MEDICAL SAILING DIRECTIONS OF THE NORTHERN SEA ROUTE
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The Arctic territory of Russia is a very important strategic and economic region. The state policy emphasizes the particular importance of developing and supporting the Arctic regions. The authors determined the goal — to assess the degree of medical availability of the territories of the Northern Sea Route (NSR). Based on the goal, the following tasks were set: to assess the structure of medical institutions in ports on the coast of the Arctic Ocean; to identify the level of training of medical personnel on the specifics of maritime medicine in these medical institutions; to check how the incidence, injuries and mortality of seafarers are reflected in the reports; and to assess the presence of domestic and international exchange of information on Arctic marine medicine. Based on the analysis of the medical base of the northern coast of the Russian Federation, both positive aspects and problems that may arise when providing medical care are indicated. In the Western sector of the NSR, large multidisciplinary hospitals are concentrated in the ports, providing fully specialized medical care. Medical care in the eastern regions can be provided by general practitioners in local outpatient clinics, or by departmental health care only in the form of primary health care. The provision of specialized medical care is possible only with the use of air ambulance, with the evacuation of the needy in large district hospitals located hundreds of kilometers away. A number of problems have been identified, which are especially characteristic of the Eastern sector of the NSR: huge distances between ports, most hospitals are old, insufficient medical personnel (especially for emergency medical care), interdepartmental coordination of the management of healthcare institutions is necessary, medical documentation does not comply with international convention rules. An attempt was made to comprehend the tasks facing health authorities in terms of protecting the health of seafarers and water professions when they work on the polar route.
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The Arctic is a unique part of our country. Colossal resources are concentrated there, which allow developing the Russian economy [1, p. 149–171; 2, p. 67–87]. At the same time, it is a severe cold region, covering 8 constituent entities of the Russian Federation, included in 4 federal districts, sparsely populated, with poor infrastructure [3, p. 50-51; 4, p. 7-13; 5, p. 24–28].

The length of the Northern Sea Route (NSR) is more than six thousand kilometers. The rout runs along the seven polar seas of Russia [6, p. 37-57; 7, p. 8-14; 8, p. 27–32]. In 2017, 85 years of its development by Russian sailors and polar explorers were celebrated. In 2015, the Government of Russia approved a project for the comprehensive development of the NSR. According to this document, over 15 years, freight turnover through the NSR should increase 20 times and reach 80 million tons [9, p. 22-26; 10, p. 8–9].

In light of the tasks set for the NSR development, we, together with scientists from the North-West State Medical University, made an attempt to take the first step in understanding the tasks facing the health authorities in terms of protecting the health of seafarers and water professions when they work on the polar route.

In world practice, medical care for seafarers is carried out on the basis of the Convention of the International Labor Organization (ILO) No. 164 "On healthcare and medical care for seafarers", adopted in 1987 at the ILO general conference. This Convention provides for the establishment of a health center for seafarers, special treatment and preventive services in seaports, training of medical personnel on the specifics of maritime medicine, collection and evaluation of statistical materials on morbidity, injuries, disabilities, and mortality among seafarers, international exchange of information on maritime medicine. The state should ensure the adoption of measures to protect the health and provide the medical care of seafarers onboard a ship or vessel.

During several scientific and practical expeditions, we managed to go by sea the entire NSR from Arkhangelsk and Murmansk to the port of Provideniye (Providence), and vice versa. We would like to find answers to the questions posed by the Convention regarding the NSR. Firstly, are there any medical institutions in ports on the coast of the Arctic Ocean? Secondly, does the medical staff exist or is it being prepared according to the specifics of maritime medicine in these medical institutions? Thirdly, do any reports indicate morbidity, injuries and mortality of seafarers? And fourthly, is there an internal Russian and international exchange of information on the Arctic maritime medicine?

We got acquainted with the work of the local medical institutions in all significant ports on the NSR. We held working meetings with their leaders. We discussed existing problems.

The entire NSR is divided into the Western sector and the Eastern one. The Western sector is located in maritime borders from the port of Murmansk to the Strait of Kara Gate. Further, to the east until the Bering Strait, the Eastern sector extends.

In the ports of the Western sector, there are large multidisciplinary hospitals that provide fully specialized medical care. Moreover, the ports of Murmansk, Arkhangelsk, and Naryan-Mar are equipped with regular ambulance aircraft capable of evacuating a sick or an injured person. In the Western sector, well-functioning ship-to-ship communications have been established that hade been tested since Soviet times. One can always get a radio consultation with medical doctors on duty and discuss one’s and their plans for the evacuation of a suffered person.
The Eastern sector of the Arctic is very different from the Western one in terms of medical care. The first deep-water port beyond the Kara Gates is Sabetta (at the mouth of the Ob River). This is the youngest and booming port. Ships and vessels of any draft and size can enter it. All activities of people working there are carried out on a rotational basis. Medical care can be and is provided there by general practitioners in the local dispensary, in exceptional cases, primary health care can be provided in the roads. Evacuation of a sick or an injured is carried out by air ambulance to the city of Salekhard. Health authorities are subordinate to the Khanty-Mansiysk Autonomous Okrug — Yugra.

Further, following the east, the Yenisei river is located. Where, at ten hours of the ship’s passage from its mouth, the village of Karaul is located. In the village there is a district hospital with 20 beds. In that place, some primary healthcare and partially specialized medical care can be provided. If necessary, medical evacuation by helicopter is possible. One more ten hours of the ship’s passage — and there the port of Dudinka is located, where there is a central district hospital with 330 beds, equipped with modern medical technology and with the ability to provide specialized medical care. In addition to that, a hundred kilometers from Dudinka is the hospital of the Norilsk Mining and Metallurgical Combine with modern medical infrastructure. These hospitals are subordinate to the health management of the Krasnoyarsk Territory.

At the exit from the mouth of the Yenisei river and following to the north-east, there is an urban-type settlement of Dikson, which has a deep-water pier and an airfield. A general practitioner works in Dikson as the local doctor. If necessary, a patient is evacuated to Dudinka and Norilsk.

On the eastern side of the Taimyr Peninsula, in the Khatanga Bay, there is the port of Khatanga, where there is a local hospital with 105 beds. Primary health care and some types of specialized medical care can be provided there. A feature of the port of Khatanga is its very low access from the sea: the approach of a vessel with a draft of up to 2–4 meters, and an icebreaker entry is generally impossible. A patient’s evacuation by helicopter can be carried out only on condition that the patient is be delivered from the ship to the shore, as the helicopter landing onboard the ship is prohibited.

In the middle of the NSR, on the Laptev Sea, there is the port of Tiksi, in which a ship with a draft of not more than 4 meters can moor. The port is accessible for ships only in the summer-autumn period. The operation of ambulance aircraft is limited only by sea points. The Central District Hospital of the port of Tiksi is designed for 79 beds and is subordinate to the Republic of Sakha-Yakutia. There are all kinds of medical care there. If necessary, evacuation is carried out in the city of Yakutsk, the distance to which is 1694 kilometers.

Upon further eastward passage, after 2000 kilometers, the port of Pevek is located, in which three thousand people live. Geographically, it is a part of the Chukotka Autonomous Okrug. Pevek is the largest port in the east of the Arctic basin. It is deep-sea, and it accepts ships and vessels with any draft, and there are often on-duty icebreakers of the Northern Sea Route there. Pevek is free of ice just for 3-4 months a year. The port has a 55-bed Chaunovskiy District Hospital, it can provide primary healthcare and specialized medical care, there is medical aviation and a good modern airfield in this port.

The last point of the Northern Sea Route is considered to be the port of Provideniya, which is located in the Anadyr Bay of the Bering Sea immediately after the passage of the Bering Strait. The port is deep-sea, it accepts any ship or vessel, and one can often meet some passenger ships of foreign countries there. In the port of Provideniya there is a district hospital, which was built in the sixties of the twentieth century, but it has got a modern clinic. The hospital may provide primary healthcare and specialized medical care. Further evacuation is carried out by aircraft in the city of Anadyr, Chukotka Autonomous Okrug.

Summing up some of the results, it should be noted that in the western part of the NSR (the ports of Murmansk, Arkhangelsk, Kandalaksha, and Naryan-Mar), medical care for sailors and maritime professions has been satisfactorily established since Soviet times. In the Eastern sector of the NSR, where the huge distances between the ports, most hospitals are old, so they need major repairs. The exception is the hospitals of the ports of Dudinka and Pevek. There are problems with medical personnel in this location, and the lack of anesthetic services (at Sabetta, Karaul, and Dikson) is very slowing down the provision of emergency medical care to injured and sick people. It should be noted that almost all healthcare institutions located on the NSR belong to various public health authorities. None of the medical documents reflect the nature of the patient’s maritime labour, so it is impossible to take into account morbidity, injuries, disability, mortality, that is, what the international convention obligations of Russia require.

About 170 vessels (merchant, hydrographic, scientific, fishing, passenger, icebreaking), as well as ones flying foreign flags cruise between the ports of the Arctic basin. Each seaman of these vessels is protected by international Convention No. 56 “On medical insurance for seafarers”. And in the case of inadequate medical care, serious legal claims may be made against the country in the waters of which it is not possible to provide such assistance in full. The health of maritime workers, according to the standards of the International Maritime Labor Organization (IMO), is the concern of each state. International standards and requirements in the area of active maritime navigation must comply with 16 different ILO conventions. A huge problem is the presence (or rather absence) of a doctor onboard a ship or vessel. Even icebreakers that provide pilotage in the Arctic Ocean and have a state status, work year-round on the highway, in rare cases take a ship's doctor aboard. The availability of medicines and medical equipment at the ships and vessels operating in the Arctic is controlled by nobody. Shipowners are not interested in any cost for medical support for their ships, such a cost is practically absent.

Conclusion. Works in the Northern Sea Route are currently expanding from day to day acquiring an international character. The number of shops and vessels sailing from west to east and back is constantly increasing. 27 seaports have already been officially open for shipping on the route. More than 10 ministries and departments carry out their economic activities in the Arctic, and this process will certainly be increased.

The main problem is that in the Arctic there is no center of maritime medicine that would concentrate all the medical issues of providing, supplying, and evacuating sick sailors and people working at offshore facilities in the Arctic [11, p. 52–55; 12, p. 365–373].

It is necessary to coordinate all possible actions and decisions at the federal level, with the involvement of the Ministry of Health, the Ministry of Emergencies, the Ministry of Transport, trade unions, the Union of Russian shipowners, and state corporations [13, p. 7-22]. The life and health of people in the Arctic zone of Russia depend on their interaction.
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