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INSIDE THE 
MIND OF AN ETO
WORDS Esther Barney

T
he role of  the ETO – 
or electro-technical 
offi cer – onboard a 
superyacht is something 
of  a mystery to many. 

Ask crew or captains about ETOs 
and they might respond: “Oh, the AV 
guy?” or “Well, you can’t defi ne what 
they do really, can you?”

 Their responsibilities have 
transmuted over time, from taking on 
GMDSS and radar responsibilities to 
providing an IT surgery for the crew 
whose Skype cut out at midnight to 
making sure all the onboard trappings 
of  the 21st century keep ticking over.

 But the lion’s share now 
involves direct owner satisfaction 
– making sure the Boss is able 
to watch his team touch down 
during the Superbowl, score in the 
Championship fi nal or check on the 
latest stock market fl uctuations. With 
technology evolving at such a fast 
pace, owners want to have the most 
high-tech 3D-TV systems or music 

set-ups to impress guests, attract 
charters or simply match what is 
installed in their estates on land.

 In an industry where the Boss’s 
contentment is paramount, this role 
should not be underestimated, nor 
the support that it provides for the 
fellow crew to stay in touch with 
home life. I was intrigued by this 
mysterious position, often – but not 
exclusively – reserved for the largest 
superyachts. So I headed across to 
Hamburg to meet up with three 
ETOs – with experience on vessels 
from the technologically pioneering 
72-metre Lürssen Coral Island in the 
Nineties through to Blohm + Voss’s 
recently launched Eclipse – to fi nd out 
more about what the ETO really adds 
to a superyacht.

 The role of  the ETO came about 
in the Nineties when GMDSS became 
available to vessels. It could be argued 
that Will Faimatea was the fi rst ETO, 
on Coral Island in 1994, as this was 
one of  the fi rst vessels to replace the 

radio offi cer for someone who could 
operate the GMDSS. He also took on 
the AV management onboard, as the 
yacht was technologically advanced 
for the time and called for someone 
with specifi c knowledge of  such 
systems as opposed to a mechanically 
experienced engineer.

It seems incredible to imagine how 
far the computer revolution has come 
since then; at the time people had 
relatively little exposure to computers 
onboard whereas now broadband 
has become the norm. “Just before 
the launch [of  Coral Island] I suggested 
email and the captain quite happily 
answered: ‘What do we need email 
for when we have a fax machine?’” 
explains Faimatea. “The whole 
necessity and role of  the ETO has 
grown because now, with VSat 
available, all the online services 
that you can get onboard suddenly 
fl ourish.”

But it is the defi ning of  the ETO 
role that has been diffi cult in the past, 
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THE ETOs
WILL FAIMATEA: 
An electronics 
engineer with a 
background in 
control systems and 
IT, Faimatea was 
introduced to the 
world of  yachting in 
1994 when he was 
teaching a captain 
about EPIRB and 
GMDSS (the Global Maritime Distress Safety System). 
He was asked to join Coral Island as ETO, a new role 
to yachting, replacing what would have been the radio 
offi cer. He has since worked on a number of  signifi cant 
vessels and is now land-based, with his companies 
Bond Technical Management (Bond TM), which 
provides new build technical management, IT solutions 
and ETO personnel to vessels, and The Jetstream. 

VLADIMIR 
CINTULA: In 2000, 
the Slovakian was in 
the South of  France 
as a graduate in IT 
when he was offered 
a job onboard a 
superyacht as the 
ETO. He has worked 
on a number of  
vessels and now 
works land-based with Bond TM, though he still 
spends some time at sea as an ETO.

HELMUT 
AHAMER: 
Originally working in 
telecommunications 
for AT&T in 
Australia, Ahamer 
moved into yachting 
when a friend 
suggested he might 
be interested in the 
work back in 2005. 
The native Austrian confesses he has “always 
been tinkering with things since [he was] little”. 
He is currently working for Bond TM and as a chief  
ETO.

and might lead to misunderstanding of  what they actually 
do onboard. The strict hierarchal protocol for any 
superyacht meant that the ETO needed to be placed in a 
department. As the nature of  the work is closest to that 
of  the engineers onboard – even though in reality the 
work can be worlds apart – the ETO was traditionally 
placed within that sphere. Vladimir Cintula explains that 
in his fi rst role he was asked to do engineering watches 
on top of  his other work, such as keeping the internet 
and email working constantly, but as time has gone on 
the role has certainly become more specifi c.

“If  it’s got a microchip in it, we deal with it. If  it 
doesn’t, it goes to the electrician,” says Helmut Ahamer, 
somewhat tongue in cheek. But it’s not necessarily as 
easy to defi ne as straight IT – there are any number of  
systems that an ETO may have to work on that would be 
well out of  the comfort zone of  an IT purist. “You can’t 
put a programmer or someone who [only] knows Cisco 
equipment on a boat because it would fail. Yes, Cisco 
the computer network works but your TV won’t work 
onboard,” says Cintula.

Conversely, you cannot necessarily take someone 
who understands the service side and general operations 
of  a superyacht and thrust them into the role after a 
few courses, according to those with the operational 
experience as ETOs: “I asked one ETO why he decided 
to become an IT/AV expert, and he looked at me and 
said: ‘Well, I just didn’t want to be a deckie anymore!’” 
The thing that Bond TM has occasionally seen is that a 
captain with limited IT/AV knowledge will hire someone 
who appears to understand the systems onboard in 
comparison to him or her, but in reality the systems are 
very complex and sensitive and any mistreatment can be 
hugely expensive. “It is happening a lot more because 
there is a need for someone onboard who understands 
these systems, even on boats of  fi fty-fi ve to sixty-fi ve 
metres,” explains a visibly concerned Cintula. “They do 
not have the knowledge and they do things that cost the 
boat so much.”

Running Bond TM, Faimatea appreciates the 
workloads of  many accomplished ETOs on superyachts 
– and the skill set required. He is fully aware of  the 

“IN AN INDUSTRY WHERE 

THE BOSS’S CONTENTMENT 

IS PARAMOUNT, THIS 

ROLE SHOULD NOT BE 

UNDERESTIMATED.”
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fl exibility that is needed to work 
in this industry, whatever position, 
and sees that there is a very specifi c 
type of  IT expert who is suited to 
the role. “It’s a really multi-skilled 
job and the role can be as wide as 
you want it to be. It is more limited 
to your skill set and the amount of  
time you have because you can go 
from alarm monitoring to measuring 
with multimeter to the radars on 
the bridge. But there is not enough 
time for someone on a sixty-metre 
vessel to do all that so it has had to 
narrow down. The ETOs defi nitely 
do the IT and AV, they deal with the 
communications and – if  there is time 
– the GMDSS.”

The ETO’s role over the last 15 
years has changed, according to 
Ahamer: “Through the years the 
focus has been more towards the 
owner’s expectations. The [other 
stuff] has fi ltered away because the 
owner is onboard for pleasure and 
entertainment – and the IT and AV is 
integral to this.”

As space for crew onboard is 
always scarce, the captain needs to 
justify each crewmember’s place in 
a bunk. Therefore on vessels under 
around 60 metres, unless the owner 
is total technology nut, there is 
unlikely to be an ETO onboard.

But what are the demands on 
an ETO for a vessel of  60 metres 
compared to one of  160 metres? 
There is a vast size difference 
between the two but does the job 
change within this range?

Faimatea emphasises that whereas 
once it was only the top superyachts 
that had the top equipment, now you 
could “tar brush” most of  the systems 
on yachts and it is the scale that 
varies. Ahamer stresses the wishes of  
the owner in determining the systems 
onboard over the size of  vessel. “The 
only consideration when size comes 
in is the increased number of  crew,” 
he explains. “It becomes more of  an 
issue with administration, like people 
forgetting their password and things 

like that. From an owner perspective, 
the only thing that changes with the 
size of  vessel is that there are more 
owner areas to be checked – there 
are more things to go wrong, and you 
might have specifi c things that you can 
only put on bigger boats. But I don’t 
think there is a massive difference; it’s 
more owner dependent.”

So what is the ETO up to all day, 
tinkering away at motherboards and 
fi xing these intangible systems that are 
inaccessible to other crewmembers? 
How much of  the ETO work is 
hidden and incomprehensible to 
other crew? About 90 per cent, 
according to Cintula. The fact that 
these systems cannot be physically 
seen to be broken must play a part in 
this; it’s a lot easier to tell an anchor 
winch is broken than a computer 
system – and that can be diffi cult if  
the senior crew cannot understand 
what work is needed. “We’ve all 
come across either a captain or 
chief  engineer who thinks you are 
doing nothing because they do not 
see anything,” explains Ahamer. The 
level of  work and how long it takes 
to fi x a problem is hard to know 
with the systems on these very large 
vessels, says Cintula, as they are very 
complicated and new.

There is no typical day for an ETO, 
says Ahamer: “It’s one of  the reasons 
why I like this job because you never 
know what could happen tomorrow.” 
Looking after so many crew can mean 
that there are constant interruptions 
without a system in place; on one 

of  his vessels, he set aside one day a 
week for crew computer surgeries to 
prevent disruptions. 

There are various modes in which 
a yacht will operate, and these can 
loosely be divided depending on 
whether the owner is onboard or 
not. It could easily be assumed that 
because an ETO is heavily involved 
with owner-focused systems, then 
when they are not onboard the work 
eases off. But the ETOs agree this is 
not the case. “The email and other 
systems don’t stop working when the 
owner is away, so neither do we,” 
says Cintula. “Everything we do has 
to be 100 per cent [functioning]; we 
used to make a joke that we were 
‘on standby to standby’.” Ahamer 
uses the time when the owner is 
away to prepare for every eventuality 
in owner mode: “I’m probably 
more busy when the owner is not 
onboard. I am maintaining systems 
and upgrading; that is when the real 
work can be done. You have to be 
prepared for an owner’s expectations 
and account for them in advance.”

As Faimatea points out, it is unusual 
to have more than one ETO onboard 
and so it can feel like you never clock 
off: “If  you are in the crew mess at 10 
o’clock at night and someone’s email 
does not work, you are asked to fi x it – 
but it is part of the job, it’s very integral 
to the running of the vessel.” It is a job 
that requires a lot of hours, and without 
passion for the work you cannot put 
the hours in without it becoming 
something you are going to eventually 
hate, says Cintula.

In addition, the solitary nature of  
the work can be a shock from the 
support system that is familiar to 
IT on land; it must feel quite lonely 
at times, when there is nobody 
else onboard to ask for advice or 
assistance. Is there a good network 
of  communication between ETOs 
on superyachts around the world? 
“I think sometimes the ETO can get 
pretty alienated, if  you are always 
busy working and the rest of  the 
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crew is doing their thing. Sometimes we [all] share 
information. The other day someone asked me about 
how to get TV in Hawaii and I was able to help him 
out. You have your own little community of  ETOs, 
which goes back to what Bond TM is doing.” says 
Ahamer. “The company wants to share the knowledge 
and have the best people for the job, so if  I needed to 
go to another vessel, I could.”

Faimatea’s goal is to build a central knowledge base 
and attract the best current and future ETOs through 
his Bond TM network, which will provide a support 
system that can help when someone gets stuck in a 
remote corner of  the globe with a frustrated owner 
and no broadband.

His intention is to do this through a combination 
of  standardised, offi cially recognised training and 
exams for ETOs, plus uninterrupted support to those 
onboard from a shore-based team that knows the 
superyacht systems inside-out. Furthermore, creating 
more standardisation across vessels provides a longer-
term career because there is more scope to move 
between them, and there is somewhere that your skill 
base can be used when you eventually want to move 
ashore. “There’s not really a ‘career’ in the yachting 
industry for ETOs at the moment” says Faimatea. “If  
you are a deckhand you can work your way up to 
captain; if  you are an ETO you might be the chief, the 
second or even the number three onboard. Yachting 
loses a lot of  good people who may stay longer if  they 
can see a natural progression or something ashore in 
yachting. People want to start families and it’s hard to 
do that when you are on rotation. This way the career 
path for an ETO is extended from just on the vessel.”

I leave the offi ce in Hamburg with a totally new 
appreciation for the evolution of  this role onboard, 
this rather enigmatic and inaccessible ETO that can 
be misunderstood and understated but whose job is 
growing with importance as high-tech entertainment 
and communications become evermore important 
in all our lives – particularly those of  the superyacht 
owner. ■

“LOOKING AFTER SO MANY 

CREW CAN MEAN THAT 

THERE ARE CONSTANT 

INTERRUPTIONS WITHOUT 

A SYSTEM IN PLACE.”
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