safe Use of Textile Slings 
No. 17  Shore Ramps and Walkways 
No. 18  Port State Control 
No. 19  Safe Handling of Interlocked Flats 
No. 20  Unseen Dangers in Containers 
No. 21  Stow it right 
  
The International Safety Panel Research Paper series consists of the following research 
papers: 
 
No. 1  Semi-Automatic Twistlocks (under revision) 
No. 2  Fumes in Ships Holds (revised) 
No. 3  Health & Safety Assessments in Ports (under revision) 
No. 4  Container Top Safety, Lashing and Other Related Matters 
No. 5  Port & Terminal Accident Statistics (under revision) 
No. 6 Safe Handling of Radioactive Materials in Ports and Harbour Areas (under 

revision) 
No. 7  Ship Design Considerations for Stevedore Safety (under revision 
No. 8  Safe Walkways in Port & Terminal Areas 
No. 9  Personal Protective Equipment & Clothing 
 
 
The International Safety Panel Technical/Operational Advice series consists of the following: 

No. 1  Vertical Tandem Lifting of Freight Containers 
No. 1A  Vertical Tandem Lifting – Operations Checklist 
 
Plasticised Pocket Cards 
 
IIL/1 Dangerous Goods by Sea Documentation 
IIL/2 Dangerous Goods by Sea: The IMDG Code Labels, Placards, Marks and 

Signs 
 
Other titles in all the series are in preparation 
 

This publication is one of a series developed by the International Safety Panel ("Safety 
Panel") of ICHCA International Limited ("ICHCA").  The series is designed to inform those 
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involved in the cargo-handling field of various practical health and safety issues.  ICHCA 
aims to encourage port safety, the reduction of accidents in port work and the protection of 
port workers' health.  

ICHCA prepares its publications according to the information available at the time of 
publication.  This publication does not constitute professional advice nor is it an exhaustive 
summary of the information available on the subject matter to which the  
publication refers.  The publication should always be read in conjunction with the  
relevant national and international legislation and any applicable regulations, standards and 
codes of practice. Every effort is made to ensure the accuracy of the information but neither 
ICHCA nor any member of the Safety Panel is responsible for any loss, damage, costs or 
expenses incurred (whether or not in negligence) arising from reliance on or interpretation of 
the publication.   

The comments set out in this publication are not necessarily the views of ICHCA or any 
member of the Safety Panel 

All rights reserved.  No part of this publication may be reproduced or copied without ICHCA's 
prior written permission.  For information, contact ICHCA's registered office.  
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The International Safety Panel is composed of safety and training officers and directors, 
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the subject area from around the world. 
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Peter van der Kluit, THE NETHERLANDS 
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Larry Liberatore, OSHA, USA 
Shimon Lior, Israel Ports, Development and Assets, ISRAEL 
Eric Luca, ECT, THE NETHERLANDS 
Richard Marks, Royal Haskoning, UK 
Joachim Meifort, Hamburger Hafen-u Lagerhaus A-G, GERMANY 
Marios Meletiou, ILO, SWITZERLAND 
John Miller, Mersey Docks & Harbour Company, UK 
Al le Monnier, ILWU, CANADA 
Eric Noterman, P&O/PSA, BELGIUM 
Pedro J. Roman Nunez, Puertos del Estado, SPAIN 
John Nicholls, UK  
Nic Paines, Gordon, Giles & Coy Ltd, UK 
Benoit Passard, PEMA, SWEDEN 
Mick Payze, AUSTRALIA 
Irfan Rahim, International Maritime Organization, UK 
Captain Peter Lundahl Rasmussen, BIMCO, DENMARK 
Risto Repo, Accident Investigation Bureau of Finland, FINLAND 
Capt. Hans-Jürgen Roos, Gauss, GERMANY 
Raymond van Rooyan, SAPO, SOUTH AFRICA 
Ron Signorino, The Blueoceana Company, Inc., USA 
Armin Steinhoff, Behörde für Arbeit, Hamburg, GERMANY 
Bala Subramaniam, India 
Andrew Synnott, Patrick Stevedoring, AUSTRALIA 
Markus Theuerholz, MacGregor-Conver, GERMANY 
Hubert Vanleenhove, Hessanatie, BELGIUM 
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Evert Wijdeveld, Environmental & Safety Affairs, Deltalinqs, THE NETHERLANDS (Deputy 
Chairman) 
Bill Williams, Maersk Inc. USA 
 
OBSERVERS:  

Capt. Jim McNamara, National Cargo Bureau, Inc., USA 
  Charles Visconti, International Cargo Gear Bureau, Inc., USA 
 
CORRESPONDING/ASSOCIATED MEMBERS: 
  Gerrit Laubscher, Estivar pty, SOUTH AFRICA 
  Paul Ho, HIT, HONG KONG 
  Paul Rossi, OSHA, USA 

Richard Day, Transport Canada, CANADA 
Samuel Ng, Maritime Department, HONG KONG 

 
 
The above lists those persons who were members of the Panel when the pamphlet 
was published.   However, membership does change and a list of current members 
can always be obtained from the ICHCA International Secretariat. 
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Steven Vereecke is a 34-year-old osteopath D.O., living in Gooreind, nearby Antwerp, 
Flanders in Belgium. After his high school in science and sports he graduated as a 
physiotherapist in 1992.  He then worked in his own practice for almost 10 years as a 
physiotherapist and at the Emergency Centre of the Port of Antwerp. He mostly treated there 
people after an industrial accident in the harbour. While he worked, he also studied to 
become a manual therapist and after that he started his six year studies to become an 
osteopath. He graduated as an osteopath D.O. in 2002. Due to his experience with the 
typical medical problems of the dockworkers, Hesse Noord Natie asked him to participate in 
their joint study with Medimar on how to prevent neck-and back problems for crane drivers. 
In 2003 he ended his job at the emergency centre to concentrate on the project involving the 
crane drivers. He has his own practice in the north of Antwerp where he works with 7 other 
medical therapists – psychologist, dietician, speech therapist, physiotherapists. 
 
At this point, he’s still active with more specialised training, such as Phytotherapy, a therapy 
based on herbs and mineral supplies, and orthomolecular medicine. 
 
In addition to his own practice and the coordination of the project with Hesse – Noord Natie 
he is also a member of the Board of Examination for the Casuistic Examination of the 
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RESEARCH PROJECT ON BACK PAIN AMONGST CONTAINER CRANE 
DRIVERS 

 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 In 2002 the stevedoring company Hesse – Noord Natie (HNN), based in Antwerp, 

Belgium, was confronted with a serious shortage of container crane drivers due to a 
very high level of absenteeism. The main reasons for this absenteeism were physical 
neck and back conditions of the drivers. 

 
1.2 The company and its Service for Industrial Medicine were looking for ways to tackle 

the situation with the aim of reducing the causal conditions and decreasing this 
absenteeism. It was decided to develop a project to investigate the problem and find 
solutions. 

 
1.3 This Research Paper details that project and its outcome and conclusions. The 

results achieved were astonishing. 
 
2. ELABORATION 
 
2.1 The project was established in cooperation with HNN’s Service for Industrial 

Medicine, “Medimar”. 
 
2.2 The company doctor made an evaluation of the situation and pinpointed the problem 

issues. 
 
2.3 The sitting position while working in cranes was considered to be the root cause of 

the crane drivers’ neck and back conditions. Medimar spent a lot of effort investigating 
how to improve the sitting position in cranes and provide a more ergonomic sitting 
position. 

 
2.4 However, it was concluded that, in the short term, there were no options for alleviating 

the poor conditions and absenteeism by altering the sitting position in the cranes. 
 
2.5 HNN contacted colleagues in other ports, who were all confronted with the same 

problem, and it was finally decided to start with a unique project. 
 
2.6 To make sure that they had a correct view of the possible results, a roadmap was 

prepared, with different steps and physical examinations before and after the project. 
 
3. INQUIRY 
 
3.1 The first step in the project was an inquiry to all crane drivers, asking them about their 

specific conditions. This inquiry was totally confidential and organised by the medical 
department of the port. 

 
3.2 The inquiry asked questions on: 

  
3.2.1 Personal data 

• Height 
• Weight 
• Age                                                                                                          1 
• Years of experience working in cranes 
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• Medication 
• Possible sports and how many hours a week 
• Distances of over 50 km travelled in a car in a day 
• General well-being 

3.2.2 Neck conditions 
• Whether the crane driver had neck conditions or not 
• How long had the neck conditions existed 
• Frequency of neck-pain 
• Frequency on annual basis 
• How long did the period of pain last 
• Urgent blockages 
• Operations 
• Accidents 
• Restrictions of movement 

 
3.2.3 Shoulder complaints 

• (same questions as 3.2.2) 
 

3.2.4 Lower back 
• (same questions as 3.2.2) 

 
3.2.5 Ergonomic profile 

• Type of crane being operated 
• Whether the same crane is always operated 
• Number of hours per day spent “sitting” 
• Whether the work performed includes light physical efforts 
• Whether the work performed includes heavy physical efforts 
• Number of hours per month subjected to vibrations 

 
3.2.6 Evaluation of the crane 

• Comfort of sitting 
• Chair adjustments 
• Insertion of the chair in the cabin 
• Support for arms and feet 
• Control of the crane 
• Instruments 
• Noise discomfort 
• Vibrations 

 
3.2.7 Personal discomforts 

• Noise 
• Visibility 
• Working rhythm 
• Air conditioning 
• View on working situation, visibility of the working environment 
• Concentration 
 

3.3 About 70% of the crane drivers replied. The responses led to profiles of the drivers 
which gave a clear view on the real problem issues. 

 
2 

4. OBJECTIVES                                                                                                            
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4.1 There was more than one objective of this project. 
 
4.2 Due to all the medical conditions, HNN was confronted with a serious problem of 

demotivation. Consequently, the objectives of the project were –  
 

• First, HNN needed to improve morale  
• Next, it had to deal with the conditions leading to the absenteeism  
• Finally it also had to work on prevention to avoid future conditions 

developing. 
 
5. PERSONNEL INTERVIEWS 
 
5.1 All crane drivers were invited in small groups for a talk with the dispatcher responsible 

for their operation. This talk included a discussion of all their working problems. The 
aim, in cooperation with the drivers, was to look for possible solutions or innovations. 

 
5.2 These talks were very important to the crane drivers as they got the feeling that 

someone listened to them and understood their problems. 
 
6. OUTCOME 
 
6.1 Adjustments
 

6.1.1 When possible, small adjustments and repairs were made in the cranes, seats 
were repaired or replaced, air conditioning was adjusted, etc. 

 
6.2 Seats
 

6.2.1 In cooperation with a delegation of crane drivers, HNN looked for more 
suitable and better seats for its newly ordered cranes. They decided to go for 
the hanging chair supplied by Merford. 

 
6.2.2 The new Merford Chair was chosen after an investigation involving the crane 

drivers, ergonomics and those responsible in PSA – HNN together with the 
port medical service. 

 
6.2.3 24 cranes of PSA group in Antwerp have already been equipped with this type 

of seat. One old crane cabin has been rebuilt to put in the Merford Chair, but 
this is not possible for all of the older cranes. Crane cabins need to have both 
enough space and a strong roof construction to be able to accommodate it. 
The cost of the Merford Chair is about €11,000. 

 
6.2.4 All new cranes will be equipped with the Merford Chair (see figures 1/2). 

 
6.3 Therapy - consideration 
 

6.3.1 At the same time, HNN also looked for a therapy to decrease neck and back 
conditions in both the short and long term.                                                     

 
6.3.2 The inquiry showed that a lot of crane drivers had undergone therapy 

privately, in order to reduce their medical condition (physiotherapy, medication 
and traction table).                                                                                             3           
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6.3.3 After a study of different therapies1, HNN and Medimar decided to go for 
osteopathy as being the most suitable choice. Osteopathy was medically 
accepted and when the financial and economic aspects were considered as 
well, it was thought to be the best therapy. 

 
6.3.4 With osteopathy, crane drivers: 

• Needed less therapy compared with other therapies 
• Have less absenteeism 
• Have higher labour contentment because they are no longer hindered 

when carrying out their job 
 

6.3.5 Osteopathy was also the best choice financially as - 
 

• Fewer sessions with the therapist were needed 
• Osteopathy not only treated existing problems but also works in a 

preventative way. 
 
6.4 Therapy - methodology
 

6.4.1 The osteopath and Medimar organised information sessions for the crane 
drivers. In those sessions, the drivers were given an anatomical explanation of 
their conditions. It was also explained to them how to adjust their chair in a 
more ergonomic way. 

 
6.4.2 The osteopath explained the principles of his therapy and gave examples of 

exercises to be done at home. 
 

6.4.3 About 80% of the crane drivers attended these information sessions. 
 

6.4.4 After this session, the company doctor performed a small medical examination 
in order to get a complete overview of all the medical conditions. 

 
6.4.5 This was necessary to be able to evaluate the project afterwards. 

 
6.4.6 All crane drivers had the option to make an appointment with the osteopath 

during the whole year of the study. 
 

6.4.7 First phase consisted mainly in solving existing conditions. Crane drivers with 
existing conditions were given priority for treatment, so that they could perform 
their job again as soon as possible. 

 
6.4.8 In a second phase, the osteopath was able to work on prevention of such 

conditions. In accordance with the general principles of osteopathy, all matters 
relating to the body that could eventually lead to conditions were solved. 

 
6.4.9 Appointments were made on a voluntary basis but were paid for by HNN. 

However, the appointments had to take place before or after working hours.    
 

6.4.10  Frequency of treatment was decided by the osteopath, in relation to the 
needs of the individual crane driver.                                                              4 

 
7. RESULTS 
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7.1 After one year, a second inquiry took place 
 
7.2 The results received were that – 
 

• 45% of the crane drivers had osteopathic treatment. 
• The osteopath had performed 286 treatments, with an average of 7 treatments for 

each crane driver 
• 87% of the crane drivers said that they had good results from their treatment. 
• 94.81% of the crane drivers had adjusted their seats with good results. 
• 83.6% of the crane drivers carried out the exercises from the information sessions 

on a regular basis. 
• In their private time, 60% of the crane drivers undertook more physical activities 

(taking the stairs, cycling etc). 
• 51.6% of the crane drivers had adjusted their way of life in a positive sense (food, 

rest, sports etc). 
 
7.3 All those actions led to enormous results – 
 

• 50.5% decrease of neck and back complaints 
• 32% decrease in absenteeism 
• Three other important benefits were: 

o Acute problems received immediate treatment 
o There was an increase in labour contentment due to the decrease in 

adverse physical conditions 
o Due to the decrease of absenteeism, the pool of crane drivers did not 

suffer any more shortages, so there was a better distribution of the tasks. 
 
8. SEQUEL 
 
In September 2005, PSA – HNN started a similar project in Zeebrugge for the crane drivers 
for CHZ (Container Handling Zeebrugge).  The crane drivers will be offered osteopathy and 
the ergonomic adjustments will be made to the cranes. 
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                                   Figure 1 – the Merford Chair 
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                                                      Figure 2 – The Merford Chair 
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