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A LONG WAY TO ASIA
On a containership from Malta to Malaysia
By Ennia Bosshard

To conduct fieldwork for my master thesis on genetically diverse seed for restoration and to
explore how Indigenous Peoples could establish sustainable livelihoods from collecting and
selling those seeds, I recently travelled to Malaysia with my boyfriend. In a fast-paced world
where everything is always accessible, we all have to make better decisions on how we travel
and, because flying is one of the major drivers of climate change, we decided to travel to
southeast Asia by containership. This was only possible because of the amazing support of our
crowdfunding community. During the 30-days long journey we crossed the Mediterranean, the
Suez canal and the Indian Ocean. We learned about the people who live on board and the global
trade across the Oceans, and we experienced the vastness between home and Malaysia.
Compared to the CO2 emissions of a flight from Zurich to Kuala Lumpur in Malaysia, the journey by
ship only caused six percent of the emissions. According to calculations by the shipping company, the
total CO2 emissions of this trip were 76 kg per person – compared to this, the 1’220 kg of a flight from
Zurich to Kuala Lumpur are unreasonable. Beyond the CO2 emissions, this journey was also about
discovering the vastness of the world, the oceans and time. We got a tiny glimpse of goods trading in
a globalized world, got to know the people who ship our goods around the world, and experienced the
vastness of the oceans. In a fast-paced world, we could discover the beauty of taking things slow and
admiring the little things that surround us. Instead of catapulting ourselves into a completely different
environment by plane within a few hours, we travelled south-east at contemplative, but steady 30
kilometers per hour. We had time to leave the known behind and to prepare for the unknown.
Almost all goods which we use in our daily lives are transported around the world on containerships:
our clothes, foods, furniture, computers, phones, medicines, cosmetics, tools - it’s an almost endless
list. Sometimes the containerships also transport passengers. The ship’s schedule can never be taken
for granted. Bad weather, cargo plans, or even strikes and viruses (such as corona) can lead to delays
and changes in route. On such a journey, the cargo is king, not the passenger. In our case, the departure
was delayed by ten days and we had to travel to Malta to get on board of the “CMA CGM CASSIOPEIA”
instead of embarking another ship in Genoa as was the original plan. The two other passengers on
board told us familiar stories: they too originally planned to embark other ships, in other ports. The extra
costs and uncertainties are inherently part of traveling by containership.
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Despite the stops in Lebanon, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, we did not get to see much
more than the gigantic ports, where the containers are unloaded and new ones put on board. It’s a
futuristic landscape, built for huge containers and trucks; humans look out of place here. Still, the
journey never became boring: Soon after our first stop in Beirut we crossed the Suez-canal, admiring
the Egyptian desert landscape, small villages and countless army troops on both sides. The impact of
the irrigation system was stunning: while the Sinai Peninsula looked mostly like dead desert, the
Egyptian side was flourishing with fields of green and plenty of palm trees.
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Life on board
During our journey, 26 men were working on board the Cassiopeia, and the Captain was accompanied
by his wife. They, and all the officers, were Croatian, while the crew were all Filipino. The crew usually
stays on board for between six and nine months at a time, after which they can go home for three to six
months. The wages are good and there are no expenses during the time on the ship – there is simply
nowhere to go. The daily routine was clearly structured and there was surprisingly much to do; countless
machines have to run properly, administrative work, navigation, cleaning, cooking. Due to the wind and
the salty sea water, the ship was literally rusting away under the crew's feet, so things had to be
removed and freshly painted.

Our daily routine was less structured and very relaxed – our only fixed points during the day were the
mealtimes. The Filipino chef was cooking delicious food which was due to the hard work of the crew
rather meat-heavy and high in calories. There was more luxury than expected: spacious rooms, a fitness
room, sun beds and a swimming pool. A few days after we had left the port of Jebel Ali in the United
Arab Emirates, the tiny (three meters long and two meters deep) pool was filled with filtered sea water
for a couple of days - the salinity was so high that we could just float in there. For proper swimming,
there would not have been enough room anyways. Internet was also available, but this was more
symbolic - it could take a few hours to load an email, never mind sending one.
The greatest luxury we had was time – endless seeming time to observe the clouds in the sky, to admire
the stars at night, to marvel at the small changes in the sea. On some days the sea was as smooth as
glass and could have also been just a large lake, on other days it was wild, windy and dark. From time
to time, we could see flying fish, jellyfish (and plastic), and in the Indian Ocean even dolphins jumping
out of the water curiously and playfully next to the ship. We could observe the bioluminescence a few
times at night, which made the waves shimmer in a mysterious blue-green light. Closer to the coasts,
seagulls accompanied us and every now and then we could see small fishing boats and gigantic other
cargo ships in the distance. Otherwise: blue as far as the eye can see.
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What was transported?
Already before the journey, we were curious about what the ship would transport from Europe to Asia.
Which goods, produced in Europe, are sold in Asia? Over 8’500 containers were loaded on the ship
during our journey. The maximum capacity of the Cassiopeia is 11’000 containers, each of which weighs
several tons even without a load. This is still far from the maximum: the largest ship of the French
shipping company CMA CGM has a capacity of over 21’000 containers. Unfortunately, not even the
captain himself knew what exactly was in the containers - for safety reasons, no one is allowed to know
what is in which container. The crew only knows about dangerous loads and perishable food. By taking
into account the weight of the containers however, they could assume that we mainly transported empty
containers to Southeast Asia and China to load them with goods for the Middle East and Europe.

Visiting the machine room
The machine room is loud and hot from the countless machines that keep the ship moving, filter water,
generate electricity for cooking, washing, light, air conditioning, internet. In addition, the multi-story
engine room is so large that I would have probably got lost in it alone. During our visit, the chief engineer
told us that the crew was busy for four days, 24 hours a day, cleaning the filter for the cooling water,
which is pumped directly from the sea. Over the past few decades, this has become an increasing
problem because the oceans are so polluted, especially in the Chinese Sea. Plastic and other smaller
particles clog the filter and thereby impair the function of the cooling water. The chief engineer had
witnessed the change during his decades of work at sea and was genuinely concerned about how the
oceans are changing. In the past, these filters only had to be cleaned thoroughly every five to ten years
- now the crew has to disassemble and clean the filters every year.

