


aving exhausted my chances for 
other possible “adventure” jobs 
last summer, I somewhat reluc-
tantly opted to apply for what 

some might assume to be the holy–grail 
of student summer jobs: camp counsel-
lor on a cruise ship. My aversion, while 
ultimately trumped by the alternative 
of spending four months at home in Ac-
ton (definitely not worth the drive…), 
was rooted in my prior knowledge that 
cruise ships are a decadent, exploitive, 
environmentally destructive, and gener-
ally sketchy place of employment. So, in 
order to clear my guilty conscience and 
allow myself to spend the summer cruis-
ing between New York, Florida, the Ba-
hamas, Bermuda, and the Virgin Islands, 
I made myself a deal. I would join the 
ship’s crew as a mole, merely disguised as 
a youth counsellor. By day I would mas-
querade as a mild–mannered employee, 
singing camp songs and leading wealthy 
children in arts and crafts, but by night 
I would assume my true identity of De-
fender of the Seas (and Workers’ Rights, 
but it’s not as catchy) heroically uncov-
ering environmental cover–ups and slave 
labour working conditions. The following 
is my story.

First, I must set the scene by describ-
ing the authoritarian, militaristic atmo-
sphere of hierarchy and fear onboard. My 
concurrent reading of 1984 only intensi-
fied my suspicions, making me mistrust 
my Big Brother supervisors even more. 
After a three–month training process dur-
ing which I was fingerprinted, police–
checked, and screened for syphilis (no 
cruise–goer wants that for a souvenir), I 
finally found myself in a taxi racing down 
New York’s 12th Avenue, the 75 000 
tonne, quarter–of–a–kilometre long behe-
moth ocean liner looming in the distance. 
After pursuing erroneous directions from 
a rogue dockworker and a full sniff–down 

by an official Department of Home-

land Security German shepherd, I walked 
up the gangway to the ship, my home for 
the summer. I had no idea what I was get-
ting myself into.

After embarkation (as it’s called in “the 
business”) they promptly confiscated my 
passport––or, in their words, held onto 
it for safety purposes––to ensure that I 
wasn’t hitching a free ride to the Bahamas, 
and then tried to get me to sign papers 
without reading the accompanying legal 
documents. It was then that I learned my 
monthly pay would be in cash. Sketchy… 

The next two days are a hazy blur of 
emergency training sessions: all I remem-
ber is that Code Alpha, Bravo, Oscar, and 
Delta all basically mean you’re screwed. 
I was also delighted to discover that, ac-
cording the employee training manual, the 
kids program is important not because we 
are caring for and teaching children, but 
because it “supports other revenue gener-
ating functions of the ship: for instance, 
‘Mom and Dad can’t go to the casino if 
there is no one to watch the kids.’” Good 
to know the children’s well–being is the 
first priority. One training session was 
titled “Crew Safety and Security Aware-
ness” (*cough* doublespeak!) with the 
primary purposes of (1) scaring employees 
into meek submission to the ship’s crazy 
hierarchy of power and (2) infusing the 
foreign staff with a zeal for American pa-
triotism. The session itself consisted of a 
half–hour long montage of graphically dis-
turbing scenes from September 11th with 
Enya and Sarah McClauchlan playing in 
the background amid clips of George W. 
Bush extolling the virtues of “freedom and 
liberty,” accompanied by quotations like, 
“the terrorists have now awoken God’s 
army,” all in front of a backdrop of a lone 
eagle draped with the Stars and Stripes, a 
single tear running down its face. Com-
plementing this refreshing slideshow was 
the ship’s Chief Security Officer, telling 
us to never trust our roommates because 
they could potentially be drug dealers, 

smugglers, or, worst of all, 
“Ay–rabs,” who, according 
to him, are all terrorists, 
obviously. Aside from the 
blatant racism and fear–
mongering, he did have a 
point: our ship, carrying a 
high–density of American 
passengers (over 2500 peo-
ple per cruise, mostly from 
the New York area), is a gi-
ant, floating, defenceless 
target for any act of large–
scale violence, regardless of 
the motivation. A sobering 
thought for a guy who just 
wanted to expose the evils 

of an industry, while getting a sweet tan. 
 Adding to the culture of fear onboard 

the ship was the constant reminder from 
senior officers that one of the 500 cam-
eras will always be watching you. In fact, 
the ship has its very own surveillance de-
partment with ten undercover officers, 
primarily concerned with stopping theft 
of the casino’s one million dollar per day 
revenue. This apparently does not con-
sume all of their time, however, as crew 
were routinely busted for chewing gum 
on duty. Have I mentioned this really 
good book by George Orwell? Ironically, 
one of the surveillance officers apparent-
ly altered some tapes and was fired the 
next day. 

 I was thrilled to discover in my first 
week as a youth counsellor that the kids 
program has a giant fish mascot, affec-
tionately known 
as Detective 
Walleye, that 
they use for 
Environmental 
Day. What more 
could I ask for 
as Defender of 
the Seas than 
a ridiculous, 
h u m a n – s i z e d , 
silver–sequined 
fish costume to 
conceal my true 
identity! I im-
mediately staked 
my claim to Detective Walleye and vowed 
to a) ensure that I was beat up by the chil-
dren at minimum once per week (don’t 
pretend to be surprised; I know you’ve 
thought about beating up a mascot be-
fore…they’re just asking for it aren’t 
they?), b) teach the children about some 
environmental issues, and c) take sexually 
compromising photos of Detective Wall-
eye to show my friends back home. My 
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first objective was accomplished 
with little effort on my part (although I 
did accidentally punch a kid in the face 
with my fin as I busted out my patented 
Walleye Dance). And, while I had to be 
careful to avoid Big Brother’s cameras, my 
third goal was achieved with a few pre-
cautions.  Teaching the campers proved a 
bit more difficult, however, as the stan-
dard environmental program was insuffi-
cient at best and corporate propaganda at 
worst. The rigorous curriculum consisted 
mainly of telling the kids how good the 
company was to the environment and re-
warding them with temporary tattoos for 
not throwing garbage into the ocean. I’m 
embarrassed to say, but I went along with 
this for many weeks. My outlook changed 
while in St. Thomas one day, taking full 
advantage of a free, all–you–can–drink 
catamaran and snorkelling excursion (my 
advice: snorkel first, then drink). Several 
drinks into the day, I stumbled into one of 
the boat’s crewmembers. After speaking 
for a few minutes he told me that he was 
in his third year of studying marine biolo-
gy at the University of the Virgin Islands. 
We quickly came to the topic of the pur-
ported environmentalism of cruise ships 
and he filled me in on the many abuses 
of the local marine habitats caused by the 
massive liners. In just two years, he said, 
he has noticed a marked decrease in the 
health of the coral reef, caused in large 
part by cruise ships. Detective Walleye/
Defender of the Seas carefully recorded all 

of this new information in 
his trusty spy notebook…

In presentations from se-
nior officers, as well as in 
discussions with the onboard 
Environmental (sic) Officer 
(his prior experience, 24 years 

as an engineer on Royal Navy 
submarines, is hardly environ-
mental), I was assured repeatedly 
that the food waste created by the 
ship and dumped overboard was 
harmless and, in fact, “helps feed 
the fishies” and “keeps the food 
chain going.” Seriously, that is actu-
ally what I was told by these grown 
men and senior officers. Admittedly, I’m 
not an expert of ocean ecosystems, but 
from what I do know, the introduction of 
massive amounts of a foreign food source, 
while perhaps “feeding the fishies” in the 
short–term, definitely is not good for the 
overall health of the habitat. My discus-
sion with the soon–to–be marine biolo-
gist backed up my suspicions, that cruise 
ships’ influence on ocean health was not 
as benevolent as the Environmental Offi-
cer would have you believe.

 So, in a heroic act befitting a Defend-
er of the Seas, I got a kid to do my dirty 
work. On the last day of every cruise was 
our “Environmental Afternoon,” culmi-
nating in a visit by the ship’s captain to 
the kids’ centre. Knowing that the captain 
always answered the children’s questions 
(you wouldn’t believe how many times 
they asked “if you’re with us…who’s driv-
ing the ship?!”) I selected one of my more 
eloquent campers and asked for his help. 
After practicing with him a few times 
and writing out my question on a slip of 

paper for him, the big mo-
ment finally came. “Captain, 
doesn’t food waste from the 
cruise ship increase algae 
growth, which decreases 
available oxygen in the wa-
ter, causing coral reef 
to die?” I don’t like 
to throw this term 
around lightly, but, 
OH SNAP! The Cap-
tain’s response: “No, 
no, no…that’s all just 
blah, blah, blah.” 
That single moment 
(captured on video 
for posterity!) made 
up for a summer of 
living in a cramped, 
greed–driven, envi-
ronmentally destruc-
tive cage (that, coin-
cidentally, took me 
to some really cool 
places, for free). 

While many of the ship’s environmen-
tal policies were sound, and all in accor-
dance with international maritime laws, 
the underlying issue that bothered me was 
the sheer scale of consumption, as well as 
the general decadence and wastefulness 
of the ship’s vacation culture. While the 
captain spoke of the advanced onboard re-
cycling system, all I could think of was 
the 11.5 tons of heavy fuel oil used by the 
ship every hour. As the Environmental Of-
ficer lectured on the treatment of sewage 
before release into the ocean, what filled 
my mind was the sickening gluttony of 
the chocolate buffet. On a larger scale, 
this attitude is manifested in the tendency 
to herald technological breakthroughs in 
efficiency as the sole solution to environ-
mental problems, whereas the true root 
of the issue, over–consumption, is rarely 
examined. So, as much as I hate cruise 
ships, I’ve realized that they are really 
only a small part of a much greater prob-
lem, while still serving as an apt small–
scale example of our culture’s destructive 
appetite for consumption. While having 
no regrets as to my choice of summer em-
ployment last year, I have resolved that 
for this year’s job, I will be long gone at 
the first sign of a crying eagle.
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