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With more than a decade of excellence 

behind it, Synergy Marine Group celebrated its 

anniversary with a renewal of its commitment to 

the maritime industry while showcasing the 

milestones it has achieved over the years. 

 

The word ‘Surabhi’ has its origins in Sanskrit and  
denotes something that is lovely, excellent or  
charming. And so it must be said that Surabhi  
was the perfect title for the anniversary celebration  
of Synergy Marine Group (SMG), a company that  
is at the forefront of world-class technical ship  
management, training and innovative industry  
practices. The two-day event was held on  
September 18 and 19 at ITC Maurya, New Delhi,  
witnessing the coming together of the company’s  
management and staff along with special invitees,  
including the only media representative in the form  
of Maritime Matrix Today. 

 

Flagged off with a welcome address by Capt HS 

Swaminathan of Synergy and informative talks by 

industry luminaries on various subjects such as 

‘Pilot and the Bridge Team: Team Dynamics’ by 

John Martin, MD, Gard and ‘Collision at Sea: Legal 

Perspective’ by Clive Reed, Marine Casualty 

Consultant, Reed Maritime, the event was 

categorised into six sessions over two days, namely:  
• Navigational Safety  
• Safety Philosophy  
• Environmental Issues  
• Machinery Spaces Hazard and Cyber Technology  
• Media and CSR  
• Management Review and Feedback 

 

The chief guest on the occasion was Dr Malini 

Shankar, Director General of Shipping. In her talk, 

she said, “We all know that India has a long coastline 

of more than 7,500 km. We need to know that India 

has more than 154,000 active seafarers onboard 

Indian and foreign flagged ships. Moreover, this 

number has shown a healthy trend over the years. 

The share of Indian seafarers in the global 
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shipping industry has increased from about 6.5% in 

2010 to about 9.5% in 2017. This robust increase has 

been observed across cadres — ratings and officers, 

nautical and engineering. We know that over 80% of 

the incidents at sea occur due to human error. We 

need to know that several measures have been 

taken by the maritime administration to increase the 

quality of training. Besides enhancing e-governance 

and introducing online facilities for seafarers and 

maritime training institutions, we  
are strengthening the monitoring of performance 

parameters and engaging the MTIs in improving 

skillsets and attitudes of India seafarers.” 
 
 

“It is highly encouraging that companies like Synergy 

have exhibited their commitment to the cause of 

improving standards of training, both onboard and on 

shore. Recently, the Directorate General of Shipping 

(DGS) organised a leadership camp for select group 

of cadets, in collaboration with Synergy. A total of 

about 16 Maritime Training Institutes participated by 

sending 32 cadets to the camp  
near Lonavala. I spent two days at the camp 

which focussed on leadership development 

through a set of team-building exercises and 

games that promote critical thinking. I can say 

with confidence that there was a sea change in 

the participants over the two days — they entered 

timid and diffident, and they left brimming with 

self-confidence and verve,” she added.  
 

A few weeks earlier, the DGS — as part of its 

commitment to the residents of remote islands of 

Lakshadweep and Minicoy — organised an on-site 

training of potential seafarers. Commenting on this 

workshop, Dr. Shankar said, “I found that the 

islanders were natural seafarers; however, with the 

rigid STCW conventions and the increasing 

formalisation of documents, the boys were losing 

their jobs. They had to spend much money and 

long months away in the mainland, and the training 

they sometimes received was below par. In the 

wake of the reforms concerning the Continuous 

Discharge Certificate (CDC), we decided to 

organise a training camp both at Minicoy and at 

Lakshadweep. Synergy Group was one of the 

proactive participants of this collective effort. Over 

250 boys received their CDCs; we plan to conduct 

a job fair at Kavaratti in October and hopefully 

some of these boys will be recruited and be able to 

realise their dreams of sailing out at sea.”  
 

In the second session, Capt MC Maddayya, Regional 

Manager, Chevron (Singapore), spoke about 

assessment of a vessel’s safety performance from an 

oil company’s perspective while Capt Rajesh Unni, the 

founder and CEO of Synergy Group, highlighted the 

company’s safety philosophy. A presentation on 

mentoring onboard for Indian seafarers was made by 

DG Shipping while the ‘partner slots’ were taken 
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up by Capt Katsuya Abe of Nissen Kaiun, Martin 

Ackerman, CEO, BW LPG Pte Ltd, and Akira Sasa, 

General Manager (Tankers), MOL. Elaborating about 

the importance of happiness index, Ackerman said, 

“We are not here for the cheapest operating 

expenses but fundamental values. Partnerships 

enable us to develop together.” Driving home the 

issue of safety, Sasa emphasized that “Safety is the 

primary key element in our business. And it is good 

to note that Synergy has a great safety culture. We 

need to walk together to improve our services and 

transfer our expertise to the next generation.” 

 

On this occasion, Bala Sankaran, Co-CEO of 

Alpha Ori Technologies introduced his maritime 

technology start-up, and its product lines. 

SMARTShip was introduced as a flagship product 

which utilises IoT, machine learning and cloud 

computing to enhance operational efficiency, 

driving remote operations and achieve highest 

levels of safety for the maritime industry. Increase 

in data bandwidth and availability of enabling 

technology were highlighted as key drivers for use 

of technology in maritime space. Sankaran 

concluded the presentation by highlighting the 

importance of engaging people while the maritime 

industry takes a leap with technology and showed 

a glimpse of what Ship Management 2.0 might 

look like with their new product Vessel Operating 

Command and Control Centre (VOCC), scheduled 

for release early next year. 

 
Engaging the audience with his and the company’s 

philosophies, Capt Rajesh Unni spoke about the 

overall market sentiment in relation to mergers and 

acquisitions. “Resilience is important. Give people 

the power of ownership. We owe it to each other to 

build a better index of happiness,” he said. The first 

day of the event also witnessed the inauguration of 

iCALL service, an initiative of Capt Unni and 

launched by Dr Malini Shankar. This  
is a multilingual helpline to aid depressed crew 

of any marine company and is available in nine 

different languages via phone, email and the 

chat-based medical support app nULTA. The 

service is confidential and anonymous. 

 
“Numerous studies into the psychological health of 

seafarers have shown that large numbers of seafarers 

suffer from obvious manifestations of impaired 

psychological wellbeing such as social isolation and 

depression. That’s why we decided to create a 

counselling centre for anybody who’s sailing. It is also 

available to shore-based personnel anywhere in the 

world. iCALL currently has 14 counsellors, all located at 

the Tata Institute of Social Sciences (TISS) in Mumbai, 

to ensure peer support, supervision and standard 

professional counselling services.  
It is important to note that 5.9% of all deaths at sea 

are proven suicides. If the suspicious cases of 
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probable suicides, seafarers that went missing at 

sea, are considered, then this figure jumps to 18.3% 

which means almost one in five deaths at sea is a 

suicide. By any standards, that is terrible. Compare 

this to deaths ashore, where only 1% of deaths are 

attributable to suicides. There is no disputing we 

have a genuine problem here,” stressed Capt Unni. 

 
The first day also had a slot called ‘Samvaad’, a 

Hindi word for discussion. It was introduced to seek 

out fresh ideas to improve safety management 

processes in the company and focused on several 

issues such as whether the navigation checklists are 

easy to use; does fatigue affect navigational watch; 

are CPA and TCPA requirements set by the master 

practical to follow in all ocean regions; is the 

transition to ECDIS still a challenge, etc.  
 

Presentation titled ‘Spaceship Earth: Mitigation 

Measures, Challenges and Opportunities’ was 

presented by Marijan Samardzic, Regional Chief 

Executive (India, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, Bureau 

Veritas) followed by a talk on Global Revolution and 

its effect on the maritime industry by Dr Abdul Rahim 

of ClassNK. The session ended with a talk by 

Antonios Vrondissis, VP, Navios Tankers 

Management Inc, who provided the ‘partners’ view’. 

In his talk, Samardzic said, “While we are very well 

aware of difficulties, challenges and cost of 

implementation of new environmental regulation that 

IMO and national governments are imposing, the 

intention of this paper is to bring to our attention what 

would be the alternative: us as a society to do too 

less too late to address climate change.”  
 

In his speech, Dr Abdul Rahim, Regional Manager, 

ClassNK, said, “Several new regulations have been 

taking shape in recent years. Some of the 

regulations that will become practically in force soon 

are the Ballast Water Management (BWM) 

regulation, Green House Gas (GHG) regulation and 

the Sulphur Oxide (SOx) and Particulate Matter (PM) 

regulation. The BWM Regulation that came into force 

on 8 September 2017 has two components: 

Regulation D1 and D2. Regulation D1 employs the 

‘flow through’ method which is already in place. 

Regulation D2 requires the fitting of ballast water 

treatment systems (BWTS) onboard.”  
 

“Come 8 September 2024, all ships must comply 

with D2, which means a BWTS must be fitted on 

board by this date. It is advisable to fit the BWTS as 

soon as possible without waiting for the due date 

because the availability of both the BWTS and the 

ship repair facility to do the retrofit work may be 

tricky. About 12-15% of the world fleet of bulk 

carriers, oil tankers and container ships is above the 

age of 15 as of today. By the time the regulation 

kicks in, these ships will be above 20 years and 

almost all have to be scrapped,” he added. 
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“SOx and PM regulation will come into force on 1 

January 2020. That means all vessels must use 

low sulphur fuel with sulphur content less than  
0.5% outside emission control areas (ECA). As an 

exemption, the current heavy fuel oil having 3.5% 

sulphur (HSFO) may continue to be used provided 

mitigating measures are taken such as fitting of an 

exhaust gas cleaning system (EGCS), for example a 

SOx scrubber. As you may know, 0.1% sulphur limit 

is already applied in ECA from 2015. Currently there 

is an uncertainty as to which option is better: fit an 

EGCS or go for low sulphur-compliant fuel oil. Fitting 

a scrubber may give a somewhat definite cost 

projection for capex, though high, and opex. 

However, the cost implications of using low sulphur 

fuel oil may not yet be definite as it depends on 

many parameters such as the easy availability of fuel 

beyond 2020,” Dr Rahman said.  
 

UVR Krishnan, Director, SMPL, spoke about 

high hazard machineries while Mike Holliday, 

Marine and Offshore Manager, Lloyd’s Register, 

elaborated upon the need for digitalisation in the 

maritime industry. A presentation on Cyber 

Security – Maritime Challenges, was made by 

Kan Pak Leng, CTO, ST Electronics, Singapore.  
 

Dr Sairam K, Technical Superintendent, MOL 

Synergy Marine (India), highlighted the importance 

of equipment safety through a real-life case study 

of a minor fire that occurred over the main engine 

exhaust pipe due to paint spillage. “It was an 

unsafe act to keep paint on a hot surface,” he said. 

Dr Sairam’s suggestion was that all surfaces with 

temperature above 220 degrees Celsius should be 

covered with suitable insulation. 

 

The next session had a presentation on media 

training by Pat Adamson, MTI Network, followed 

by a focus on Synergy’s CSR activities by Lijo 

Chacko, Head of CSR – SMG. Mr Chacko’s 

presentation highlighted ‘Severity of the situation’, 

‘What Synergy is doing’, and ‘What can be done’. 

He also provided iCALL details.  
 

Capt M. Sairaj, Managing Director, Synergy Navis 

Marine (P) Ltd anchored the event. ‘Surabhi’ came to 

a conclusion with the presentation of long service 

awards, feedback from participants and a vote  
of thanks. As Sanjoy Tewary, Director, Synergy 

Maritime Recruitment Services, and overall Event 

Coordinator of Surabhi 2018, put it, “The change in 

venue from the south where our events were held 

earlier to the north of India made it more 

interesting for the target groups who would not 

have anticipated the element of surprise and 

novelty. Also, the change goes well with our 

commitment to have a pan-India presence for 

attracting the best talent to our organisation.”  
MMT 
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Driven by Value, Not Numbers 
 

For a company to grow as rapidly as the Synergy 

Marine Group, it is not about merely adding ships and 

people to the roster. Rather, as Captain Rajesh Unni 

says in this interview: It is the creating of a brand with 

strong faith in the team that spearheads growth. 
 
As the founder of the Synergy Group, Capt Rajesh Unni 

formulates and oversees the execution of all business 

strategies and objectives. Under his able leadership and 

farsighted vision, the group has grown from a small ship 

management company to the current size within a very short 

span of time. Unni, backed with his extensive background in 

shipping, has held senior management positions with a 

leading Hong Kong and Singapore-based ship management 

companies in the past. He founded Synergy Maritime in 2006 

and subsequently the other group companies. 

 
Starting as a deck cadet, he took command of his first 

ship at the age of 26 before moving ashore in 2000 to work 

in Hong Kong. Just six years later he founded Synergy 

Group. Its expansion since has been impressive and, more 

recently, accelerating. And, with Synergy managing 

multiple new building projects for existing owners and 

further organic growth anticipated, Capt Unni expects the 

fleet of bulkers, oil tankers, chemical tankers, gas carriers 

and container ships to swell to well over 225 during 2019. 

Excerpts from the interview… 

 
Could you elaborate about Synergy Group’s operations?  
With offices located around the world, Synergy now employs 

more than 7,000 shore and sea -going personnel and trains 

thousands of officers and ratings each year at state-of-the art 

centres located in Manila and Chennai. In terms of where we 

want to be, we want to be seen as a brand that people aspire 

to be. Whether it is 50 ships or 400 ships, the key driver, or the 

key motivation, is what is deliverable on service and quality. 

Big is only beautiful if economies of scale are achieved without 

compromising on tailored services and loss of management 

efficiency. I don’t think it would be long before people start 

talking about diseconomies of scale, where there are too many 

layers of management, lack of control and too many locations. 

 
What is the philosophy that drives Synergy?  
It’s about offering better returns. It’s about growth and the 

stakeholders involved with you. We should be seen setting 

a benchmark. And we would like to partner and team up 

with like-minded individuals. Growth should not come at the 

cost of the deliverables. We want Synergy to become a 

brand reference. I believe numbers are just a by-product of 

this growth curve. 
 
What are your business strategies?  
Ship management is our core focus and the way we can use or 

leverage technology to enhance safe ship board operations 

makes for the larger picture. That’s how we are connected to 

use technology in a responsible manner. I believe that 

operational and resource capacity and flexibility are far more 

important in terms of delivering for customers, especially for 

clients that are expanding. In terms of economies of scale, a lot 

of people talk about purchasing benefits. But honestly, that’s 

not such a game-changer. If you have a very good negotiations 

team you can still manage to achieve a lot irrespective of your 

size. The benefits of scale are in liquidity. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

How has technology made management easier?  
I think the technology is there but is it mature enough to run a 

600-ship platform? I don’t think it is there yet. But I am 

confident that in the near future technology will help people 

manage scale a lot better and still provide customised service. 

 
Your company is known for promoting gender equality. 

Could you elaborate? 
Improving the efficiency of crew recruitment is critical to expansion 

and this goes hand-in-hand with promoting gender equality at sea 

and employing more women across the Synergy Group. Over the 

last year the company has increased the number of female 

seafarers deployed across its fleet by 200%. We have also kick-

started a recruitment drive in the Philippines with the placement of 

the first female cadet on a gas tanker. As of now, we only have a 

handful of women sailing officers but we want to double that this 

year if we can find the right talent. 

 
What steps have been taken by Synergy for the welfare 

of seafarers? 

When someone told me that the number of cases of seafarers 

suffering from depression and other mental illnesses has been 

on the increase, it was alarming. In our profession, it is very 

easy to slip into negative thinking, stressors like anxiety or 

social isolation could be the possible catalysts, and that’s 

where teamwork and the need for creating a support system of 

friends onboard is vitally important. We have to Stop 

stigmatizing mental illnesses. 

 
We decided to work on a multilingual psychosocial helpline and 

collaborated with TISS to set up a dedicated, free 

psychological helpline for seafarers in nine different languages. 

This is not just for employees of the Synergy Group but for the 

world maritime community at large. Another initiative which we 

are closely working on is the social exclusion of seafarers 

declared unfit for sea-service or those who have passed away 

when on leave. These are forgotten heroes, we have identified 

a few such cases and are providing the seafarer/his family ex-

gratia monetary assistance and are looking at creating a 

sustainable source of livelihood, in the long run! 

 
What is your personal philosophy about life and work?  
In a nutshell, I think for me the bigger purpose of life is to 

be able to add value to the society around you. That is 

more important than looking at the balance-sheet and the 

profit and loss statement every day. At the end of the day, if 

you are not able to look back and say you gave more than 

what you took from this world, then for me I would have a 

sense of dissatisfaction. 
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Seafarers’ Voices 
 

Here are some comments, reflections and observations from team members of the Synergy Group 
 

 
Capt Shankar Ayyar, based in Chennai  
I’m with Synergy since 2008 and have been sailing on container vessels. Synergy is a family; you don’t 

feel it’s like a company but more like home. It has grown phenomenally well without compromising on any 

of its core values. It’s still very easy to approach the top level of management. They always support the 

family and it is this personal touch that is very endearing. 
 
 
 
 

 
Capt Mridul Upadhyay, based in Deolali  
I have been with Synergy since 2008 and my first posting with the company was as a chief officer on 

a container ship. I believe I am a brand ambassador for the company which has always been so good 

with its staff members and their families. I also particularly like the fact that the company is engaged 

in a lot of philanthropic activities. There is a lot of bonding and it never seems like work alone. As for 

this particular event, it’s a good platform for both seafarers and the shore members to interact. 

 
 
 
 

 
Chief Engineer Kali Charan, based in Vadodara  
I have been sailing on Synergy’s oil and chemical carriers since 2014. In my opinion, Synergy is very 

different and distinguished from other shipping companies. Apart from managing ships, the management is 

keen to promote human values and inculcate goodness, kindness and empathy amongst the shore and 

sailing staff. The right culture and ideas propagate from the top management, especially from Capt Rajesh 

Unni. As of now I am excited since I will soon take command of my operations on a brand new Chevron 

ship, an oil-cum-chemical 50,000 tonner. 

 
 
 
 

 
Capt Ashwin Verma, based in Chandigarh  
I have been sailing with Synergy’s oil tankers since 2013. Of all the companies I have worked with, since I 

started my career in 1996, Synergy has given me a lot of happiness and satisfaction. I get a lot of shore 

support here which is essential for a captain. There is a lot of empathy for seafarers. This particular event 

has been interesting since I have gained a lot of knowledge from the experts who have spoken on various 

subjects, including technology. 

 
 
 
 

 
Chief Engineer Rishi Aggarwal, based in Panchkula  
I started sailing as chief engineer from January 2015 on chemical and product tankers. My overall 

experience with the company has been excellent. I feel so much at home here. And the best part is that 

the company also manages your personal or family issues. For instance, we were about to sail in less 

than 12 hours from a port in Europe when I was informed of a medical emergency at my house. The 

superintendent onboard took over my responsibilities till the next port and I was immediately relieved. 

 
 
 
 

 
Technical Manager Hariprasad N, based in Chennai  
I joined as a Technical Superintendent in 2009. The best thing about Synergy is its work environment. The top 

management is easily approachable not only for professional but even personal family matters. There is no 

blame culture. This creates a very positive work environment. Synergy had taken a very good decision by 

setting up base in Chennai and this model is now being followed by other shipping companies. The fact that 

Synergy offers a high concentration of services in one place leads to more convenience for our customers. 
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