
Newsletter   1 

 [Formerly Gulf Coast Mariners Association] 
 

 NEWSLETTER 
 124 North Van Avenue PHONE: (985) 851-2134 
 Houma, LA 70363-5895  FAX: (985) 879-3911 
 www.nationalmariners.org info@nationalmariners.org 
Number 61  February/March 2009 
 

I N S I D E  T H I S  I S S U E  

1 JOE DADY, NEW NMA 
PRESIDENT 

2 MARINERS AND THE MIRACLE 
ON THE HUDSON 

4 MAN OVERBOARD 

7 LESSONS LEARNED FOR 
SINKING 

7 TOWING VESSEL INSPECTION 

11 TWO-WATCH SYSTEM NIXED 

11 USCG REORGANIZATION 

12 COAST GUARD’S MEDICAL 
NIGHTMARE 

13 MEDICAL NIGHTMARE 
14 LICENSE RENEWAL PROBLEM 

14 MEL OLIVER MELTDOWN 

15 LOGBOOK SUGGESTION 

15 PAGE CAGLE LAW FIRM 
IN ST. LOUIS 

16 EMPLOEES FREE CHOICE ACT 
17 NMA CURRENT BROWN LIST 

18 COAST GUARD 
“PERFORMANCE PLAN” 

19 STEERSMAN TRAINING 
SHORTCOMINGS 

20 PROPOSED AIS CHANGES 

21 CRUISING AND CROSSING THE 
POTOMAC 

22 OPERATION BIG TOW 

23 ETHANOL BLEND FUEL 
PROBLEMS 

24 EPIRDs GO DIGITAL 
25 TWIC CARD PROBLEMS 

25 WANT TO WORK FOR THE 
COAST GUARD 

25 COMMON SENSE OBIT 
26 NEW & REVISED NMA REPORTS 
 

CAPTAIN JOSEPH DADY BECOMES 
NATIONAL MARINERS ASSOCIATION PRESIDENT 

 
 The Board of Directors of the National Mariners Association (NMA) announced that 
Captain Joe Dady will assume the vacant post of President.  NMA speaks to the national 
issues of approximately 126,000 licensed and documented merchant mariners who serve 
on vessels up to 1,600 tons including tugboats, towboats, passenger vessels, oilfield 
support vessels, and uninspected passenger vessels. 
 Captain Dady’s selection by a team of Directors headed by Chief Engineer V. J. 
Gianelloni, III, Captain Larry P. Gwin, Captain David C. Whitehurst, and Secretary 
Richard A. Block is based upon the merits of his forward-looking leadership proposals. 
 Captain Dady is a 1,600-ton licensed mariner and labor representative recently re-
appointed to a second term on the Towing Safety Advisory Committee (TSAC) a Federal 
advisory committee established by Congress and operated by the U.S. Coast Guard.  Joe is 
part of a large family of mariners who have been prominent in towing vessel circles in New 
York and the northeast for many years.  He initiated and operated the “United Mariner” 
website and continues to assist countless mariners in coping with complex and confusing 
Coast Guard licensing requirements.  Captain Dady is a major contributor to the Association’s 
Report to the 110th Congress: Substandard Coast Guard Merchant Marine Personnel Services
in 2007 that is available on-line at the Association’s website at www.nationalmariners.org. 
 Captain Dady is only the second person to hold the Presidency of the Association founded 
in 1999.  The first President, Mrs. Penny Adams served from 1999 to 2003, was a member of 
the Merchant Marine Personnel Advisory Committee (MERPAC) and continues on the 
Association’s Board of Directors.  In the intervening years, the Association has provided at 
least twenty major reports to Congress and testified in at least two hearings on Marine Safety 
issues.  Captain Dady will lead mariner efforts in TSAC to assist the Coast Guard in drafting 
new towing vessel inspection regulations and to seek legislative assistance from Congress on 
a variety of marine safety, health, and work-related issues. 
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NMA DIRECTORS AND MARITIME LABOR  
PRAISE MARINERS INVOLVED IN THE 

“MIRACLE ON THE HUDSON” 

 
[Source:  Comments in a letter addressed to Congressman 
James Oberstar, Chairman of the House Transportation and 
Infrastructure Committee, by V.J. Gianelloni, III, J.D., B.S., 
Member, NMA, Board of Directors.]  
 I watched a TV clip of airline pilot Chesley “Sully” 
Sullenberger’s testimony before your committee on Monday 
February 23rd.  There is no question that he and the entire 
flight crew fully deserved of all the attention and honors 
bestowed on them.  In the clip I saw, he called your 
Committee’s attention to the fact that he and all of his 
company’s employees have had their compensation, benefits 
and working conditions reduced.  A fact that is true for most 
Americans due largely to the “globalization” of our economy 
and the recent high cost of fuel, although that last factor has 
been abated lately as the whole economy has gone downhill. 
 I want to point out that there were many other people 
involved in the “Miracle on the Hudson.”  The entire crews 
for the various vessels that managed to pull those people off 
the barely floating plane’s wings without any serious injuries 
is a source of pride to me and all other mariners, whether 
holding Coast Guard credentials or not. 
 The leadership, mariners, and other supporters of the 
National Mariners Association would like to thank you and 
the entire Transportation and Infrastructure committee for the 
significant and far reaching work done on HR 2830 in the 
110th Congress. 
 It is unbelievable that a bill that passed the House of 
Representatives by a vote of 395 to 7 died with the end of the 
110th. Congress.  We are very hopeful that the same Bill, or 
one with similar language, will pass in the 111th. Congress.  
We like to believe that we may have had some small part in 
developing that proposed legislation, particularly in regard to 
the provisions concerning the appeals from Administrative 
Law Judge decisions, suspension and revocation proceedings, 
Coast Guard Investigations of marine accidents and incidents, 
and the admission procedures and curriculum of the Coast 
Guard Academy. 
 It is becoming more evident every day that the Coast 
Guard is incapable of addressing the problems with their 
“Marine Safety Program.”  It is amazing that they don’t even 
seem to recognize that they have a problem. 
 We recognize the fact that aviation will always command 
the attention of the news media.  We believe that is largely 
due to the fact that more people habitually travel by air than 
by water.  However 90-95% of our foreign commerce is 
waterborne.  We also believe that people are the most 
important and valuable cargo.  
 We are therefore perplexed that the Coast Guard’s 
regulations do not seem to reflect that fact.  The fact is that 
small vessels and small passenger vessels can carry hundreds 
of passengers and “persons in addition to crew” with smaller 
crews than the crew of Captain Sullenberger’s flight.  The 
crewing of Circle Line tour boats in New York harbor are just 
one example of a disaster waiting to happen. 
 The Coast Guard recognizes fatigue as a serious factor in 
accidents and injuries and has instituted programs and 

guidelines for their military personnel to mitigate fatigue.  Yet 
in the Coast Guard’s superintendence of the Merchant Marine 
and their Marine Safety program there are inadequately 
enforced hours of service rules for many licensed officers 
and no limitations at all for most unlicensed personnel.  The 
American Waterways Operators’ “Responsible Carrier 
Program” only “recommends” that their member 
companies’ deck crews work no more than 15 hours per day. 
 We sincerely hope and strongly recommend that the 
language of HR-2830 as contained in its Titles X and XI be 
re-submitted as early as possible in the 111th. Congress, 
passed and sent to the Senate for their prompt consideration 

Yours truly, 
s/V.J. Gianelloni III, CDR, USCGR (Ret) 

 
The Miracle on the Hudson Reveals 

Serious Flaws on the Hudson 
[Source:  President William Harrigan, Local 333, United 
Marine Division, ILA.] 
 Local 333, United Marine Division is very proud of our 
union brothers working on the motor vessel MANHATTAN 
CIRCLE LINE, owned by Circle Line Sightseeing Cruises.  
that were on the scene of the ditching of U.S. Airways Flight 
#1549 into the icy Hudson River.  They assisted passengers 
and escorted professional emergency responders.  We are 
equally proud of our union brothers and sisters at SIU and 
MEBA.  Last, but certainly not least, we honor the union 
members of the flight crew of U.S. Air Flight #1549 – 
especially Captain Sullenberger and his first officer.  Their 
professionalism and quick decisions averted a disaster and 
saved many lives that were at stake that wintry afternoon.  
 Captain Sullenberger’s testimony about the passenger 
airline industry before the U.S. Congress was exceptional for 
its clarity. We all heard the dangerous course of the airlines 
regarding safety and qualified personnel.  It sounded a lot like 
the marine industry 
 We are seeing the long-term trend of using automation to 
reduce manning requirements continue unabated to the point 
that it is both unsafe and unacceptable.  The MANHATTAN 
CIRCLE LINE, which was working that day, is a prime 
example of this trend.  With the blessing of the U.S. Coast 
Guard, reduced manning on medium sized vessels like her is 
becoming the norm while putting profit and expediency well 
ahead of passenger safety.  
 Under Federal regulations, passenger vessels fall into one 
of three distinct groups that are known by the subchapter in 
Title 46 of the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) that apply 
to them: 

● H-Boats are vessels of more than 100 gross register tons  
(GRT)carrying more than 12 passengers. 

● K-Boats are small passengers of less than 100 GRT 
carrying more than 150 passengers or with overnight 
accommodations for more than 49 passengers. 

● T-Boats are small passenger vessels of less than 100 GRT 
carrying 150 or less passengers, or with overnight 
accommodations for 49 or less passengers. 

 Here is what is wrong:  the MANHATTAN CIRCLE 
LINE is a new vessel that Circle Line recently put in service 
to replace an old Subchapter H boat.  The old vessels were 
required by their Certificates of Inspection (COI) to have a 
full-time Coast Guard licensed engineer on watch in the 
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engine room while as many as 600 passengers enjoyed the 
scenery of New York Harbor.  The normal route they follow 
around Manhattan includes areas of heavy commercial traffic, 
seasonally heavy recreational traffic including sailboats and 
kayaks, strong unpredictable currents, narrow bridge draws 
and sharp turns in the Harlem and East Rivers. 
 The new vessel is inspected and manned as a Subchapter K-
Boat.  Creative marine architects were able to design it to 
admeasure under 100 gross register tons following current Coast 
Guard regulations.  However, the boat is physically larger than 
the H-Boat it replaced.  The way the Coast Guard allows gross 
tonnage to be computed, the vessel is documented under the 100 
GRT limit making it a K-Boat.  This means that carrying licensed 
engineers are not required aboard this new vessel.  This reduces 
the cost of operating the vessel but also leaves her engine room 
and all its machinery unattended by a qualified engineer.  
Unfortunately, quite a few K-Boats are being built today with 
reduced manning requirements and gamble with the safety of the 
passengers and crew. 
 The members of Local 333 have urged the Circle Line and 
the Coast Guard to keep a licensed engineer aboard.  We 
presented a solid, well reasoned argument that retaining fully 
qualified, licensed engineers was critical to continuing the 
long and impressive safety record enjoyed by the company.  
However, the Coast Guard’s Captain of the Port for New York 
dismissed our concerns in favor of corporate interests. 
 The Masters, Mates, and deckhands all agree that the 
Certificate of Inspection should mandate a licensed engineer.   
 The licensed engineers who previously served aboard the 
old “H-boats” will tell you of the many incidents where they 
prevented potentially dangerous situations from getting much 
worse.  Their actions included, but were not limited to, saving 
the main propulsion by putting out small fires, stopping leaks, 
or quickly returning steering control back to the helm before a 
grounding, collision, or allision occurred.  We never hear the 
stories in the mainstream media because the disasters were 
avoided.  This is the whole point of having proper and safe 
manning standards in the first place. 
 If the Coast Guard is genuinely concerned about safety, 
they should immediately review and be prepared to 
thoroughly revise the regulations that allow naval architects to 
design vessels that continue to increase in physical size and 
passenger-carrying capacity, and yet somehow manage to 
shrink in domestic regulatory tonnage.  Furthermore, the 
Coast Guard should exercise the discretion already available 
to them, as authorized in 46 CFR §70-20(b) that allows them 
to prevent circumventing of proper safety regulations by the 
use of tonnage “exemptions, reductions, and other devices” 
for beating the original intent of regulations.  As it stands 
now, the company saves a few dollars on its payroll by sailing 
without a licensed engineer, but the public unknowingly 
shoulders the risk and pays the price when something goes 
wrong.  This argument is equally valid in the towing and 
offshore industry sectors. 
 For now, we are glad that all the lives of the airplane 
passengers and crew were saved that day.  However, we are 
faced with similar safety concerns for our industry that 
Captain Sullenberger described to Congress.  We have a huge 
struggle ahead of us in the marine industry.  Joining with the 
National Mariners Association and the various unions 

representing marine industry workers is what we must do to 
be heard and taken seriously by Congress, the U.S. Coast 
Guard, and maritime management. 
 

Ferry Crews to the Rescue Again 
[Source: By Mike Sacco, President, Seafarers International 
Union, Seafarers Log, Feb.2009, p.2] 
 The words "crash-landing" and "happy ending" don't often 
fit together in the same story. 
 But, as millions of people around the world know, that was 
the case Jan. 15 as SIU-crewed NY Waterway ferries rescued 
143 people from a downed airplane in the Hudson River.  The 
other 12 individuals from the plane also were saved, which 
made for a most improbable celebratory mood not only in 
New York and New Jersey but truly all across the nation. 
 I speak for Seafarers and SIU officials everywhere when I say 
to the NY Waterway crews, you have done your union and your 
profession proud.  As you've done so many times before, you 
answered the call – quickly, efficiently, selflessly.  I read all the 
quotes and I know you're uncomfortable being called heroes.  
Sorry, brothers and sisters, but that's the correct description. You 
earned the recognition.  You deserve the praise. 
 Of course, this is hardly the first time our ferry crews with 
NY Waterway have come through in the clutch. Many people 
remember their brave work on September 11, 2001, when they 
handled a horribly difficult job with tremendous resolve, 
evacuating stranded workers from Manhattan.  Perhaps less 
familiar, but also noteworthy, was the time when 
crewmembers transported 200,000 commuters from New 
York City back in August 2003 following the largest power 
outage in our nation's history.  They also "turned to" after the 
World Trade Center bombing in 1993, providing vital 
transportation when other modes had been disrupted. 
 Over the years, there are literally more than 100 other 
examples of NY Waterway Seafarers transporting or rescuing 
others in emergencies.  The details vary but some things don't 
change.  Namely, the characteristics displayed by the SIU 
captains and deckhands. Courage. Commitment. Skill. 
Perseverance. Patriotism.  More than mere words, those are 
their defining traits. 
 Once again, I commend all of our members involved in 
last month's rescue operations.  Hats off to the company 
personnel, too. 
 But before this story fades too far into history, another 
point should be made.  You wouldn't know it from watching 
TV or reading news accounts, but virtually everyone involved 
in the rescue belonged to a union.  I'm not just talking about 
the ferry crews, but also the airplane pilot, flight attendants, 
air traffic controllers, police officers, fire fighters and 
mariners from other boats.  All played a role in pulling off the 
"miracle on the Hudson."  It's no coincidence that the 
respective unions, including the SIU and our affiliated Paul 
Hall Center, help ensure that members receive regular, 
comprehensive safety and job training. 
 Obviously, that doesn't mean union members are the only 
people who could have handled this rescue.  However, while 
portions of corporate America demonize us in the fight over 
majority sign-up legislation (the Employee Free Choice Act), 
I hope the public in general takes note of what so-called "big 
labor" really is all about.  It was evident from the moment the 
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US Airways jet hit the water. 
 America needs more people and more organizations like that, 
not less.  And unions – promoting safety and security, providing 
workers with a real voice on the job, fostering productive rela-
tionships with management – help deliver them. 
 We're the only ones who will tell that story.  Failing to do 
so would dishonor everyone who brought us the miracle on 
the Hudson. 
 

M.E.B.A WasPart of Rescue Operations in the 
Miracle on the Hudson 

[Source: Marine Engineers Beneficial Association, Marine 
Officer, Winter 2008-9, p.14.] 
 

The NYC Fireboat JOHN McKEAN seen here 
stabilizing the fallen aircraft, was one of many M.E.B.A. 
crewed boats that responded immediately.. 

 
M.E.B.A. Was Part of Rescue Ops In 

"Miracle on the Hudson" 
M.E.B.A. mariners were part of an armada of boats that 

sped to the rescue on the icy Hudson River in January where 
U.S. Airways Flight 1549 made a splash landing with 155 
people aboard.  A flock of Canadian geese took out both of 
the plane's engines and the pilot executed a perfect three-point 
landing in the river.  Rescuers were able to extract all 
passengers and crew from the A320 airbus.  Everyone 
survived with only a few reported injuries, all relatively 

minor.  The plane left from LaGuardia Airport at 3:26 p.m. on 
January 15th bound for Charlotte, NC. It crashed in the river 
near 43rd Street, on Manhattan's West side minutes later. 

 The rapid response of the city's waterborne workers was 
reminiscent of their magnificent support following the 9/11 
disaster.  M.E.B.A. members aboard the FDNY fireboats were 
dispatched immediately.  Fire company Marine 1 boat 
McKEAN was on scene with Capt/Pilot Robert Spadarro, C/E 
Lenny Burmester and Assistant Engineer Pat Astegher.  The 
McKEAN immediately tied a mooring line to the plane to 
keep the two knot current from taking it down the river.  Fire 
company Marine 9 boat FIREFIGHTER arrived shortly after 
the McKEAN and also assisted in stabilizing the plane.  After 
the passengers were rescued by the New York Waterway 
ferries, both boats kept the plane afloat and guided it down to 
Battery Park.  The FIREFIGHTER, Capt./Pilot Joe Gagliardi, 
C/E Fred Domini and Assistant Engineer Dan Rowland also 
transported the FDNY Rescue 5 dive team to the scene.  Fire 
Company 6 boat KANE, Capt/Pilot Shawn O'Connor, C/E 
William Cody also arrived on the scene and assisted in the 
rescue and stabilization of the airbus.  After the plane was 
secured at Battery Park the FIREFIGHTER stood by through 
the night because of their ability to deliver foam. 

The plane ditched miles away from where the M.E.B.A.-
crewed Staten Island Ferries transit, but the 36-foot AMERICAN 
LEGION utility boat was sent to assist in rescue operations.  Also 
involved were the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers aboard the 
M.E.B.A.-contracted vessels GELBERMAN and HAYWARD.  
Chief Engineers Bill Carl and Ed Quirk were at the controls and 
Chief Engineers Dan Reddan, Tony Hans, Jim Murray and Jim 
Branigan provided logistical support.  At the helms of these 
vessels were MM&P brothers Captains Brian Aballo, Dan Petrie, 
Liz Finn and Bill Lyness. 

Also on the scene was the M.E.B.A.-contracted vessel 
SAMUEL COURSEN from the Governors Island Ferry.  They 
arrived later and were instructed by the Coast Guard to stand 
by.  M.E.B.A. members included Bill Welch, Barry Torey, 
Steve Mitchell, Seth Pinto and Ben Pedrosa. 

 

A FALL OVERBOARD, AND A MEMORY RE-
VISITED 

 
[Source: Letter from Captain John R. Sutton, former 
President, American Inland Mariners (AIM) Association] 
 
Dear Richard, 

In early January 1997 I wrote and shared with you my first 
real life emergency as a professional mariner with a fall 
overboard incident that happened on a towboat in the icy 
waters of the Illinois River in mid-Winter in which my Mate 
had fallen overboard. 

You suggested that the story be told industry wide and you 
asked my permission to submit the letter to the Coast Guard to 
publish in their table-top magazine “Proceedings.”  I was 
grateful for your efforts to tell the story.  Thirteen years later, I 
feel I must write to you again to relate another scary event in 
my career as a towboat Captain and Pilot. 

Today I awoke to a sound that is unmistakable to a 
professional mariner, the continuous ringing of the boat’s general 

alarm.  At approximately 0900 on Feb. 6, 2009, I was awakened 
by the general alarm, sprang to my feet slipping on nothing other 
than a pair of jeans.  I exited my quarters traversing 
approximately seven paces and one flight of stairs with thirteen 
steps to find the Captain on-watch in the wheelhouse. 

As the Captain began to maneuver the boat away from the 
fleet of barges we were next to, he told me we had a man-
overboard (MOB).  I immediately opened the port side 
wheelhouse door to grab a ring lifebuoy as I began to scan the 
water for the missing man.  As I glanced downward to the 
head deck, I noticed the lead-deckhand had a ring lifebuoy in 
hand on the main deck.  I quickly replaced the bridge wing 
buoy and hurried below to lend a hand. 

As I arrived on the main deck, the Captain was 
maneuvering the boat in a downstream approach closer to the 
MOB and my fellow crewmember had just thrown the 
lifebuoy nearby for him to grab.  As we pulled the young man 
of 21 years towards the headlog (bow) of the boat it was 
obvious this man was panicking and struggling in the cold 
waters of the Mississippi River.  As the lead-deckhand pulled 
the MOB towards the bow, a fellow crewman and I lay flat of 
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our stomachs with arms extended outward reaching toward 
our MOB.  The distance was simply too great and we 
remained some eighteen inches short of reaching this man’s 
outstretched hand.  We immediately reacted to pass the life-
buoy’s retrieval line up and over the boat’s push-knee as the 
Captain shifted the boat head up in the current to bring the 
MOB alongside the starboard side of the boat.  Again, my 
fellow crewman and I lay shirtless and flat of our stomachs on 
the cold steel deck – a cold that was certainly nothing like that 
our deckhand was experiencing in the approximately 39-
degree cold water.  On this attempt, we did manage to secure 
him by grasping on to his work vest and outstretched arms.  
This time we were able to pull him close and reassure him we 
were not going to release him, and would try to get him out of 
the water while we encouraged him to calm down. 

At this time I began to realize the size of the task that really 
lay ahead of us.  The victim was 5 feet, 9 inches tall and weighed 
260 lbs when dry.  This young man was more than a hand full.  
After a few pulls, we quickly realized this was potentially a 
deadly problem.  The man was wearing his work vest too loosely 
around his body for us to successfully pull him from the water by 
grappling him by his work vest.  We were afraid we would pull 
him out of his work vest and doom him to a certain cold water 
drowning.  By this time, he had obviously reached his near 
maximum exposure to the cold water and told us he could no 
longer feel his arms as we held him tightly. 

I am 5-feet 11-inches tall and at 260 lbs and at age 47 
think I am in reasonably good shape.  My fellow crewmember 
is a strapping 25 years of age, 6-feet tall and 290 lbs.  He was 
the 2001 High School power-lifting champion from the state 
of Mississippi.  Together, we simply were unable to retrieve 
this man’s dead weight up to the deck’s edge. 

I am not certain where the idea come from or, for that 
matter even who uttered the actual words, but one of the other 
crewmembers tied off the lifebuoy to the nearby kevel in an 
effort to make a foot hold for man overboard to try to step on 
when we maneuvered him near the life ring.  It was a 
desperate solution that just happened to work at the time.  As 
we were doing this, I remember looking up to see 
crewmembers from a nearby company vessel putting men off 
on our main deck near the stern to assist our recovery efforts. 

Even though the man overboard was able to raise himself 
enough, and with all available hands involved we managed 
one more gut-wrenching pull and recovered our man to the 
safety of the main deck. 

I believe the towing industry with its thousands of boats as 
well as the Coast Guard regulators must focus and concentrate 
on solving the problem of getting an immobile man overboard 
out of the water and onto the deck.  On inspected offshore 
supply vessels there is a “Rescue Zone” on each side of the 
vessel and a workable, “approved” plan for each vessel in 
place to bring the MOB out of the water onto the deck. 

We were fortunate in having extra hands available to rig a 
substitute for a step.  You know what happens if a company 
operates a fleet boat, for example, with only one Master and one 
deckhand and the deckhand falls in the water?  You pointed out 
the problem to Congress in NMA Report #R-354, Rev. 3 on 
pages 18 and 19 – the same report that includes my 1997 letter. 

The industry knows about the problem but the Coast 
Guard has never required that they take concrete steps to solve 

it.  In this case, a stiff leg ladder that would hang over the 
bulwarks would have sufficed as long as the victim had the 
strength to use his legs to stand on the platform.  However, 
there really needs to be something better and the leadership 
to promote it.  As you know, the Coast Guard bureaucracy has 
not been helpful in introducing state-of-the art devices like the 
Personal Retriever.  Our Association has been pushing the 
“lifesaving” issue for years and has seen no progress 
whatsoever.  Even the proposed amendment to 46 U.S. Code 
3104 on survival craft that NTSB has been pushing since the 
PILGRIM BELLE accident in 1985 was never even discussed 
by the Senate last Fall. 

As he lay motionless momentarily on the deck, I yelled out 
to get him up and into a shower.  A fellow crewman assisted 
me in getting him to his feet, and we scurried inside the main 
deck cabin with the man and into a bathroom.  

As I pushed the man into the shower I started stripping the 
man as quickly as possible.  I remember thinking as I removed 
his work boots the weight of those steel toed boots and the 
trouble he must have experienced in the water.  Those boots 
must have weighted 3 pounds each in their waterlogged state.  
As I removed his clothing it become visibly obvious at the 
intensity of our collective efforts to save this man’s life as he 
was already developing excessive purple and yellow bruising 
from our grasps to his upper body. 

As we warmed our man in the shower crewmembers 
shuffled about gathering portable heaters and spare blankets 
from the boat’s linen locker.  As we performed these acts, we 
learned that the Captain had previously called the local EMT’s 
and maneuvered the boat to the company dock. 

After warming the man in the shower for approximately 10 
minutes we assisted him in dressing and placed him on a chair 
around which we positioned heaters and tented him in 
blankets with the heaters under the tent.  Within five minutes 
the local EMTs arrived on the scene and took over. 

After a thorough exam the EMTs determined we had 
successfully restored the crewman’s core body temperature 
and found no need take him to the local hospital for medical 
observation. 

We relieved him of duty and he was taken home 
approximately 2 hours later.  Company officials wisely 
recognized this man needed to go home and get his mind right 
before returning to work in light of his near-death experience. 

As the company officials arrived to document the incident 
and analyzed the crew’s response, we returned to the scene of the 
fall and discovered a very slight amount of spilled cargo on the 
deck of the barge the crewman had fallen from.  The last cargo 
was soybeans which, in their harden state, are like small ball 
bearings.  Frankly, with my 32 years experience in the inland 
towing industry, I would have confidently stated that the barge 
was clean, because that is how few soybeans we saw on deck. 

Over the next two watches none of my fellow 
crewmembers and I slept well.  Our heads were spinning with 
instant replay after instant replay of the MOB rescue and the 
young man’s panicked, shivering voice.  All of us were 
wondering if we could have done something differently and if 
we could make meaningful suggestions to the company for a 
lessons-learned analysis of the event. 

I was amazed at how sore I was for the following 24-
hours.  My shoulders and triceps muscles all were sore from 
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trying to hold and pull at this young man.  When you go from 
a state of sleeping soundly in your bunk, to an adrenaline 
rushed life-and-death situation pulling with all your might in 
less than two minutes, the return to a state of normality leaves 
you drained both physically and emotionally. 

As a professional mariner who has actively participated in 
regulatory projects from the public comments to tracking those 
regulatory projects that affect the towing industry and our 
mariners, I can say with absolute clarity that the recent 
requirement for towing vessels to install a General Alarm is what 
saved this man’s life.  This was the result of the new fire 
suppression regulations.  Given that our towboat had a six-man 
crew including a Master, Pilot and four deckhands, at the time the 
alarm sounded three crewmembers were in bed, one at the helm, 
one on deck, and one in the water.  There was no way for the 
Master to hail the sleeping crew into an emergency alert status 
other than through the use of the General Alarm.  Kudos to our 
regulators for “finally” getting it right. 

Additionally, in reflecting on our emergency I would like to 
also note that this company provides the best possible rescue 
boats on their vessels on the entire inland waterway system.  
They have “Zodiacs” as rescue craft, while most others have 
mere flat bottom skiffs, most very unstable with more than 2 men 
and 400 lbs. capacity.  However, I can tell you with absolute 
certainty there was no time and there were no spare bodies 
available to recover this man by using any rescue craft.  There 
was no time to launch that Zodiac, and had we attempted to do 
so, we would have certainly lost control of this man at the deck’s 
edge and likely cost him his life. 

I hope I never have to write another one of these tales of a 
man overboard rescue, or for sure it’s at least another dozen 
years before I do anyway.  Until we next talk, smooth sailing 
to you and your family. 

Your Friend, 
John 

 

Other Mariners Were Not As Fortunate 
Reports of Two Fatalities from Falls from Barges 

 The number of fatalities from crewmen falling off barges 
and drowning in the towing industry is shocking.  Yet, it is not 
a new phenomenon in the towing industry.  It has been talked 
about for years.  In fact, in 1996 the Coast Guard and the 
American Waterways Operators published a Report of the 
Coast Guard-AWO Quality Action Team on Towing Vessel 
Crew Fatalities.(1)  They also published a “Lesson Plan(2) for 
Fall Overboard Prevention: Making and Breaking Tow”  
However much the Coast Guard and AWO pontificate, it 
remains that the AWO does not write regulations, and the 
Coast Guard does not inspect or regulate the nation’s 
approximately 17,000 dry cargo barges.  [(1) NMA file A-1151.  
(2) Lesson plans are tools used by teachers.  We ask, how many 
teachers are also towing vessel officers?  Also, how often is 
this lesson plan utilized on working towing vessels?] 
 We made this point in 2007 in our Report #R-426, Rev. 1.  
Report to Congress: Challenges Facing the Coast Guard’s 
Marine Safety Program – Effectively Regulating the Towing 
Industry.  By leaving the regulation of almost 17,000 dry 
cargo barges to OSHA but giving them no training, resources, 
or access to these barges essentially leaves most of these huge 
“workplaces” unregulated. 

[NMA Comment: We believe that the number of fatalities 
from falls overboard justify our asking Congress to look into 
properly regulating dry cargo barges since it is clear that the 
Coast Guard has never taken the initiative to do so.] 
 
[NMA Comment:  The government says it is willing to spend 
$2,700,000 to prevent the loss of a human life.  If this is so, 
isn’t it reasonable to require companies hiring deckhands to 
perform barge work to insure the life of each mariner for this 
amount?  Perhaps it is also time for Workman’s 
Compensation to cover personal injuries on the water.]  

Loss of Crewman from M/V Father Seelos 
[Source: FOIA 09-1096; Activity #3413213.Only preliminary 
information is available.  We await the release of additional 
information by the Coast Guard.] 
 On Feb. 6, 2008, at about the same time of Captain 
Sutton’s letter (above) and “across the river,” deckhand 
Christopher Homer fell to his death from a barge handled by 
the M/V FATHER SEELOS owned by Marquette Gulf Inland.  
He was wearing a life jacket at the time. 
 “Marquette’s internal investigation has revealed that the 
deckhand had secured a barge that was being dropped off at 
Kirby Fleet (LMR Mile Marker) 108 and proceeding to board 
the FATHER SEELOS again to proceed up-river to (LMR 
Mile Marker) 127.  It is believed that the deckhand slipped 
while moving between barge and tug and fell in the river.  
Crew on the FATHER SEELOS immediately threw life 
rings…but there was too much freeboard to reach the subject 
before he was pushed under the barge by the current.” 
 
[NMA Comment:  The “height of freeboard” describes the 
same problem of recovering an individual in the water 
accurately described by Captain Sutton in two letters a 
dozen years apart.] 
 
[NMA Comment:  We believe the “Personal Retriever” has 
proven to be a far superior retrieval tool than the life ring.  
Why then do Coast Guard bureaucrats continue to hinder its 
inventor, USCG BMCM Paul Driscoll (retired) in the 
“approval” process.  We continue to follow this issue closely.]  

Man Dead After Falling Off Barge in River 
[Source: WDSU Television, New Orleans] 
 Reserve, LA, 11:23 Mar. 4, 2009.  The Coast Guard has 
recovered the body of a man who fell off a barge into the 
Mississippi River near Reserve, officials said Wednesday. 
 Coast Guard officials said the man was last seen on the barge 
at 5:45 AM, but could not be accounted for after a shift change 
around 6:30 AM.  Rescue crews searched an 11-mile stretch of 
the Mississippi River using two helicopters and two boats. 
 A crane operator in the area said he saw Coast Guard officials 
pull the man’s body from the water around 9:00 A.M.  The man 
worked for a company called Associated Terminals, officials said. 
 
[NMA Comment:  Our Association’s standard practice is 
to request additional information from the Coast Guard 
(CG-611) under the Freedom of Information Act.  
However, this procedure has become much more 
complicated as a result of recent restrictions imposed by 
the Department of Homeland Security.] 
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ONE “LESSON LEARNED” FROM F/V KATMAI LOSS 
OF FOUR MARINERS 

 
[The following contains comments by Rollie Herman 
President, Westpac Marine Services, Tacoma, WA printed in 
National Fisherman.] 
 
 On Oct. 22, 2008, the 93-foot KATMAI was lost off of the 
Aleutian Islands, along with seven of the 11-member crew.  
While the Coast Guard has not completed their accident 
review, one fact is beyond dispute.  Newer life rafts are better 
at saving lives than older rafts. 

The design and construction of life rafts has improved 
dramatically, starting in the late 1980s.  Stability was 
improved with the development of larger, faster-filling ballast 
pockets.  The other major innovation was the "boarding ramp" 
or "boarding platform," which allows people in the water to 
enter the raft with much less effort. 

In the United States there is no regulation that states a life 
raft must be replaced after a specific number of years. 

Life rafts are only removed from service when they do not 
pass the service criterion set forth by the raft manufacturer and 
the Coast Guard.  Depending on the brand of raft and where 
your vessel operates, you might find rafts over 20 years old 
still in service. 

Life rafts can broadly be put into two categories, U.S. Coast 
Guard approved and non-approved.  Coast Guard – approved 
life rafts used offshore carry approval numbers of 160.051 a 
dual approval of 160.051 / 160.151.  The rafts with the dual 
approval (160.051/160.151) have the better pockets and a 
platform or ramp for boarding.  After reading the testimony 
from the survivors of the F/V KATMAI, it our suggestion that 
all Coast Guard-approved rafts that only carry the 160.051 
approval be replaced with a modern raft. 
 For recreational boats that are not carrying Coast Guard-
approved life rafts, it is much more difficult to ascertain what 
is really inside your soft valise or hard container.  There are no 
Coast Guard approval numbers to guide you, and 
specifications can change without the manufacturer changing 
the model number.  Our advice is to view your life raft the 

next time it is being serviced and talk with the technicians 
about how adequate it is and what features are available on 
newer rafts. 
 Nobody wants to spend the money to purchase a new life 
raft.  After all, it is something none of us ever want to use.  
However, at least two of the crew from the F/V KATMAI 
might be alive today had they been in a new raft with better 
features.  We must ask ourselves, how much is our life worth? 

 

[NMA Comment:  Most fishing vessels operating offshore 
must carry inflatable life rafts or inflatable buoyant 
apparatus as per 46 CFR Table 28.120(a).  However, there 
is no similar requirement for towing vessels and many 
inspected OSV’s.]  
 
[Source: NMA File M-797; FOIA 09-0689; Activity #3351236 
is still under investigation.]  
 While this tragedy remains “under investigation,” the Coast 
Guard did provide us with a “Case Report” on Feb. 14, 2009 of 
this Oct. 22, 2008 accident.  The report essentially is a record of 
the communications that took place during the Search and 
Rescue and is an outstanding view of how the Coast Guard 
coordinates and utilizes every available resource.  Although 
filled with all sorts of abbreviations and terminology unfamiliar 
to many readers, the report shows the great credit that belongs 
to our premier lifesaving service – and does it without any of 
the customary “propaganda” found in so many other Coast 
Guard documents.  If you are unable to wade through the 
abbreviations and military terminology, tough luck.  Well, with 
about 800 of these reports in our library, this report is a true 
“diamond in the rough.”  Once you master all the abbreviations, 
it reads like a fast-paced novel and was hard to put down. 
 If and when they release a final report, we will find out what 
lesson(s) the Coast Guard brings back from its experience. 
 
[NMA Comment:  Section 312 of HR-2830 would have 
required that survival craft not later than Jan. 1, 2013 
“…ensure that no part of an individual is immersed in 
water.”  Our Association encourages the 111th Congress to 
pass comparable legislation that was first requested by the 
NTSB after the PILGRIM BELLE accident in 1985.]  

CONGRESSIONAL EXPECTATIONS FOR 
TOWING VESSEL INSPECTION 

 
 The Coast Guard was ordered to bring towing vessels 
under inspection in a law passed by Congress in 2004.  They 
appointed a project officer and proceeded to hold four public 
hearings and collect comments in Docket #USCG-2004-
19977.  These comments are available for viewing on the 
internet at http://www.regulations.gov.  Search for the Docket 
# shown above. 
 Our Association, then known as the Gulf Coast Mariners 
Association, actively pushed the Coast Guard to inspect 
commercial towing vessels since 2000.  After working through 
the Towing Safety Advisory Committee (TSAC), which we 
assumed was working “through channels” (and wasting several 
valuable years doing so), we finally were told that Congress 
would have to change the law to permit towing vessels to 

become “inspected” vessels.  On Oct. 22, 2002, we asked the 
Commandant to submit a “Legislative Change Proposal” to 
Congress on our behalf to “inspect” towing vessels – another 
monumental waste of time because the Coast Guard only 
pushes for changes that will benefit the Coast Guard.  We were 
told, in effect, that we could ask Congress ourselves – which we 
did.  We kept our request simple, and Section 415 of the Coast 
Guard and Maritime Transportation Act of 2004 was equally 
straightforward in stating “…Section 3301 of title 46, United 
States Code, is amended by adding at the end the following: 
“(15) towing vessels.” 
 The idea that GCMA somehow accomplished this amazing 
feat in the halls of Congress is preposterous.  However, our 
previous work on this project starting with the creation of our 
original Report #R-276 that we presented at the TSAC 
meeting of Mar. 15, 2001 gave our Association a sense of 
“ownership” of the towing vessel inspection project. 
 GCMA revised and updated our Report #R-276 for the 
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next TSAC meeting in September 2001 and again in March 
2002 where we presented our work in book form to the TSAC 
meeting in San Francisco in March 2002 where it was quickly 
dismissed and ignored – hardly worth the cost of carrying a 
box of books on the airplane!  Revisions and updating 
continued until we submitted Revision 7 to Congress on 
March 1, 2004.  Later, after the President signed the Coast 
Guard and Maritime Transportation Act of 2004 on Sept. 9, 
2004, the American Waterways Operators (AWO) would lay 
its claim to “ownership” of the regulatory project.  Thereafter, 
they pushed their views by manipulating TSAC. 
 The regulatory docket contains 131 items including 119 
submissions by members of the public.  Our Association 
submitted 8 separate items to the docket including our Report 
#R-276.  Each submission is numbered with the docket 
number followed by the submission number.  For example, 
USCG-2004-19977-14 contains our Report #R-276 in its 
eighth revision. 
 As we look ahead to Spring 2009 – probably late Spring – 
we can expect a Coast Guard Notice of Proposed 
Rulemaking (NPRM).  This NPRM will seek additional 
comments from the “public.”  The public includes every 
mariner who is willing to sit down, study the proposal, and 
write a letter to the docket.  The NPRM will contain 
instructions, and we encourage our mariners to submit 
informed comments. 
 To be “well informed” we suggest going to our website 
and pull the following reports:  #R-276, Rev. 9; Report #R-
276-A, and #R-276-B.  These are things our mariners have 
indicated they would like to see. 
 To be “well informed” we suggest that you read the 
following letter written by Congressman James L. Oberstar on 
March 23, 2005.  Congressman Oberstar is the Chairman of 
the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee and is 
serving his 18th term in the House of Representatives. 
 

U.S. House of Representatives Committee on 
Transportation and Infrastructure 

Washington, DC 20515 
March 23, 2005 

 
Re: Docket #USCG-2004-19977–129 
Admiral Thomas H. Collins, Commandant 
United States Coast Guard  
2100 Second Street, S.E. 
Washington, D.C. 20593-0001 
 
Dear Admiral Collins: 
 Section 415 of the Coast Guard and Maritime 
Transportation Act of 2004 (P.L. 108-293) brought towing 
vessels under the vessel inspection laws administered by the 
Coast Guard.  As the Ranking Member of the Committee on 
Transportation and Infrastructure, which authored that 
legislation, I applaud the Coast Guard in moving so quickly to 
initiate this rulemaking.  To understand the inspection of 
towing vessels and how it must be implemented it is 
appropriate to briefly review of the history of vessel 
inspection by the Coast Guard and its predecessor 
organizations. 
 On July 7, 1838, Congress approved the first law 

providing for the inspection of vessels– in this case steam 
vessels.  This law required hulls to be inspected every 12 
months and boilers to be inspected every 6 months.  The 
inspectors were to be appointed by the U.S. District Courts on 
application by the vessel owners.  This system failed to 
improve the safety on vessels to an acceptable level.  
Therefore, on August 30, 1852, Congress approved the 
Steamboat Act that provided the basis for establishing the 
Steamboat Inspection Service, the predecessor to today's 
United States Coast Guard.  Over the years, Congress required 
other types of vessels to be inspected and required other vessel 
systems to be inspected.  In 1871, Congress required the 
Steamboat Inspection Service to set the number of 
crewmembers in the ship's complement necessary for the safe 
operation of the inspected vessel. 
 The Federal Government has been inspecting vessels for 
over 150 years.  Nothing in the Coast Guard and Maritime 
Transportation Act of 2004 (P.L. 108-293) changed those 
items that are subject to inspection by the Coast Guard.  It 
simply added "towing vessels" as a new class of vessels that 
are required to be inspected.  Congress supplemented the 
traditional inspection system by allowing the Coast Guard to 
develop a "safety management system" for towing vessels.  As 
the Conference Report on this law stated: 
"Safety management systems allow the Coast Guard to 
oversee the maintenance and repair of vessel equipment and 
ship systems subject to inspection through an approved safety 
management plan that includes maintenance schedules and 
system tests.  The Coast Guard may enforce the plan through 
audits of the vessel's logs and vessel operator's records rather 
than having to directly oversee the repair or maintenance work 
conducted on a particular piece of equipment or ship system." 
 I understand that in public meetings some individuals have 
indicated that safety management could be used to fulfill the 
requirements for inspection of vessels by Coast Guard 
personnel.  However, chapter 33 of title 46, United States 
Code and historical precedent regarding the implementation of 
the vessel inspection laws for all other types of vessels require 
vessels to be physically inspected by Coast Guard personnel.  
Safety management will supplement the inspection of towing 
vessels by the Coast Guard personnel to help ensure that the 
vessel is maintained in compliance with the inspection 
requirements in between Coast Guard inspections.  Congress 
did not intend for safety management to be the basis for an 
inspection mechanism for towing vessels. 
 Since 1992, towing vessels have been involved in more 
than 607 sinkings, 593 floodings, 494 fires, 115 capsizings, 41 
explosions, and 103 abandonments.  I believe that these 
numbers can be significantly reduced by having these vessels 
inspected by Coast Guard personnel pursuant to the vessel 
inspection laws and manned in conformance with the manning 
and licensing requirements under section 8101 of title 46, 
United States Code. 
 

QUESTIONS: 
(1) Towing vessels of a certain size (300 or more gross 
register tons) are already inspected vessels and are subject to 
a variety of existing requirements.  Should the Coast Guard 
use any of these existing standards (or standards for other 
types of inspected vessels) for incorporation into the new 
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regulations regarding the inspection of towing vessels?  If 
so, which regulations or standards should be incorporated 
into these new regulations? 
 
 The American Bureau of Shipping (ABS) has current 
standards for the classing of towing vessels.  These standards 
could be adopted insofar as they address portions of a vessel 
that are within the scope of a Coast Guard inspection under 
sections 3305 (scope and standards of inspection) and 3306 
(regulations) of title 46, United States Code.  These standards 
are widely known by the shipbuilding and ship repair industry 
and would make it much easier for the Coast Guard to inspect 
towing vessels.  The Coast Guard should establish 
supplementary standards for those items that do not fall within 
the scope of current ABS standards, such as for lifesaving 
equipment, crew accommodations, potable water, and training 
and drills for use of lifesaving and firefighting equipment. 
 Inspection standards provide engineering level detail 
regarding the design and construction for all vessels, including 
towing vessels.  The Coast Guard should draw on its vast 
experience in setting safety standards for vessels when 
establishing the inspection standards for towing vessels.  For 
example, the Coast Guard will need to decide whether ox not 
it is good marine practice for the cooling water system on a 
towing vessel to be made out of plastic pipe.  Conversely, the 
Coast Guard must examine the unique characteristics of 
towing vessels when setting these engineering standards.  For 
example, is the bridge high enough for bridge personnel to see 
over all of the barges being pushed, and does the towing 
vessel have sufficient horsepower to safely navigate the 
number, size, and draft of barges that it will be pushing.  If 
not, then operational restrictions may need to be placed in the 
certificate of inspection for the vessel 
 
(2) Title 46, United States Code, specifies the items covered 
with regard to inspected vessels including lifesaving, 
firefighting, hull, propulsion equipment, machinery, and 
vessel equipment.  However, the legislation that added 
towing vessels to the list of inspected vessels, authorized that 
the Coast Guard may prescribe different standards for 
towing vessels than for other types of inspected vessels.  
What, if any, different standards should be considered with 
regard to inspected towing vessel requirements from other 
inspected vessels? 
 
 Section 3305 of title 46, United States Code, is very 
specific with regard to the scope of a vessel inspection by 
Coast Guard personnel. This section states: 
(a) The inspection process shall ensure that a vessel subject to 
inspection — 
(1) is of a structure suitable for the service in which it is to be 
employed; 
(2) is equipped with proper appliances for lifesaving, fire 
prevention, and firefighting; 
(3) has suitable accommodations for the crew, sailing school 
instructors, and sailing school students, and for passengers on 
the vessel if authorized to carry passengers; 
(4) has an adequate supply of potable water for drinking and 
washing by passengers and crew; 
(5) is in a condition to be operated with safety to life and 

property; and 
(1) complies with applicable marine safety laws and regulations." 
 In addition, section 3306.of title 46, United States Code, is 
very specific regarding the areas that Coast Guard inspection 
regulations must cover.  This section states: 
(a) To carry out this part and to secure the safety of 
individuals and property on board vessels subject to 
inspection, the Secretary shall prescribe necessary regulations 
to ensure the proper execution of, and to carry out, this part in 
the most effective manner for - 
(1) the design, construction, alteration, repair, and operation of 
those vessels, including superstructures, hulls, fittings, 
equipment, appliances, propulsion machinery, auxiliary 
machinery, boilers, unfired pressure vessels, piping, electric 
installations, and accommodations for passengers and crew, 
sailing school instructors, and sailing school students; 
(2) lifesaving equipment and its use; 
(3) firefighting equipment, its use, and precautionary 
measures to guard against fire; 
(4) inspections and tests related to paragraphs (1), (2), and (3) 
of this subsection; and 
(5) the use of vessel stores and other supplies of a dangerous 
nature." 
 Section 8101 of title 46, United States Code, also requires the 
Coast Guard to set the minimum manning levels for all inspected 
vessels necessary for the safe operation of the vessel.  This now 
includes towing vessels.  Section 8101 states: 
(a) The certificate of inspection issued to a vessel under part B 
of this subtitle shall state the complement of licensed 
individuals and crew (including lifeboatmen) considered by 
the Secretary to be necessary for safe operation." 
(g) A person may not employ an individual as, and an 
individual may not serve as, a master, mate, engineer, radio 
officer, or pilot of a vessel to which this part applies or which 
is subject to inspection under chapter 33 of this title if the 
individual is not licensed by the Secretary.  A person 
(including an individual) violating this subsection is liable to 
the Government for a civil penalty of not more than $10,000.  
Each day of a continuing violation is a separate offense.” 
 In addition, section 8904(c) of title 46, United States Code, 
states: 
(c) The Secretary may prescribe by regulation requirements 
for maximum hours of service (including recording and 
recordkeeping of that service) of individuals engaged on a 
towing vessel that is at least 26 feet in length measured from 
end to end over the deck (excluding the sheer).". 
 Under section 8101, the Coast Guard will have to 
determine whether or not, for example, there should be more 
than one individual on a bridge watch or more than one 
engineer on the vessel.  In calculating manning levels the 
Coast Guard should take into account the number of people 
necessary for safe operation of towing vessels given "hours of 
service" limitations designed to prevent fatigue from causing 
marine casualties.  These "hours of service" limitations will 
factor in the hours of continuous rest that mariners will need 
using circadian rhythm cycles. 
 The manning levels also may vary depending upon the 
type of towing vessel involved.  The Coast Guard may decide 
that the manning level on a inland towing vessel does not have 
to be the same as for a coastal integrated tug-barge (ITB). 
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 It may be appropriate to develop different standards for 
towing vessels based on their size or type of operation as long 
as those standards address the areas subject to inspection 
under sections 3305 and 3306 of title 46, United States Code 
in much the same way that the Coast Guard has already 
developed different standards for two types of small passenger 
vessels, so called "T' and "K" vessels.  For example, different 
standards for the following four categories of towing vessels 
could be established: 
(1) towing vessels used exclusively on rivers and bays in 
conjunction with barges;  
(2) towing vessels used exclusively for docking or towing 
assistance to self-propelled vessels; (3) coastal and seagoing 
towing vessels; and (4) towing assistance vessels that aid 
recreational vessels in an emergency. 
 
(3) Towing vessels vary widely in terms of size, horsepower, 
areas of operation, and type of operation.  Under what 
circumstances, if any, should a towing vessel be exempt from 
the requirements as an inspected vessel? 
 The Coast Guard has no authority to exempt a vessel from 
inspection under chapter 33 of title 46, United States Code.  
The only exemptions from inspection are those prescribed by 
Congress in section 3302 of title 46.  None of these 
Congressional exemptions apply to towing vessels.  However, 
as noted above, the Coast Guard may prescribe different 
standards for the various types of towing vessels so long as 
those regulations address the items subject to inspection under 
sections 3305 and 3306 of title 46, United States Code. 
 
(4)Should existing towing vessels be given time to implement 
requirements, be “grandfathered" altogether from them, or 
should this practice vary from requirement to requirement? 
 
 Section 3307 of title 46, United States Code, requires a vessel 
subject to inspection (including a towing vessel) to be inspected 
before it is put into service and at least once every five years.  
There may be more than 5,000 towing vessels that will now be 
subject to inspection and have to be drydocked in order to 
determine if their hulls and fittings meet the inspection standards. 
To accommodate the transition to full inspection, the Coast 
Guard may want to consider phasing in the system by using the 
construction date in the builders certificate issued when the 
towing vessel was built.  The Coast Guard could require a towing 
vessel to be inspected before the vessel hits its next anniversary 
date that is divisible by 5.  For example, if the towing vessel is 
currently 12 years old, it would have 3 years to become 
inspected.  This would allow for the workload to be spread out 
over a manageable time period and begin a cyclical process for 
subsequent re-inspections. 
 Regarding the grandfathering of towing vessels, the Coast 
Guard may want to consider exempting a towing vessel from 
an individual requirement if that requirement would require a 
major structural or major equipment change to the vessel 
unless that change is necessary to remove an especially 
hazardous condition.  This approach was used when offshore 
supply vessels were brought under inspection.  However, as 
stated before, no towing vessels may be exempted from 
inspection and the issuance of a certificate of inspection. 
 

(5) Should existing towing vessels be treated differently from 
towing vessels yet to be built? 
See recommendations in response to question #4. 
 
(6) The same act that requires inspection of towing vessels 
authorizes the Coast Guard to develop a safety management 
system appropriate for the towing vessels.  If such a system is 
developed, should its use be required for all inspected towing 
vessels? 
 As stated in the Conference Report for the Coast Guard 
and Maritime Transportation Act of 2004 (H. Rpt. 108-617) 
"Safety management systems allow the Coast Guard to 
oversee the maintenance and repair of vessel and ship systems 
subject to inspection through an approved management plan 
that includes maintenance schedules and system tests".  Safety 
management systems will improve vessel maintenance and 
repairs and therefore should be required of all towing vessels.  
However, safety management systems are a supplement to the 
traditional Coast Guard inspection and are in no way a 
substitute for the inspection of a towing vessel by Coast Guard 
officials.  As stated in section 3307 of title 46, United States 
Code, "Each vessel subject to inspection under this part shall 
undergo an initial inspection for certification before being put 
into service.  After being put into service .... Any other vessel 
shall be inspected at least once every 5 years."  Therefore, a 
towing vessel must be inspected by Coast Guard personnel or 
a classification society (if the Coast Guard chooses to delegate 
inspection authority under section 3316)- 
 
(8) Examples of existing safety management systems include 
the International Safety Management (ISM) code and the 
American Waterways Operators Responsible Carrier 
Program.  If a safety management system is used, what 
elements should be included in such a system? 
 The only components of the International Safety 
Management (ISM) Code or the American Waterways Operators 
Responsible Carrier Program that the Coast Guard may include in 
the towing vessel safety management plans approved under this 
chapter are those elements that address the parts of a vessel 
subject to inspection that are detailed in sections 3305 and 3306 
of tide 46, United States Code, which sets out the parameters for 
Coast Guard regulations prescribed under chapter 33 of that title 
as stated in the Conference Report to the Coast Guard and 
Maritime Transportation Act of 2004: 
 "Safety management systems allow the Coast Guard to 
oversee the maintenance and repair of vessel equipment and 
ship systems subject to inspection through an approved safety 
management plan that includes maintenance schedules and 
system tests.  The Coast Guard may enforce the plan through 
audits of the vessel's logs and vessel operator's records rather 
than having to directly oversee the repair or maintenance work 
conducted on a particular piece of equipment or ship system" 
 I commend the Coast Guard for making this regulatory 
project a high priority and believe that it can significantly 
improve safety on our nation's waterways. 

Sincerely, 
James L. Oberstar 

Ranking Democratic Member 
 
 



Newsletter   11 

U.S. OPERATORS WARNED NOT TO USE 
TWO-WATCH SYSTEM IN FOREIGN WATERS 

 
[Source: Professional Mariner #121, Feb. 2009, pgs 20-23.  
Emphasis is ours!] 
 The U.S. Coast Guard is warning towing vessel operators 
not to accept overseas jobs if their boats do not comply with 
international safety and manning rules. 
 Port state control inspectors recently have boosted 
enforcement of the three-watch system, navigation equipment 
requirements, officer licensing and vessel safety documentation. 
 During a presentation at the State University of New York 
Maritime College Towing Forum in October, Coast Guard 
personnel noted an increase in the incidence of U.S.-flagged 
tugboats having their operations halted overseas.  Capt. Eric P. 
Christensen, the Chief of the Coast Guard’s Office of Vessel 
Activities, said American operators are asking for trouble if 
they voyage to Europe without a three-watch system. 
 Nations in Europe and elsewhere “are getting to the point 
where they are starting to look at vessels that are coming from 
the United States that they know are not manned properly,” 
Christensen said.  “You need to be cognizant of that.” 
 The U.S. tugboat industry is accustomed to operating 
domestically with a two-watch system – each watch operating 
six hours on and six hours off.  To combat crew fatigue and 
improve safety on an overseas voyage, the latest 
International Convention on Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS) 
memorandum calls for a three-watch system, which is more 
expensive for the operator. 
 Because they suspect that American operators will try to 
get away with a two-watch system, foreign port state control 
officers seem to be targeting U.S.-flagged vessels for 
boarding.  When the inspections confirm the suspicions, the 

tugboats are not permitted to get back underway until the 
violations are corrected.  The U.S. is also earning a bad 
reputation overseas, the Coast Guard said. 
 “This is starting to happen more often,” Christensen said.  
The United States is “now ranked up there with Cambodia, 
Albania (and) Barbados in terms of detentions.” 
 A three-watch system is generally required unless the 
vessel has a Safe Manning Document (SMD) that authorizes a 
different crewing level.  Mariners are reminded that boats over 
500 gross tons need to carry an SMD.  Christensen said the 
document is recommended for vessels under 500 gross tons.  
It provides an “extra level of protection” when the crew runs 
into a disagreement with overseas inspectors, he said. 
 A vessel may obtain an SMD from the nearest Coast 
Guard Marine Safety detachment following a voluntary 
inspection.  Operators should be aware that the document 
may require additional personnel for international voyages 
that would not be required for domestic voyages. 
 Generally, on international voyages, all wheelhouse personnel 
are required to have ocean endorsements.  If an engineer is 
required in the safe manning certificate, that person must hold 
an appropriate credential.  A helmsman cannot stand as his 
own lookout.  All crew must have basic safety training. 
 Christensen noted that the recent problems overseas apply to 
uninspected towing vessels.  When the U.S. begins mandatory 
inspection of tugboats in a few years, such disruptions are 
expected to ease.  At present, there may not be an equivalent U.S. 
regulation to correspond to each of the latest requirements of the 
International Convention for SOLAS. 
 The Coast Guard has simple advice for companies 
accepting overseas jobs.  If you know your vessel doesn’t 
meet the SOLAS regulations, don’t go. 
 “Once you’re over there and you don’t meet the 
qualifications, we can’t help you,” Christensen said. 

 

ANOTHER COAST GUARD “REORGANIZATION” 
BUGS OUR MARINERS 

By Richard A. Block 

 
 Our mariners and marine industry employers have endured 
repeated Coast Guard reorganizations over the years as part of 
the price of having to deal with a quasi-military government 
agency.  This agency seems to feel that it has to reinvent itself 
every time it gets a new Commandant – akin to “Publish or 
Perish” in the academic world.  This, coupled with the 
constant turnover and reassignment of personnel, is typical 
of a “military” organization.  However, our mariners and our 
employers are civilians, and these sweeping changes are very 
disconcerting to civilians who must deal with them. 
 At the last TSAC meeting in September, I registered a 
formal complaint on behalf of our Association, albeit to the 
deaf ears of the Coast Guard officials in attendance.  
Interestingly, no one rose to enlighten me (or the audience) as 
to the great benefits to be gleaned from another wholesale 
shuffle of job titles, phone number changes or other changes 
contemplated or underway. 
 Our Association has never been privy to these wholesale 
reorganizations that seem to be carried out solely to try to 
create a more smoothly running bureaucracy.  Of course, 

every re-organization is amazingly successful if you read all 
of the praise heaped upon them by Agency propagandists. 
 Coast Guard “organization” and its frequent re-organization is 
not an activity that interests many of our mariners.  Most 
mariners have good reason to become unglued when something 
that should be as simple as renewing a license has become a 
Byzantine labyrinth of bureaucratic screw-ups with each 
“improvement” bringing more disorganization and confusion.  
We would just like to be able to follow the same path every time 
we renew our licenses in a upside-down world where “better” 
always seems to mean “worse.”  In this interface between the 
Coast Guard and the 213,000 credentialed mariners it 
“superintends” fewer and fewer mariners ever come away 
satisfied.  The hyped “improvements” we see in licensing, for 
example, only seem to make things more difficult, harder to 
understand, and more expensive for the average mariner and 
especially the older mariner. 
 In reading about the latest spasm of “reorganization” in an 
internal Coast Guard publication, it appears that the Coast Guard 
has downplayed the importance of the merchant marine to the 
point where Congress could do us all a favor by transferring the 
Coast Guard to the Department of Defense under the U.S. Navy 
and spin off its “Marine Safety” functions to another government 
agency without military pretensions that is more in tune with 
transportation than with warfare. 
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PROCESSING TIME FOR MARINERS’ 
MEDICAL EVALUATIONS SKYROCKETS 

 
[Source: MM&P Wheelhouse Weekly, Jan 26, 2009.  
Emphasis and comments are ours.] 
 The time it takes the Coast Guard to process mariners’ 
medical evaluations has more than doubled – from fewer than 
40 days to 89 days – since the agency introduced centralized 
medical vetting procedures in the second half of 2008.  The 
dramatic jump in processing time was revealed in the Coast 
Guards “Mariner Licensing and Documentation Program 
Performance Update,” released at the beginning of 2009. 
 Under the new system, which was established by Coast 
Guard NVIC 04-08, staffers at the agency’s National Maritime 
Center (NMC) in Martinsburg, West Virginia, determine 
mariners’ “fitness for duty” based exclusively on test results, 
without ever actually seeing the mariners.  MM&P, other 
seafaring unions and some industry groups had warned the 
Coast Guard from the outset that the medical review system 
established under the NVIC would quickly become blocked by 
the volume of applications and the unnecessary medical tests 
and evaluations the NVIC requires. 
 At the beginning of January, there were over 4,400 
medical evaluations at NMC awaiting action.  Each 
application caught in the Coast Guard’s bottleneck can 
translate into lost work opportunities and financial hardship 
for mariners and their families. 
 In the “Performance Update,” the Coast Guard reports that 
although the “average age” of mariner credential applications 
has decreased by 49 percent since January 2008, “the average 
time to conduct medical evaluations has increased 
dramatically, to an average of 89 days.”  In its report, the 
Coast Guard blames the jump on “an increase in the number 
of physical exam reports submitted by mariners and to a 
limited number of medically trained staff available to make 
fitness for duty determinations.”  The agency reported that the 
increased time needed to deal with medical evaluations is 
“hampering efforts to reduce total [credential] processing 
time,” which averaged 80 days in the closing months of 2008. 
 MM&P supports legislation that was introduced in the last 
session of Congress by Sen. Frank Lautenberg (D-N.J.) which 
would allow doctors on a designated list of qualified medical 
examiners to perform physical exams and certify mariners as 
being fit for duty.  It is hoped that the legislation will be 
reintroduced this year and acted on swiftly by Congress. 
 
[NMA Comment:  Mariners fought for years to have 
physicians of their choice perform our mariners’ medical 
examinations.  What we have now is a perfect example of 
an unnecessary, meddling government bureaucratic 
boondoggle forcefully crammed down our mariners’ 
throats.  BACK OFF!!!]  
 
Coast Guard Announces Measures Aimed At Alleviating 

Credentials Backlog 
[Source: MM&P Wheelhouse Weekly, Feb. 16, 2009] 
 The Coast Guard says it is taking steps to address the 
backlog of well over 4,000 credential applications, which have 
piled up at its National Maritime Center (NMC) in 

Martinsburg, West Virginia.  "The NMC's average processing 
time of 80 days is not acceptable to the Coast Guard," the 
agency said in an official statement that blamed "a significant 
portion of the delays on. the complexity of completing the 
application and production bottlenecks in the medical 
evaluation stage of the credential evaluation process." 
 As reported in recent issues…the time it takes the Coast 
Guard to process mariners' and pilots' medical evaluations has 
more than doubled-from fewer than 40 days to 89 days-since 
the agency introduced centralized medical vetting 
procedures in the second half of 2008... 
 At the beginning of January, there were over 4,400 
medical evaluations at NMC awaiting action.  Each 
application caught in the Coast Guard's bottleneck can 
translate into lost work and financial hardship for mariners, 
pilots and their families.  
 In trying to address the problems, the Coast Guard said it 
will: implement "enhanced risk-based screening procedures," 
prioritize renewals to focus on credentials that have expired or 
are near expiration; and "aggressively surge" national 
resources to help process the backlog of evaluations.  
Specifically, the agency said it has reached out for help in 
reviewing medical evaluations to Coast Guard active duty 
medical staff from around the country, public health service 
personnel and members of the Coast Guard Auxiliary. 
 MM&P appreciates the fact that the Coast Guard has 
recognized there is a problem and is taking action.  But the 
union is skeptical about the practicality of the entire 
centralized vetting program because it makes the medical 
review process unnecessarily burdensome and costly….  
 Is your medical evaluation one of the thousands awaiting 
action at the National Maritime Center?  If so, we want to 
know about it so we can take your concerns to Congress. 

 

 The National Mariners Association asks our mariners to 
fax or e-mail us at the numbers that appear on the front of 
this newsletter and provide these specific details…:]  

● Your name, address, e-mail and phone number. 
● Number of years you have been a merchant mariner… 
● License you sail under. 
● Date you sent your application for upgrade or renewal to 

the Coast Guard. 
● How long before your license was scheduled to expire you 

started the renewal process. 
● Dates and nature of follow-up correspondence with the 

Coast Guard, including requests by NMC that you undergo 
additional medical tests. 

● Any details about how long it took you to complete the 
additional medical tests, in particular given the need to 
schedule them during periods when you were not at sea. 

 
[NMA Comment: We sincerely appreciate the interest and 
assistance of MM&P on the medical issue.  We furnished 
specific information on many outstanding cases where we 
received no reply to letters and faxes addressed to Captain 
David Stalfort, the current Commanding Officer of the 
National Maritime Center on behalf of many mariners.] 
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RENEWING A LICENSE 
WHEN YOU HAVE MEDICAL ISSUES 

[Source: Waterways Journal, Feb. 23, 2009, p.4.  Emphasis is 
ours.  Letter written by Mariner [129].] 

 
I'm not sure at this point on what to do except to let others 

know what they're in for when they go for a renewal for a 
master's license with a medical issue. 

On Aug. 12, 2008, my application was accepted for renewal 
for master's license for towing vessels.  On Dec. 7, 2008, I was 
notified that my application was denied for medical reasons. 

Let me give you a little background on the medical issue that 
got me denied.  Shortly after my last renewal, I had a two-year 
battle with seizures.  When this problem started, I did a voluntary 
surrender of my license.  After everything was under control, I 
got a letter from my primary doctor and my neurologist that it 
was OK for me to return to work.  My license was returned to 
me and I went back to work with no problem. 

At the time I was given back my license, all my information 
with every medical record was sent to the medical review 
board.  At any time they could have revoked my license and 
ordered me to stop operating a vessel.  But they didn't.  I have 
been back to work for three years with no medical issues 
whatsoever.  Other than my two-year battle three years ago, 
my health is perfect at age 55. 

The denial letter I was sent stated that in Jan. 2008, the 
medical review board recommended that anyone with a 
history of seizures must go 10 years seizure-free and off 
medication to even be considered for a medical waiver.  The 
letter also stated that I had 30 days to send a letter of re-
consideration,(1) and ask for an application for a continuity 
renewal, and that I had the right to a formal appeal(2) if my 
reconsideration letter was turned down. 

 
[NMA Comment: (1) In other words, ask the National 
Maritime Center to reconsider their action to see if they 
have made a mistake.  (2)Draft a formal appeal to CG-
5434, at Headquarters.]  

 
Keep in mind that they send letters like this certified mail, 

and I work a 28-14 schedule, with 30 days to act on them.  I 
got my letter of reconsideration off in time. 

After I turned it in, I got to thinking.  Maybe I should ask 
for the application for a continuity renewal, and information 
on how to appeal if it came down to it.  Well, I started calling.  
After a number of attempts, I reached a person who said they 
would send me the application, but didn't know how to file a 
formal appeal.  The person I spoke with transferred me to an-
other line, which was a voice mail.  I asked that the person 
call me back.  It didn't happen.  In fact I have been calling for 
over one month and asked three times for this application.  
Each time I got a voice mail, or no one picked up the phone.  
When I would reach a person, all they could do was transfer 
me to another voice mail.  I even sent an e-mail to the center, 
which was never replied to.  In May of this year, my license 
will expire.  I wish I could say that I have hopes it will be 
taken care of before that.  But I don't. 
 I'm sure the National Maritime Center in Martinsburg. 
W.Va., is backed up and very busy, but come on folks.  You 

mean to tell me that a simple phone call can't be taken, or a 
voice mail be returned? And what about the three times I 
asked for an application for a continuity renewal? 

I have only three questions.  Why is it that the medical review 
board let me operate for three years without question, and then 
denied my application when it came time to renew?  Why can't a 
message be returned in over a month?  Why can't a simple 
application be sent out after I've requested it three times?  

It's no wonder there is such a shortage of wheelhouse 
personnel.  Just try to deal with what I'm going through and it 
will become clear.  Good luck to all the others, and thanks for 
listening. 
 
Some Answers for Mariner [129] 
 In speaking with [129] he reported that he could find no 
mention of a “Continuity Application” on the Coast Guard’s 
website and never had heard the term used before.  He 
reported calling the National Maritime Center 6 times in 3 
months until someone at the Memphis REC told him it was a 
regular license application.  In addition, he was never given 
any instructions by the National Maritime Center on how to 
file a formal appeal.  He credits information on our website in 
helping him complete this paperwork. 
 
 Information About Appealing a Decision by the National 
Maritime Center to Coast Guard Headquarters CG-5434 - 
Mariner Credentialing Program Policy Division. 
By Lt. Thomas Pequignot, U.S. Coast Guard Mariner 
Credentialing Program Policy Division 
 Months after the National Maritime Center (NMC) closed 
its doors in Arlington, Va., [and moved to Martinsburg, West 
Virginia, CDR Scott Budka gets off the Metro at L’Enfant 
Plaza and takes the daily 10-minute shuttle ride to the 
Transpoint building in Washington, D.C., home of Coast 
Guard headquarters.  CDR Budka just recently transferred 
to the mariner credentialing program policy division from his 
previous job at the office of investigations and analysis, where 
he was the suspension and revocation and administrative 
clemency program manager. 
 After scanning his ID badge through the usual 
headquarters security corral and navigating through the maze 
of elevators and corridors, he finds his temporary office space 
in the back of a cubicle farm of new and overflow HQ staff. 
Looking at the faded blue carpet and the reused cubicle 
furniture, one could think, “What happened to the plush 
office with a view above the Ballston Mall?” 
 CAPT David Kranking, the former division chief explains, 
“Separating program policy from NMC’s process of 
evaluating mariner applications is just the right thing to do.  
NMC’s challenge is to complete the realignment of the 17 
Regional Examination Centers (RECs) under its control, and 
establish efficiencies and consistency in the processes of 
providing credentialing services to merchant mariners.  The 
program policy division will support this objective by 
providing the regulatory and policy/guidance tools.  This 
separation will help ensure industry’s needs are met.” 
 With NMC divesting itself of the policy responsibilities 
and moving them to the mariner credentialing program policy 
division, headquarters personnel can focus anew on these 
important policies. 
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MEBA REPORTS 
PROBLEMS RENEWING 

LICENSES AT NMC 
 
 The Marine Engineers 
Beneficial Association (MEBA) 
continues to receive reports from 
mariners experiencing a variety 
of problems with renewing their 
Coast Guard License/Merchant 
Mariner Documents that includes 
the incessant delays due to new 
medical evaluation criteria.  We 
have been in the process of co-
ordinating with other unions 
and are seeking a resolution to 
these chronic difficulties mari-
ners have encountered with the 
Coast Guard's National Mari-
time Center which handles mari-
ner licensing and documentation.  
 The Coast Guard has admit-
ted that the NMC has "faced a 
challenge" processing creden-
tials and recently announced 
that it was instituting a series of 
actions to remedy the problems. 

PORT CAPTAINS TESTIFY IN 
MEL OLIVER HEARING 

Policy Functions 
 While the decision to establish the policy division at 
Headquarters came later in the Restructuring and 
Centralization project planning (approved in April 2007), it 
seemed like a natural evolution. 
 In fact, this is not the first time the policy function has 
called Coast Guard Headquarters “home.”  Approximately a 
year after being created as a separate command in Arlington, 
the NMC inherited the policy responsibilities from HQ in 
1996.  This was an effort to consolidate policy and program 
management all under one house.  However, the fact that 
issuing policy remained a Headquarters function contributed 
to inconsistencies within the program and difficulties in 
publishing needed guidance.  It was decided a decade later 
that the mariner licensing and documentation (MLD) program 
would benefit if the policy function did not follow the NMC 
as it continued to move westward to West Virginia. 
 In addition, having the policy division at Headquarters helps 
maintain the integrity of the appeal process.  The former appeals 
system had local officer in charge, marine inspections decisions 
reviewed by the district commander, and then by NMC, which 
took final agency action.  With NMC focused on the process, and 
under centralized operations making decisions on mariner 
applications, it had to have its final agency action authority(1) 
removed.  That authority now resides with the director of 
prevention policy, for whom the mariner credentialing program 
policy division works.  [(1) Definition: Final Agency Action = 
The Coast Guard’s final decision.  If you don’t like it, hire a 
lawyer and sue them in court.] 
 Under the Director of Prevention Policy (CG-54)(1) are 

several offices, including the office of vessel activities (CG-
543).  The mariner credentialing program policy division 
(CG-5434) is one of four divisions within the office; the 
others manage vessel inspections and fishing vessel safety.  
CG-5434 develops program policy and overall management 
for the MLD program.  [(1) The Coast Guard constantly 
reorganizes itself.  They now number various offices within 
their organization.  This does avoid the necessity of 
memorizing long and confusing office and job descriptions.  It 
also means you need a master phone list that connects the 
number with the job title and the building and room where the 
office is located.  This is typical of the Federal bureaucracy.] 
 This overarching mission incorporates several functions, such as: 

• Reviewing NMC’s performance in the areas of customer 
satisfaction, process cycle time, security, efficiency, and 
consistency. 

• Playing an active role in the review committee that 
oversees STCW compliance at the maritime academies 
through quality standards system audits. 

• Making revisions to the major rewrite of the Marine Safety 
Manual, Volume III (Marine Industry Personnel). 

• Serving as one of the key Coast Guard representatives for 
maritime training institutions, maritime unions, and other 
organizations. 

 For more information [about a decision that has moved 
beyond the “reconsideration” level at the National Maritime 
Center to the formal “Appeal” level at Coast Guard Headquarters, 
contact: the] Mariner Credentialing Program, Policy Division, 
USCG Headquarters, 2100 2nd Street SW, Room 5213, 
Washington, DC 20593-0001.  Tel. (202) 372-1207.  

[Source:  By Capt. Richard Eberhardt, 
Waterways Journal, 2/15/ 09.  Emphasis 
is  ours.] 
 Two former port captains of DRD 
Towing testified during a Coast Guard 
hearing in New Orleans that it was com-
mon practice for an apprentice mate to get 
higher pay to work unsupervised and one 
said an unlicensed deckhand was allowed 
to fill in for an apprentice mate.  The 
hearing is to review the cause of the 
collision between the pushboat Mel Oliver 
and a ship last summer that created an oil 
spill, closing the Mississippi River for the 
better part of five clays. 
 Former Port Captains Gary Daigle 
and Jim Sellers both testified they told 
owners of DRD Towing that if there was 
ever an incident, and the Coast Guard 
found out about the crewing practices, 
there would be trouble. 
 American Commercial Lines (ACL) 
owned the Mel Oliver and the barge DM 
932 which was involved in the accident 

about 1:30 a.m. on July 21, 2008. spilling an 
estimated 280,000 gallons of heavy No. 6 oil 
in the Mississippi River just above the 
Crescent City Connection bridges in 
downtown New Orleans.  DRD Towing 
crewed the Mel Oliver. 
 Without admitting any guilt., ACL assumed 
the enormous financial responsibility for the 
multi-million dollar cleanup, which at times had 
as many as 2,000 people working to clean 
vessels fouled by the spilled oil and lay boom to 
prevent additional fouling.  Almost seven miles 
of booms were deployed during the cleanup. 
 Initially both Sellers and Daigle refused to 
testify, as did Capt. Terry Carver.  Carver left 
the boat during the hitch. three days before 
the accident, to drive to Illinois to find his 
girlfriend, who reportedly had been seen in a 
truck with another man.  John Bavaret, the 
apprentice mate, was left alone on the boat to 
steer – without the office knowing about it – 
when the accident occurred. 
 After the collision, a deckhand found 
Bavaret slumped at the wheel of the Mel 
Oliver and unresponsive. 
 Daigle testified he became so uncom-
fortable with the practice of using improperly 
licensed mariners to move barges 

that he stepped down as port captain to return to the boats as a crewman.  He now 
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works at Oak Marine. 
 Sellers was port captain for DRD Towing at the time of the 
accident, and said he was also aware of the practice of using 
improperly licensed mariners.  He now works for ACL.  An 
article in the Times Picayune quoted Sellers as testifying he 
knew Bavaret often worked alone, but was unaware Bavaret 
was working alone at the time of the accident. 
 The Coast Guard reopened the hearing last month to hear 
Carver's testimony and again reopened it to hear Sellers and Daigle. 
 A third former port captain of DRD Towing, who was 
scheduled to testify in the reopened hearings, was not called 
by Lt. Cmdr. Melissa Harper, the Coast Guard hearing officer 
in charge of the investigation.  The third witness left the 
company several months before the accident, and would have 
entered testimony similar to Sellers and Daigle. 
 Randall Dantin was one of the owners of DRD Towing 
who Sellers testified he asked if he "was sure you want to" 
appoint an unlicensed mariner to the position of captain when 

it was hard to find crewmen with proper licenses. 
 With qualified personnel hard to find, DRD Towing kept a 
roster of substitutes to fill in and Bavaret was at the top of the 
list, Sellers said. 
 Sellers also testified that Julie Schmidt, DRD Towing's 
office manager and sister of Dantin, told him to be careful 
about revealing too much information during any hearings, 
the newspaper reported.  Sellers said she did not ask him to 
refuse to testify. 
 Shortly after the accident DRD Towing went out of 
business.  Schmidt now runs Oak Marine, a towing company 
Sellers said formed from the ashes of DRD Towing, the Times 
Picayune reported.  Several former employees of DRD 
Towing, including Daigle, now work for Oak Marine. 
 Schmidt testified during the earlier hearings in October, 
but invoked her Fifth Amendment rights against self-in-
crimination when the Coast Guard attempted to recall her to 
testify a second time, it was reported.  

LOGBOOK SUGGESTION 

 
 Suggestion:  We recommend to the inland river mariners 
that they start maintaining their own record log book of the 
number of barges they tow, from where to where, the date and 
the approximate tonnage (total or in each barge if they have 
it), the configuration and, don’t forget the horsepower of the 
towing vessel.  Any other pertinent information should also be 
recorded as you see fit.  Create either a database in Access or 
Excel to have the data sent to and recorded and compile your 
own listing.  Over a period of one or two years I think you 
will have a very powerful source of data.  Suggested by 
Mariner [83] 
 Last year, in the Coast Guard Authorization Bill of 2008, 
there was proposed legislation in Section 312 that would 
enhance the requirements on maintaining logbooks that 
responds to our requests to Congress. 
 For a discussion of logbook issues review our Report #R-
429-G, Rev. 2, Report to Congress: Sharpening Accident 
Investigation Tools by Establishing Logbook Standards for 
Lower-Level Mariners. 
 A 8½”x11” Towing Vessel Regulation Logbook is 
available from Marine Education Textbooks as Stock #BK-
103.  The book is suitable for personal as well as for company 
use.  NMA members should request a NMA discount.  
Suggested by Mariner [59]. 
 

PAGE-CAGLE LAW FIRM JOINS NMA 

 
The National Mariners Association would like to welcome 

the law firm of Page Cagle to our list of qualified Jones Act 
Attorneys.  Page Cagle has obtained an AV rating with 
Martindale–Hubbell.  This is the highest rating bestowed by 
Martindale–Hubbell to law firms.  Furthermore, the firm has 
obtained the prestigious honor of being selected by The Million 
Dollar Advocates forum.  A representative of Page Cagle can be 
reached 24 hours a day by calling (314)-276-3981 or via e-mail at 
zane@pagecagle.com.  Utilizing the newest information 
technology this firm can act promptly and aggressively in 
pursuing your case.  Page Cagle believes seamen should know 
their rights when seriously injured.  Thus, it is important for 
injured seamen to know that they are entitled to maintenance and 
cure benefits if injured while performing duties aboard a vessel.  
In addition, a seaman may be entitled to further compensation 
pursuant to the Jones Act, Maritime Law, and the doctrine of 
unseaworthiness.  The doctrine of unseaworthiness makes a ship 
owner or operator liable to a seaman who is injured because of 
the defective condition on that vessel. 

Maintenance and cure is the obligation of a ship owner or 
operator to provide medical treatment, free of charge to a seaman 
injured while performing duties. Said benefits should be provided 
until the seaman reaches maximum medical improvement.  
Hence, the term of art “cure” of the seaman’s injury. 

Generally, the Jones Act has given barge workers and seamen 
a right to compensation for any injury caused by the negligence 
of ship owner, crew, or unseaworthiness of the vessel.  These 
injuries may comprise of physically, emotionally, and financially 
damages.  Therefore Page Cagle believes it is important a seaman 
speak with an attorney as soon as possible to minimize the 
damages suffered as a result of an injury. 
 When seriously injured on a vessel it is important to 
choose a qualified Jones Act attorney.  For a free consultation, 
please call (314) 276-3981.  Page Cagle is located in 
downtown St. Louis at 1232 Washington Ave, Ste 220, St. 
Louis MO 63103. 

We wish all mariners one hundred year’s good luck. 
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UNIONS AND EMPLOYEE FREE CHOICE ACT 

 
[Source: Seafarers Log, Jan. 2009, p.2.  Emphasis is ours.] 
 If elected leaders want to help their constituents through 
these difficult economic times, they might be well-advised to 
read the results of a recent Gallup poll that shows 59% of 
Americans support unions and 77% support strong union laws 
such as the Employee Free Choice Act (EFCA). 
 The legislation would give employees the freedom to 
make their own choice about whether to have a union in their 
workplace without interference from management.  The 
EFCA also creates real penalties for employers who illegally 
interfere with organizing efforts and sets up a system to ensure 
that workers get a first contract once they've chosen union 
representation. 
 Does America want the EFCA, also known as majority 
sign-up legislation?  Sixty-three percent of survey respondents 
feel unions should have more influence or the same amount 
that currently exists at the workplace.  Additionally, the 
survey reveals that 60 million workers say they would join a 
union today if they could, and that an average of at least 55% 
of Americans have supported unions since 1936. 
 The poll results were released in early December. 
 Throughout 2008, Seafarers helped the AFL-CIO achieve its 
goal of collecting one million signatures on specially prepared 
cards sent to the next administration in support of the EFCA.  The 
SIU and its affiliated unions distributed theses cards to ports, 
properties and locations where members live and work. 
 The EFCA passed in the House in 2007 but got stalled in 
the Senate.  President Barack Obama, Vice President Biden 
and numerous members of Congress have pledged to support 
the bill and see it through so it becomes law. 
 Union members are encouraged to educate coworkers and 
family members about the advantages of the EFCA and ask 
them to sign up to support it.  More details are on the web site 
www.freechoiceact.org/aflcio 

 
EFCA Questions & Answers 

The following questions and answers about the Employee 
Free Choice Act come from the AFL-C10, to which the SIU is 
affiliated. 
 
Q: Why do we need new federal legislation, the Employee 
Free Choice Act? 
 A: America's working people are struggling to make ends 
meet, and the middle class is disappearing.  The best 
opportunity working men and women have to get ahead is by 
uniting with co-workers to bargain with their employers for 
better wages and benefits.  But the current labor law system 
is broken.  Corporations routinely intimidate, harass, coerce 
and even fire people who try to organize unions – and 
today's labor law is powerless to stop them.  Every day, 
employers deny working people the freedom to make their 
own choice about whether to have a union: 

• Employees are fired in one-quarter of private-sector union 
organizing campaigns; 

• 78% of private employers require supervisors to deliver 
anti-union messages to the workers whose jobs and pay 
they control; 

• And even after workers successfully form a union, one-
third of the time they are not able to get a contract. 

 
Q. What does the Employee Free Choice Act do? 
 A: It does three things to level the playing field for 
employees and employers: 

• Strengthens penalties for companies that illegally coerce or 
intimidate employees in an effort to prevent them from 
forming a union; 

• Brings in a neutral third party to settle a contract when a 
company and a newly certified union cannot agree on a 
contract after three months; 

• Establishes majority sign-up, meaning that if a majority of 
the employees sign union authorization cards, validated by 
the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB), a Company 
must recognize the union. 

 
Q: What's wrong with the current law? 
 A: The National Labor Relations Act states: "Employees 
shall have to the right to self organization to form, join, or 
assist labor organizations...... It was designed to protect 
employee choice on whether to form unions, but it has been 
turned upside down.  The current system is not like any 
democratic election held anywhere else in our society.  
Employers have turned the NLRB election process into 
management-controlled balloting – the employer has all the 
power, controls the information workers can receive and 
routinely poisons the process.  On top of that, the law's 
penalties are so insignificant that many companies treat 
them as just another cost of doing business.  By the time 
employees vote in an NLRB election, if they can get to that 
point, a free and fair choice isn't an option.  Even in the voting 
location, workers do not have a free choice after being 
browbeaten by supervisors to oppose the union or being told 
they may lose their jobs and livelihoods if they vote for the 
union. 
 
Q: What is majority sign-up, and how does it work? 
 A: When a majority of employees votes to form a union by 
signing authorization cards and those authorization cards are 
validated by the federal government, the employer will be 
legally required to recognize and bargain with the workers' 
union.  Majority sign-up is not a new approach.  For years, 
some responsible employers have taken a position of 
allowing employees to choose, by majority decision, whether 
to have a union.  Those companies have found that majority 
sign-up is an effective way to allow workers the freedom to 
make their own decision – and it results in less hostility and 
polarization in the workplace than the failed NLRB process. 
 
Q: Does the Employee Free Choice Act take away so-
called secret ballot elections? 
 A: No.  If one-third of workers want to have an NLRB 
election at their workplace, they can still ask the federal 
government to hold an election.  The Employee Free Choice 
Act simply gives them another option – majority sign-up.  
"Elections" may sound like the most democratic approach, but 
the NLRB process is nothing like any democratic elections in 
our society – presidential elections, for example – because one 
side has all the power.  The employer controls the voters' 
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paychecks and livelihood, has unlimited access to speak 
against the union in the workplace while restricting pro-
union speech and has the freedom to intimidate and coerce 
the voters. 
 
Q: Does the Employee Free Choice Act silence employers 
or require that they remain neutral about the union? 
 A: No.  Employers are still free to express their opinion 
about the union as long as they do not threaten or intimidate 
workers. 
 
Q: Will employees be pressured into signing union 
authorization cards? 
 A:  No.  In fact, academic studies show that workers who 
organize under majority sign-up feel less pressure from co-
workers to support the union than workers who organize 
under the NLRB election process.  Workers who vote by 
majority sign-up also report far less pressure or coercion from 
management to oppose the union than workers who go 
through NLRB elections.  In addition, it is illegal for anyone 
to coerce employees to sign a union authorization card.  Any 
person who breaks the law will be subject to penalties under 
the Employee Free Choice Act. 
 
Q. Who supports the Employee Free Choice Act? 
 A:  The Employee Free Choice Act has the support of 
hundreds of members of Congress of both parties, academics 
and historians, civil and human rights organizations such as 
the NAACP and Human Rights Watch, most major faith 
denominations and a strong majority of the American public. 

--------------------------------------- 
Economists Say EFCA is Key to Rebuilding Economy 

 In a statement delivered to Capitol Hill and published as a 
full-page advertisement in The Washington Post, more than 
three dozen of the nation’s top economists called on Congress 
to pass the Employee Free Choice Act, a bill that would make 
it easier to form unions.  The statement, which was signed by 
39 of America’s top economists, including two Nobel Prize 
winners, points to the failure of U.S. labor laws to protect 
employees’ freedom to form a union and bargain as a major 
factor in our economic crisis. 
 “From 2000 to 2007, the income of the median working-
age American household fell by $2,000 – an unprecedented 

decline,” the statement reads in part.  “In that time, virtually 
all the nation’s economic growth went to a small number of 
wealthy Americans.  An important reason for the shift from 
broadly shared prosperity to growing inequality is the erosion 
of workers’ ability to form unions and bargain collectively.” 
 “The Employee Free Choice Act would level the playing 
field after a generation of anti-union policies, and in a world 
where far more workers are in decentralized, hard-to-organize 
workplaces than was true a generation back,” says James K. 
Galbraith of the University of Texas, one of the economists 
who signed the statement.  He said unions “…is a proven ally 
of progress, not only in politics but also in economics.  
Unionized workforces promote technical change and 
productivity growth, because they make it possible to 
distribute more fairly and less brutally the costs of change.” 
 Millions of American workers – more than half of non-
managers – have said they want a union at their workplace.  Yet 
only 7.5% of private sector workers are now represented by a 
union.  And in all of 2007, fewer than 60,000 workers won union 
status through government-sanctioned elections.  What explains 
this disconnect?  The problem is that the election process 
overseen by the National Labor Relations Board has become 
drawn out and acrimonious, with management campaigning 
fiercely to deter unionization, sometimes to the extent of violating 
labor laws.  Union sympathizers are routinely threatened or even 
fired, and they have little effective recourse under the law.  Even 
when workers overcome this pressure and vote for a union, they 
are unable to obtain contracts one-third of the time because of 
management stonewalling. 
 The Employee Free Choice Act would give workers the 
choice of using majority sign-up – a simple, established 
procedure in which workers sign cards to indicate their 
support for a union – or staging an NLRB election; it triples 
damages for employers who fire union supporters or break 
other labor laws; and it creates a process to ensure that 
newly unionized employees have a fair shot at obtaining a 
first contract by calling for arbitration after 120 days of 
unsuccessful bargaining. 
 
[NMA Comment: Our Association is NOT a labor union.  
However, since we are deeply concerned with mariner 
“rights” we handle any inquiries we receive to the best of 
our ability.]  

CURRENT NMA “BROWN-LIST” 
 
 Our Association cannot recommend these employers to 
mariners seeking employment. 
Brown Listed Companies: 

● Abdon Callais Offshore. 
● American River Transportation Co. (ARTCO) 
● American Commercial  Lines  (ACL formerly ACBL) 
• BJ Services, Inc. 
• Chet Morrison Contractors, Inc.  
● Coastal Towing, LLC & TLC Marine Svc. 
● Delta Towing. 
● DRD Towing 
● ENSCO. 
● Five Bs Towing Inc. 
● Frazier Towing 

● Global Industries Offshore 
● Gulf Pride Marine Service, Inc. 
● Guidry Brothers/Harvey Gulf Marine 
� Hornbeck Offshore Services 
● Jantran, Inc. 
● L&M Botruc Rentals 
● Maryland Marine 
� Martin Gas Marine 
● Stapp Towing 
●Steel City Marine Transportation, Inc. 
● Tidewater Marine 
● Trico 
� Versatility Marine [Defunct but being sued by mariners.] 
● Western Kentucky Navigation Company (WKN)  
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NMA COMMENTS ON USCG MARINE SAFETY 
PERFORMANCE PLAN (FY-2009 – FY-2014) 

[File #GCM-232] 
 

August 30, 2008 
 

ATTN: Commander Erich Doll (CG-543) 
Office of Vessel Activities 
U.S. Coast Guard Headquarters, Room #1116B 
2100 Second Street, SW 
Washington, DC  20953-0001 
 
Dear Commander Doll, 
 Capt. Jordan May of the Master of Towing Vessel 
Association alerted me to your e-mail of August 26, 2008 
that you were seeking comments on the Coast Guard’s 
“Marine Safety Performance Plan, FY 2009-2014).” 
 Our Association represents the views of “lower-level” 
mariners serving on Vessels of up to 1,600 gross register 
tons such as tugs, towboats, small passenger vessels, and 
oilfield supply vessels.  Out of approximately 208,000 
licensed and certificated mariners, according to figures 
released by the National Maritime Center several years ago, 
lower-level mariners comprise 126,000 of that number.  That 
figure does not include unlicensed deckhands, unlicensed 
engineers, “deckineers”, cooks, etc. that work offshore on 
vessels under 100 GRT and do not require a z-card and all 
unlicensed and un-certificated personnel working on inland 
waters and western rivers.  Clearly, this is a majority of all 
mariners, but the Coast Guard has ignored us for years. 
 As you can see from our letterhead, we have an internet 
website.  On that website, we have a number of “research 
reports.” 
 Since the Coast Guard chose to ignore and play games 
with us five or six years ago, we now make our positions 
known directly to Congress.  We provided Congress with 
about 20 reports to date – those reports that contain the word 
“Congress” in their title 
 On August 2, 2007, I was invited to testify before the 
Coast Guard and Maritime Transportation Subcommittee.  I 
left with them our Report #R-350, Rev. 3,(1) Mariners Seek 
Help From Congress on Safety, Health, and Work-Related 
Problems, that listed a number of problem areas our 
mariners believe need attention.  I invite you to “download” 
a copy and review it.  [(1)UpdatedRevision 4 was sent to the 
111th. Congress on Jan. 1, 2009.]  
 Although I reviewed your “Marine Safety Performance 
Plan,” I also read H.R.-2830, the Coast Guard Authorization 
Bill of 2008.  Title XI deals with the broad area of the Coast 
Guard’s Marine Safety Mission.  I found it so important that 
I distributed copies of Title XI to our membership in our 
Newsletter #57 and posted it on our internet website. 
 Because of the Coast Guard’s lack of concern about matters 
of importance to our mariners, our mariners work under a 
terrible burden.  While Congress, in the past, may have found it 
convenient to place the merchant marine under the control of a 
branch of the military, I believe that this attitude is changing in 
light of the Coast Guard’s pitifully poor performance in a 
number of areas covered in your report: 

● Investigations – as per the Inspector’ General’s report 
that we commented on, reprinted, and distributed to our 
mariners as our Report # R-429-M, United States Coast 

Guard’s Management of the Marine Casualty 
Investigations Program.  [Reprint of Department of 
Homeland Security Report #OIG-08-51].  Also, see our 
Report # R-429, Aug. 29, 2006.  GCMA Report to 
Congress: How Coast Guard Investigations Adversely 
Affect Lower Level Mariners. 

● Inspections of towing vessels.  The brightest of your 
Coast Guard “whiz kids,” retired Commandant Kramek 
blundered after the Amtrak Sunset Limited accident by 
not urging Congress to inspect towing vessels.  It took 
almost a decade and a number of other serious towing 
accidents – Queen Isabella Causeway; Webbers Falls; 
Buzzards Bay; the Scandia-North Cape oil spill; the 
Buzzards Bay oil spill, and now the M/V Mel Oliver oil 
spill in New Orleans to arouse Congress to action.  If the 
Coast Guard had done its job, towing vessels would be 
inspected today and not PERHAPS in 2014 as the 
Marine Safety Performance plan suggests!  If you had 
Coast Guard officers riding towing vessels during the 
last 10 years, you might have built up a fund of first-
hand knowledge about the towing industry. 

● Inspections – as per the Congressional Hearing of Aug. 
7, 2008 and the revelations in the report by retired 
VADM James Card as we commented on, reprinted, and 
distributed to our mariners as our Report # R-401-G, 
Renewed Efforts in the Marine Safety Program..  
Admiral Card did a good job pointing out many of the 
major flaws.  We disagree, however, that the Coast 
Guard be given “another chance” to fix its own mistakes.  
We do not see the quality of leadership in the Coast 
Guard to do this.  The Coast Guard has covered up too 
much for too long!  Our mariners know the truth, have 
suffered through years of neglect, and we want a major 
change in management. 

● Administrative Law – Abuses of the Administrative 
Law program were covered in a Congressional Hearing 
on July 31, 2007 that I attended in Washington.  Our 
report #R-315-C, Mariner Drug Cases illustrate some of 
the worst abuses our mariners face. 

● Licensing and Documentation – Our report # R-428-D, 
Report to the 110th Congress: Substandard Coast Guard 
Merchant Marine Personnel Services deals with the 
Regional Exam Centers and the National Maritime 
Center.  If you chose to believe the hype emanating from 
the National Maritime Center, you need to see our 
forthcoming follow-up to our original report filed in 
February 2007. 

 From my perspective, most of our mariners are not 
college graduates and really are not terribly impressed with 
the lack of practical knowledge displayed by most Coast 
Guard officers who are not commercial mariners.  Senator 
Russell Long made this distinction quite clear to the 
Commandant in the early 1970s.  As a result, the Coast 
Guard sent one of their senior Captains down to Louisiana 
along with staff for one year to look closely at the industry.  
The result was the “Newman Report” that shook the Coast 
Guard to its roots.  The report was then forgotten by almost 
everybody – EXCEPT us.  In fact, Headquarters 
conveniently “lost” the report just as soon as it thought it 
could get away with forgetting it.  However, you can read it 
in our Report # R-428-A., Maritime Education and Training 
for Lower-Level Mariners.  The Newman Report.  After 
over 30 years, many of the same problems remain today. 
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 The Coast Guard went out of its way to ignore our mariners.  
Nobody was more guilty of doing that than Rear Admiral Paul 
Pluta.  We brought many facts to his attention in 2000 in our 
Report #R-201, Mariners Speak Out on Violation of the 12-
Hour Work Day.  Almost 300 copies of this report were 
circulated throughout the Coast Guard and to Congress.  It was 
brushed aside and never investigated.  Many of the same 
problems reported in 1972 still exist today. 
 I want you to know that our mariners are fed up with 
being treated as second-class citizens by the Coast Guard.  
Consequently, we believe it is time for Coast Guard officers 
to gradually relinquish their superintendence of the U.S. 
Merchant Marine to licensed Merchant Marine Officers.  
You can do it gracefully, but things have deteriorated to such 
an extent that this is not something I believe your Agency 
will have much choice in doing.  I believe that the U.S. 
House of Representatives has outlined the future in Title XI 
of H.R.-2830.  I think the time has come for the Coast Guard 
to back away from its marine safety role and take the lead 
from Congress.  After all, the citizens of this country elect 
our Representatives and Senators – we do not elect Coast 
Guard officers. 
 Since 2000, your Agency has made a real mess of 

Marine Safety.  Simply dumping over 4,000 investigations 
as reported by the Inspector General (pgs 12-16 of his 
report) is simply inexcusable and, hopefully, will be the last 
straw.  Admiral Card presided over a smoothly functioning 
marine safety system before he retired.  Those who followed 
in his footsteps screwed up abysmally.  I think that Congress 
finally realizes that the Coast Guard Marine Safety Mission 
is a hollow core of what it used to be and knows where it 
must go.  The collapse of the licensing system has driven 
hundreds of mariners from the marine industry and threatens 
to drive even more away unless something is done. 
 If you want to understand WHY this is happening, I can 
only suggest the same reading list that I sent the Maritime 
Administrator, Mr. Connaughton, last week [Enclosure #1]. 
 

Very truly yours, 
Richard A. Block 

Master #1186377, Issue #9 
Secretary, National Mariners Association 

 
[NMA Comment: We can assume the Coast Guard 
received this letter although, as usually happens, we 
never received a response.]  

 
STEERSMAN TRAINING SHORTCOMINGS 

By Captain David C. Whitehurst 
Member, NMA Board of Directors 
E-Mail capt.whitehurst@yahoo.com 

 
 I am certified as a designated examiner (DE) by the 
National Maritime Center, as a DE, I respect the authority 
that the NMC has entrusted me with.  
 I believe that the inland towing industry training program 
has many shortcomings that I will mention. 
 I recently served as Pilot on an inland towing vessel with 
a young man that is serving as steersman.  He is close to 
completing and certifying the time the Coast Guard requires 
for his Pilot’s license. 
 After trying to sleep while this steersman is at the 
controls of the vessel, I wonder who has been training him.  
I certainly would not sign off on his TOAR as he slams and 
bangs the towing vessel as well as the barges very violently.  
He stated to me that he taught himself, as the Captain that he 
was working under told him (to get after it) while he (the 
Captain) sat in the galley or his stateroom watching 
television or playing video games. 
 The steersman is in the pilothouse, alone, doing the best 
he can without any instructions from the Master of the 
vessel.  Is this what the National Maritime Center expects 
from Masters of towing vessels? 
 Another certified Designated Examiner that works for 
this company is going to sign the steersman’s TOAR.  The 
Coast Guard’s National Maritime Center will issue this 
young man a license to stand a watch alone which really will 
not be any different or better than he is doing now!  
 I received my first operator of uninspected towing 
vessels (OUPV) license in 1973, although I had served as 
unlicensed Captain on a towing vessel for a number of years.  
The Captain that trained me took pride in his navigation 
skills and he made sure that I understood and respected the 
responsibilities that a vessel operator takes on when taking 

command of a vessel.  He would drill me on vessel handling 
in all weather and sea conditions, high water, low water, 
high winds, and low visibility.  He would place a quarter on 
its edge on the dash and while maneuvering the vessel, 
shifting barges on a headline, or facing up the boat to the 
tow that quarter had better not tip-over.  I was allowed to 
steer after I had done all of my work as a deckhand.  All my 
training was done during my off time because it showed my 
dedication to learning to perfect my piloting skills.  I was 
never allowed to sit in the “Captain’s Chair” as I was told 
that I had to earn that honor! 
 Today, it is much different.  All a person needs is time 
served on board a towing vessel, a service letter from his 
company, and a trip to school to study the Coast Guard-
approved test questions that will prepare you for a “store 
bought” license, the Coast Guard’s apprentice 
mate/steersman “learners permit.”  Then the company will 
assign you to a vessel and you can now clock more time 
toward a Master’s license. 
 No matter what the steersman learns or does not learn, as 
long as he/she completes the time the Coast Guard 
prescribes, and as long as the company-assigns a designated 
examiner (DE) approved by the National Maritime Center to 
sign-off his Towing Officer’s Assessment Record (TOAR), 
he/she can then submit it to the Coast Guard.  After a 
processing delay, the new Pilot has a license in hand to do 
major damage to bridges, chemical docks, locks or anything 
else along our waterways.  
 Unfortunately, in their haste to license more towing 
officers, most new entry-level pilots that hold a towing 
license today have not mastered their decking skills in the 
short time the Coast Guard requires. 
 Today, the inland towing industry operates the most 
powerful fleet of vessels in history with the most poorly 
trained personnel in history!  Why? 
 The answer is a conspiracy between the Coast Guard and 
the towing industry.  The towing industry’s trade association 
has a “partnership” with the Coast Guard.  Just look at their 



Newsletter   20 

track record our Association has recorded in the waters I 
normally travel: 

● The DRD Towing Company’s M/V Mel Oliver oil spill 
last July. 

● The sinking of the UTV Polaris in New Iberia. 
● UTV Brownwater V knocked down the Queen Isabel 

Causeway bridge. 
● UTV Robert Y Love knocked down the Interstate 40 

bridge.  
 Let’s not forget for one minute the documented horror 
stories from the evil partnership that often mistreats our 
mariners. 
 In the towing industry today, many older, seasoned 
Masters often refuse to train any steersman that the company 
orders them to train.  Why should they?  These Masters were 
treated very shabbily by both the Coast Guard and 
management in the past.  Just remember the 1998 “Pilots 
Agree” movement when towing-industry management 
stripped away all respect and dignity after mariners joined 
together to assert and protect what remained of their rights.  
 The Coast Guard continues to classify us as “lower 
level” mariners.  This is a derogatory term that emphasizes 
their lack of first-hand knowledge of towing operations on 
the inland waterways.  The Coast Guard still allows the 
largest flotillas consisting of between forty and forty-eight 
barges to move southbound and clog the Lower Mississippi 
River.  “The potential damage from such a parade of 
motorized hippopotamuses is enormous, and employees 
should be encouraged to voice their concerns about 
safety.”(1)  Our pointed protests of oversize and overloaded 
tows has fallen on the deaf ears of the “evil partnership.”  
[Dave Robinson v. Alter Barge Line, U.S. Court of Appeals, 
Seventh Circuit. #07-1647, p.5] 
 None of our detractors can do the things our master 
mariners can do.  Nowhere else in the world are such 
massive tows moved.  Heavy-tow Pilots have slaved all their 
lives to perfect their vessel handling skills and navigational 
knowledge only to be ordered to pass those skills on to 

someone that they do not know and may not respect.  Many 
steersmen today think because they been to a fancy maritime 
school they know more than the seasoned Master.  Some of 
the men that I worked under could not sign their names.  
Although I filled out the vessels billing logs for them, they 
knew the waterways and how to handle a boat!  
 The Eighth Coast Guard District’s slogan “Guardians of 
the Heartland” falls short when they allow large oversize 
“Super tows” to float down the Mississippi.  The Ninth 
District allows smaller but still oversized tows to transit 
through and damage the bridges in downtown Joliet, Illinois.  
The Coast Guard allows towing companies to get away with 
murder for small fines that are treated as little more than “the 
cost of doing business.”  They abuse working men and 
women who make their living working as seamen in the 
maritime industry – an industry that they know precious 
little about.  
 I ask:  How can the Coast Guard approve a training 
course for inland towing vessels that they know next to 
nothing about? 
 What training on towing vessels do future Coast Guard 
Officers receive at the Coast Guard Academy in New 
London?  What training on towing vessels do the officers 
who manage the Coast Guard’s marine safety mission 
receive after they graduate from the Academy or OCS?  We 
never see them travel with us to learn anything about the 
industry they superintend – and it shows! 
 I suggest that supervision of training future towing vessel 
officers be placed under an oversight board of seasoned 
towing vessel Masters with a minimum of forty years of 
experience in the inland towing industry.  Mariners should 
be approved to hold a Master’s license by this oversight 
board.  Board members should serve for a term limit of four 
years with each member specialized in different towing 
fields.  I also believe that the Designated Examiner should 
independent of the mariner that is being evaluated as well as 
from the company that trained the mariner.  This would 
avoid the appearance of favoritism.   

 

AUTOMATIC IDENTIFICATION SYSTEM (AIS) PROPOSED CHANGES 
 
 The Coast Guard proposed changes to the existing 
regulations AIS in a Notice of Proposed Rulemaking that 
appeared in the Federal Register of Dec.16, 2008 on pages 
76295 – 76318.  The Comment period for this NPRM closes 
on April 15, 2009.  Captain John R. Sutton, who follows 
Coast Guard regulations very closely, submitted the 
following comments to the Docket:   
 
March 4, 2009 
 
Docket Management Facility (M–30),  
U.S. Department of Transportation,  
West Building Ground Floor, Room W12–140,  
1200 New Jersey Avenue, SE 
Washington, DC 20590–0001. 
 
RE: [USCG–2005–21869] Vessel Requirements for 
Notices of Arrival and Departure, and Automatic 
Identification System 

 
Gentlemen; 
 My name is John R. Sutton. I am a USCG licensed 
Master with 32 years total service in the inland maritime 
industry.  I would like to submit the following comments to 
the above referenced docket in response to the Coast 
Guard’s requests for comments. 
 From the professional inland mariner’s perspective I, as 
well as many of my colleagues, am looking forward to the 
expansion of AIS carriage requirements throughout “all” 
navigable waters of the United States.  We believe we 
should have this information available to us on all of the 
inland waters and not just in the very limited VTS areas, as 
is the current status.  In general we support the USCG’s 
proposed revisions to carriage requirements.  However, we 
wish to offer the following comments that offer additional 
insight into the need to further require carriage of AIS 
equipment on certain vessels. 
 Currently, AIS carriage requirements affect towing 
vessels over 26-ft in length and having a horsepower rating 
greater than 600 HP while operating specifically in VTS 
areas.  Since the implementation of existing carriage 
requirements in 2003, we have witnessed numerous towing 
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vessels(1) operating in the VTS Morgan City, Houston 
Galveston and New Orleans areas pushing liquid tank barges 
loaded with petroleum products that do not have AIS 
onboard these vessels. In the interest of increased public 
safety and increase environmental stewardship, it is my 
opinion that AIS should be required on all commercial 
towing vessels greater than 26ft. in length while “engaged in 
towing” period.  [(1)In particular, several of these towing 
vessels referenced are currently operated by the Settoon 
Towing Company.] 
 For me, personally, as an original member of the 28-person 
working group formed in the New Orleans area to develop 
baseline criteria for AIS in America during the later 1990s,(2) I 
can clearly state that no one participating in these meetings 
could have envisioned how AIS data and the use of electronic 
charting would overlap in providing such a level of invaluable 
information to assist the mariner in performing his duties at the 
helm.  However, time and the use of this AIS data by thousands 
of mariners have highlighted glaring shortcomings in previous 
carriage requirements by virtue of exposing those vessels that 
were previously exempted from carriage of AIS equipment.  [(2) 

This working group was established by the United States Coast 
Guard sponsored Lower Mississippi River Waterway Safety 
Advisory Committee.] 
 In addition, this docket discusses additional carriage 
requirements for “high speed” inspected passenger vessels 
with a speed greater than 30 miles per hour.  As a 
professional mariner that routinely operates in the United 
States’ most congested corridor between Baton Rouge and 
New Orleans, LA, I can assure you there is a need to clearly 
develop regulations that encompass all inspected passenger / 
crew boats that have a passenger capacity greater than 6 
persons and/or a speed greater than 20 mph.  
 In this congested navigable corridor, it is routine to see 
crew boats servicing the marine industry darting in and out 
of traffic.  These vessels are often impossible to identify for 
the purpose of communicating with them, which may be 
absolutely essential to prevent an accident.  While existing 
regulations clearly mandate that these vessels monitor 

marine VHF channels 13 & 16 or channel 67 if operating in 
the Lower Mississippi River, it is still often impossible to 
hail these vessels.  If these inspected passenger vessels were 
required to carry AIS, it would facilitate the ability of the 
mariner to identify these vessels potentially for 
communication or reporting to the USCG when operated in 
disregard for navigation rules. 
 Additionally, I reference and base this assessment on an 
accident that occurred just last spring on April 13, 2008 
between the crewboat M/V Helen G. Calyx being used as a 
ferry and the towing M/V Charles Clark.  This was a 
collision event that involved the Angola Prison ferry and a 
down-bound towing vessel at approximately mile 300 on the 
Lower Mississippi River.  In this accident there were 18 
passengers injured on the ferry with injuries ranging from 
mild to very significant.  In this collision, the ferry was 
traveling at 24 mph and the towing vessel at 10 mph.  These 
speeds created a significant impact based on their nearly 
50ft/per/sec closing rate.  
 While all details of this collision event are currently 
unknown since the USCG has yet to complete its full 
investigation, I don’t believe its unreasonable to assume that 
had the ferry’s Master had AIS available to him, he would 
have at least known the M/V Charles Clark was in the 
immediate area and these 18-persons would have likely been 
spared their injuries in this event.  
 I would suggest in addition that carriage requirements be 
so expanded to encompass all inspected passenger vessels 
capable of a speed greater than 20 mph speed over ground 
and/or carrying more than 6-persons would become more 
attuned to responding to public and waterway safety. 
Respectfully, 
s/Captain John R Sutton 
Master Great Lakes and Inland Any Gross Tons (8th Issue) 
Master of Towing Vessels, Great Lakes, Inland Waters and 
Western Rivers 
First Class Pilot Mississippi River miles 953.8-765.0 & 
235.0-95.0 
Radar Observer (Unlimited)  

OPERATING ON THE WASHINGTON D.C  WATERWAYS FOR THE INAUGURATION 
By Capt. Bill West 

 
 For many years I have driven over two hours to serve as 

Captain on tour and charter boats in and around Washington 
D.C.  I do this primarily because I can easily get work there 
when I don't have anything else to do as this is a very 
low wage area. 

 This was the case, recently, while I waited on the 
Coast Guard to issue my new license.  I was literally 
begged as far out as last September to commit to working 
the week of the President’s inauguration. 

 The process started with a Coast Guard 
meeting and a flurry of emails.  The heightened 
security concerns that were implemented for the 
2009 Inauguration were put into place after Sept. 
11, 2001.  This, despite popular opinion expressed 
at the inauguration, had nothing to do with who 
was elected.  The procedure was that you had to 
submit a sail plan a month in advance.  Security was raised 
to MARSAC 2 level and then some. 

 The days began with complete facilities and vessel 
sweeps.  I had to look at every compartment and every 
square inch of the piers, parking lots and their adjacent 
areas.  Every cooler, bucket, cabinet, and box was opened; 
every car looked in and under, etc. at specific intervals well 
in advance and right up to the time of departure. 
 The provided security team would arrive several hours 
before departure.  I worked with the same four Customs and 

Border patrol agents the whole time.  They came armed 
to the teeth with M-4 carbines, heavy body armor, and 

side arms.  The security team would do their own 
sweeps and then we would discuss what I found on my 

sweeps.  They called in anything questionable.  
Literally, a few minutes after they called in 
anything suspicious, a flurry of Federal law 
enforcers would arrive.  At boarding time all 
persons had to show a picture ID, either have a 
ticket or be on the passenger manifest (depending 
if it was a charter or taxi run).  I searched all 
purses and bags or left it to a specially trained 
member of the crew. 

 Once we were ready to get underway we had to call on a 
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specific frequency and get clearance.  The Coast Guard would 
then call the Customs Agents on their cell phones as a double 
check; and finally I would receive clearance to leave the pier. 
 While underway there was a flurry of Federal law 
enforcement vessels from every agency you can think of.  
We were excluded from some areas we normally operate in 
and had to follow a specific pre-planned route. 

 We had to call in again when we tied up.  Once 

passengers had left, we made another security sweep to 
make sure they left nothing behind. 

 Despite the fact that the agents I worked with were 
extremely professional and really all around nice guys, the 
public at large was in no way prepared and or comfortable 
with this type of security.  Unfortunately, I believe we will 
see more situations like this. 

 

MARINERS COMMENT ON 
“OPERATION BIG TOW” 

 
A Very Blunt Comment 

 The Coast Guard, by sending advance boarding notices is 
a beautiful example of how a “partner” can help his “partner.”  
Sure hope this has/will be shown to Congress. Comment by 
Mariner [2]. 
 Response:  That is why you routed your comment through 
the National Mariners Association.  We re-routed this 
complaint as requested.  It became clear that the “partners’-
ship” ran aground when the rich partner failed to tell the 
powerful partner about the status of DRD Towing before the 
MEL OLIVER oil spill.  This was brought out at the 
Congressional hearing held last Sept. 16th. in Washington. 
 

NMA Comments to Eighth Coast Guard District 
“Operation Big Tow” Newspaper Article 

 Your [USCG] comment that “The tactics we’re using are 
varied and include personnel trained to properly carry out 
the missions” is rather broad in scope.  Along the lines of 
being “properly trained,” I would like to point out that we had 
very angry complaints from mariners traversing the Memphis 
area who cited a number of incidents that took place on the 
Lower Mississippi River near that city on the Midnight to 
0600 watch on Tuesday Jan. 20, 2009.  This led to 
considerable talk between wheelhouse personnel on various 
towboats that was passed along to by Mariner [98]. 
 Apparently, the Coast Guard queried by radio passing 
towing vessels [about] specific license information as these 
tows approached the Lower Memphis Bridge.  These queries 
were made of both northbound and southbound vessels as they 
approached the bridge during hours of darkness. 
 As you know, on most of these towing vessels have only one 
licensed officer is on watch and his deckhand may be detailed to 
checking the engines or performing other important shipboard 
tasks at the officer’s direction.  This is neither the time nor the 
place to pester the watch officer with a request for all sorts of 
license information or other administrative questions. 
 First of all, since “posting” your license is not a regulatory 
requirement, most mariners do not have the document readily 
available on their person in the pilothouse as they stand watch.  
That may mean a hurried trip below to find your license in 
your quarters.  Such requests certainly take your mind off 
what you are doing – especially when you are trying to 
“make a bridge” in the middle of the night.  Since leaving 
the pilothouse is not an option, the next best thing is to call 
your deckhand to rummage through your personal belongings 
– something neither the watch officer nor the deckhand 
particularly appreciates. 
 Once the document is recovered, you must turn on a light 
to read the information to the Coast Guard watchstander.  

There goes your night vision at a time when you may need it 
most.  When the Coast Guard watchstander asks for a reply 
over a “land-line” phone for “security” or “privacy” 
considerations, it involves writing down a number and then 
using the cell phone to place the call – another unnecessary 
distraction at that time. 
 The comment I received was very blunt:  “Why don’t they 
stop pestering us with this crap while we are trying to do our 
job.”  “It appears that they were tracking us by AIS – but why 
did they bother us while we were in close proximity to 
bridges in a major metropolitan area, especially when the 
river is up and running hard.” 
 These are reasonable questions and underline the fact that 
few Coast Guard personnel have any knowledge of the skills 
or concentration it takes to handle a large tow on the river at 
night.  We have suggested for years that Coast Guard 
personnel need to understand the industry they regulate. 
 Instead of “pestering” our mariners and perhaps causing a 
serious accident, I suggest that your personnel receive 
appropriate auditing training and then obtain licensing 
information from various company Human Resource 
departments by actually paying them a visit at their offices, 
either announced or unannounced.  Audit their records and 
determine whether the mariners currently serving on their 
vessels are appropriately licensed.  If you do not have the 
authority to do that, approach Congress and ask them for that 
authority – just get off the backs of our mariners. 
 
[NMA Comment:  The Coast Guard replied by phone that 
they forwarded our letter to Sector LMR in Memphis.] 
 
 If Congress decides to allow a proposed “Safety 
Management System,” include wording to place the auditing 
obligation on non-governmental auditors to ensure that 
proper manning as well as work-hour rules are not violated – 
with appropriate penalties provided for.  Make it mandatory to 
report deficiencies in manning and enforce existing 
regulations.  Not only should licenses be reviewed, 
appropriate logbook entries concerning hours of service 
should be introduced (as proposed in §312 of HR-2830) but 
also audit employers to be sure they abide by the 12-hour 
statutes (46 U.S. Code §8104(h)) and properly man their 
vessels.  The 12-hour statute is a very minimal requirement. 
 As you suggested, I previously reviewed the Marine Safety 
Performance Plan (FY-2009 to FY-2014) and, frankly, was 
quite disappointed with it as I recorded in a letter to 
Commander Doll at CG-543.(1)  I also did not find that it 
addressed many of the 13 questions I asked you in our letter of 
Nov. 21, 2008.  [(1) Reproduced in this Newsletter!] 
 “Operation Big Tow” was inaugurated as a result of the 
M/V MEL OLIVER oil spill in New Orleans last July.  It was 
reported in the newspaper that the apprentice mate was found 
by his deckhand “unresponsive” in the pilothouse following 
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his tow’s collision with the M/S TINTOMARA.  It is 
noteworthy that no explanation for this “unresponsiveness” 
ever appeared in the press.  In this regard, I want to bring to 
your attention our letter of Oct. 9, 2006 [Enclosure #2] to 
Sector New Orleans concerning BRD towing (sic) for which, 
if my memory serves me correctly, we never received the 
courtesy of a response.  That company was a mess long before 
the accident and the Coast Guard should have known about it! 
 
[NMA Comment:  We subsequently furnished a second 
written document regarding operations at DRD Towing to 
the Eighth District with no response.] 
 
 The work our mariners do is challenging and often 
dangerous.  Consequently, the vast majority of our mariners 
do not want to work with people who are impaired by drugs 
or are otherwise unqualified for their jobs.  Injuries to our 
“lower-level” mariners are seldom adequately reported to the 
Coast Guard or compensated as we brought to the attention of 

the Eighth District in the past.  Nor are our mariners 
enthusiastic about being “superintended” by persons with no 
background as merchant mariners and dismiss our reports.  As 
an Association, all we can do is report information from our 
mariners who work on the water and hope we can prevent 
unsafe situations from developing. 
 If the Coast Guard as it is presently constituted can no 
longer carry out its Marine Safety mission effectively, we 
believe Congress should turn the job over to civilians with 
appropriate credentials and expertise to perform the mission 
without the constant rotation found in a military service such 
as the Coast Guard.  In HR-2830, the House Transportation 
and Infrastructure Committee outlined changes that the Coast 
Guard, including Admiral Watson, really should consider. 
 
[NMA Comment:  We support the Congressional changes 
that appeared in Title XI, Marine Safety, that appeared last 
year in HR-2830 that received overwhelming bi-partisan 
support in the House of Representatives of 395 to 7.]  

CLASS ACTION LAWSUIT TARGETS DAMAGE BY 
ETHANOL-BLEND BOAT FUEL 

 
[Source: Maritime Reporter and Eng. News, Jan. 27, 2009] 
 Exxon, Chevron, Conoco Phillips, BP and Shell, all 
defendants in a proposed Florida class action lawsuit, were 
dealt a huge blow on Jan. 20 when a Federal Court in the 
Southern District of Florida issued an order denying their joint 
motion to dismiss a lawsuit filed by three Florida residents, 
Erick Kelesceny, John Egizi and Todd Jessup. 
 The Plaintiffs allege that the world's largest oil companies 
failed to warn them, as well as all Florida boat owners, that 
the gasoline they purchase at the pump, which is blended with 
ethanol, may destroy fiberglass tanks and tends to absorb 
water and phase separate, which could cause damage to all 
boats, regardless of whether they have a fiberglass tank. 
 
[NMA Comment: This concerns our mariners who use 
gasoline powered outboard motors in rescue boats, skiffs, 
barge pumps, etc.] 
 
 The lawsuit was filed by consumer protection lawyers, Jeffrey 
Ostrow, David Ferguson and Jonathan Streisfeld of The 
Kopelowitz Ostrow Firm, P.A. (www.tkolaw.com), a litigation 
firm in Fort Lauderdale, Florida.  The oil companies argued that 
the proposed class action lawsuit is preempted by federal and 
Florida law.  By denying the motion to dismiss, the Court has 
allowed the Plaintiffs to proceed with their lawsuit. 
 The basis for the Court's ruling is that federal law 
encourages, but does not require, the use of renewable fuels 
such as ethanol, while Florida does not require it be used by 
boat owners.  If successful, the oil companies will be forced 
to place a warning label on all pumps at all gas stations in 
Florida, notifying the boating public that usage of gasoline 
blended with ethanol may be hazardous to their boats. 
 Further, the Plaintiffs seek compensation for all Florida 
boat owners who have been damaged as a result of the oil 
companies' failure to warn of the destructive tendencies of 
fuel blended with ethanol when used in boats.  Boat owners 

have been forced to spend thousands to tens of thousands of 
dollars to repair their boats. 
 "Denial of the motion is a significant step toward 
redressing the wrong perpetrated on Florida's boating 
population," said TKO Managing Partner, Jeffrey Ostrow.  
"Florida is the boating capital of the world and it is 
reprehensible for oil companies to enjoy significant profits 
while knowingly paralyzing Florida's boaters.  We hope to 
have the opportunity to represent all aggrieved boaters 
throughout Florida." 
 Denial of the motion is particularly notable in light of the 
fact that a similar lawsuit in California was previously 
dismissed at the same stage.  TKO, based in Fort Lauderdale, 
is a full-service firm representing business entities and 
individuals. Practice areas include: commercial litigation, 
corporate transactions, class actions, construction law, 
employment, family and divorce, criminal defense, real estate, 
medical malpractice, personal injury, insurance law, worker's 
compensation and bankruptcy law. The firm has additional 
offices in Palm Beach and Miami-Dade counties. 
 

SHARE THE 
INFORMATION 
IN THIS 

NEWSLETTER WITH 
OTHER MARINERS 

THEN 
JOIN AND SUPPORT OUR 

ASSOCIATION 
$36.00/YEAR 

(SEE PAGE 27) 
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SEARCH AND RESCUE GOES DIGITAL 
 
[Source: For more information on EPIRBs and the switchover 
from analog signal to digital signal, please visit 
http://www.sarsat.noaa.gov/.] 
 The Coast Guard would like to remind commercial and 
recreational boaters that beginning Feb. 1, 2009, the Coast 
Guard and other search and rescue personnel will only receive 
distress alerts from digital 406-MHz Emergency Position 
Indicating Radio Beacons (EPIRBs). 
 Because satellites will no longer process analog signals 
transmitting on 121.5 or 243.0 MHz (i.e., the “old” Analog 
EPIRBs), the Coast Guard urges mariners and aviators to 
upgrade their onboard analog equipment to include a digital 
406-MHz EPIRB. 
 The 406-MHz EPIRB's signal is 50 times more powerful 
than the 121.5 or 243.0 MHz beacons, allowing satellites to 
better detect its signal and provide a more accurate search area 
for rescue crews.  For instance, a GPS-embedded 406-MHz 
EPIRB can shrink a search area to about 100 yards and can 
pinpoint the position of a distressed mariner within minutes, 
whereas an analog beacon may only result in an initial search 
area of 500 square miles. 
 Additionally, the number of false alerts with digital 
beacons is significantly lower than analog beacons.  Satellites 
are not capable of distinguishing between beacon and non-
beacon sources using analog frequencies, making only about 
one in five alerts actually coming from a beacon.  Many false 
alert signals come from ATMs, pizza ovens and stadium 
scoreboards. 
 With analog beacons, the only way to determine if an alert 
is an actual emergency is to send rescue crews to the area, 
which costs thousands of dollars, takes resources away from 
actual emergencies and puts the lives of responders at risk 
needlessly. 
 The decision to stop processing the analog 121.5 and 243 
MHz signals was made by the International COPAS-SARSAT 
Program with guidance from the United Nations.  This was 
due to numerous signal reception problems and a high 
percentage of false alarms. 
 EPIRB owners are required by law to provide emergency 
contact information and a vessel description by registering 
their beacons with the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration by calling 1-888-212-SAVE or online at 
http://www.beaconregistration.noaa.gov 

 

PROBLEMS WITH TWIC CARD PIN # RESETS 

 
[Source: MEBA, Telex Times] 
 A string of e-mails of unknown origin circulating around the 
fleet contain misinformation about the effects of an Oct. 21, 2008 
power outage at a Transportation Security Administration TWIC 
facility.  The e-mails stated that TWIC personal identification 
numbers (PINs) may have been wiped out. 
 By the outage for any TWIC issued before that date 
necessitating their replacement – and that TWICs received 
after the outage date may also be affected. 
 M.E.B.A. has contacted the Transportation Security 
Administration and learned that the fact is that all TWIC 
cards activated prior to or after Oct. 21, 2008 are fully-
functional and DO NOT need to be replaced or reissued 
UNLESS you require a pin reset. 
 The power outage damaged equipment used to reset TWIC 
PINs and will only affect those cardholders who have 
forgotten their PIN # and then locked their cards by 
attempting the PIN unsuccessfully 10 times.  No data or 
personal information was lost or compromised during the 
outage.  As reported a few months back in the Telex Times, at 
the time of the outage TWIC activations were rescheduled and 
compliance dates were pushed back at a handful of ports. 
 If your card was activated prior to Oct. 2008 and you 
remember your PIN, you are fully able to use your card with a 
reader or entry-system that may require you to enter your PIN. 
 The outage did affect TSA's ability to reset PINs on cards 
activated prior to Oct. 21st. so if your card was activated prior to 
Oct. 21, 2008 and you have forgotten your PIN and need one, 
you may request a replacement card, free of charge.  However, 
TSA recommends that you visit an enrollment center to attempt 
your PIN before you do so.  If your card is locked, you can 
request a replacement by contacting the TWIC Help Desk at 1-
866-DHS-TWIC (1-866-347-8942) or at: 

TWIC.Helpdesk@gcrm.com 
 to open a ticket and receive further instructions.  Once your 
replacement card is ready for pick up, you will be notified via 
phone or email (the option you selected during enrollment).  
At that time, you would make an appointment for activation at 
www.tsa.gov/twic.  You would need to keep your card on 
your person until  the replacement is ready since you must 
return your old card to the TWIC enrollment center in 
exchange for your new card.  If the old TWIC is not returned, 
it would be treated as a lost card requiring a payment of $60.  
If you activated your card AFTER Oct. 2008 and have 
forgotten your PIN, you may visit your nearest TWIC 
enrollment center and can reset your PIN at any time during 
business hours – walk-ins are welcome. 
 To find your nearest TWIC Enrollment Center, please 
visit, www.tsa.gov/twic. 
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WANT TO WORK FOR THE USCG? 
(Part 2) 

 
[Source: E-mail from Commander Jim Stewart, former USCG/NMA 
Liaison Officer at Eighth District HQ, now Chief, Prevention Dept., 
Sector Mobile.  This article deals with Coast Guard civilian hiring 
practices.  You can reach him at (251) 441-5284.] 
 
 I apologize for not getting back to you sooner but I have been at 
the annual Inland Waterways Conference in Nashville all week. 
 As we discussed, the Coast Guard is in the process of 
hiring a substantial number of new civilian marine inspectors 
as part of our Marine Safety enhancement efforts.  Many of 
these billets will be focused on the upcoming towing vessel 
inspections mission.  We are very interested in attracting a 
broad pool of applicants and I believe that many of your 
mariners offer a unique perspective and experience vital to the 
success of our efforts.  
 As with all federal civilian job announcements, these new 
positions are being advertised at www.usajobs.com  

 The following steps will aid your members to locate and 
review the civilian marine inspector positions that are 
currently available both locally and across the country. 
1. Log on to www.usajobs.com  
2. Select the Search Jobs tab at the top of the page. 
3. Select the Agency Search tab on the next line 
4. Enter "USCG" in the Department/Agency Name field. 
5. Select "US" or your local area from the list in the Location 

Search field. 
6. Enter "1801" in the Series Number Search field. 
7. Select the Search for Jobs tab at the bottom of the page. 

 Depending whether the individual selected all US or a 
specific location, the resulting page will display the available 
1801 coded civilian inspector billets currently being advertised 
within that area.  Please note that, on average, the announcements 
remain open for approximately two weeks.  I suggest that any 
interested persons check the website on a regular basis as new 
jobs are being added regularly.  Also, if you leave the Series 
Number Search field blank, you can get a complete listing of all 
available Coast Guard civilian job announcements. Please let me 
know if you have any questions. 

 

COMMON SENSE’S OBIT 
 
[Source: Contributed by Mariner [88].  “An Obituary Printed 
in the London Times” that is interesting and sadly true.] 
 
 Today we mourn the passing of a beloved old friend, 
Common Sense, who has been with us for many years.  No 
one knows for sure how old he was, since his birth records 
were long ago lost in bureaucratic red tape.  He will be 
remembered as having cultivated such valuable lessons as:   

● Knowing when to come in out of the rain; 
● Why the early bird gets the worm; 
● Life isn't always fair; and 
● Maybe it was my fault.  

 Common Sense lived by simple, sound financial policies 
(don't spend more than you can earn) and reliable strategies 
(adults, not children, are in charge).   
 His health began to deteriorate rapidly when well-
intentioned but overbearing regulations were set in place.  
Reports of a 6-year-old boy charged with sexual harassment 
for kissing a classmate; teens suspended from school for using 
mouthwash after lunch; and a teacher fired for reprimanding 
an unruly student, only worsened his condition.  
 Common Sense lost ground when parents attacked 
teachers for doing the job that they themselves had failed to 
do in disciplining their unruly children. 
 He declined even further when schools were required to 
get parental consent to administer sun lotion or an Aspirin to a 
student; but could not inform parents when a student became 
pregnant and wanted to have an abortion.  
 Common Sense lost the will to live, as the churches 
became businesses; and criminals received better treatment 
than their victims. 
 Common Sense took a beating when you couldn't defend 
yourself from a burglar in your own home and the burglar 
could sue you for assault.  
 Common Sense finally gave up the will to live, after a 

woman failed to realize that a steaming cup of coffee was hot.  
She spilled a little in her lap, and was promptly awarded a 
huge settlement.  
 Common Sense was preceded in death, by his parents, 
Truth and Trust.  His wife, Discretion, his daughter, 
Responsibility, his son, Reason.  He is survived by his 4 
stepbrothers; I Know My Rights; I Want It Now; Someone 
Else Is To Blame; I'm A Victim. 
 Not many attended his funeral because so few realized he 
was gone.  If you still remember him, pass this on.  If not, join 
the majority and do nothing. 
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NEW AND REVISED NMA REPORTS 

 
Report #R-200-A. 6p. Feb. 18, 2009.  Preliminary 
Discussion of Towing Vessel Inspections: Hours Of Service 
Issues.  Our mariners discuss provide their thoughts on these 
important subjects on the internet.  See what other mariners 
offer as “informed opinions” on these issues.  This is NOT a 
“Chat Board.”  However, we welcome your e-mails at: 

richardblock@nationalmariners.org. 
 Be sure to cite Report #R-200-A if you want your 
comments entered.  We edit for spelling and grammar. 
 
Report #R-354, Rev 3. 41p. Jan. 7, 2008. A Direct Appeal to 
Congress on Lifesaving Issues Affecting Lower-Level 
Mariners.  An updated version of our report first published in 
2000.  H.R.-2830 shows that Congress is listening. 
 
Report #R-401-H.  Jan. 6, 2009. Coast Guard Issues 
Marine Safety Performance Plan (2009-2014).  This is a 
reprint of Admiral Watson’s 5-year plan and gives the 
Agency’s plans for the years ahead.  These plans differ 
significantly from what Congress has in mind.  We comment 
upon the two sets of plans in this Newsletter. 
 
NMA PROJECT #R-428-D, Rev. 1.  On Feb. 27, 2007 we 
prepared Report #R-428-D, Report to the 110th Congress: 
Substandard Coast Guard Merchant Marine Personnel 
Services.  This 55-page report showed how the Coast Guard 
National Maritime Center was providing substandard 
“credentialing” services to mariners.  Since then, Congress 
provided funding for a new state-of-the-art facility for the 
NMC in Martinsburg, WV.  However, contrary to Coast 
Guard propaganda, our mariners still report poor service.  This 
project seeks to document these complaints. 
 Please feel free to pass this message on to other mariners 
in your e-mail list.  Submit comments by e-mail to: 

richardblock@nationalmariners.org 
 Contributors whose comments we edit will be assigned 

“Mariner numbers” we assign for anonymity.  We will e-mail 
you a copy of the latest version upon request as we proceed.  
If you do not agree with how we present your edited comment 
please contact us as above. 
 
Report #R-436, Rev. 3, Mar. 5, 2009.  The Coast Guard 
Appeals Process.  10p.  While this paper discusses “Appeals” 
in general, we updated a portion of this report to explain how 
an appeal from a decision by the National Maritime Center is 
forwarded through a new Mariner Credentialing Program 
Policy Division tucked away in Coast Guard Headquarters. 
 Every day, we encounter more and more mariners who 
must appeal decisions made by the National Maritime Center. 
 
NMA PROJECT #R-440-B, To Collect Data on Medical 
NVIC and Abuses at the REC and NMC.  We are soliciting 
and editing e-mails from mariners containing comments and 
data in order to prepare the first edition of what will be 
Report #R-440-B supporting our Association’s position on 
issues covering the abuses of the Medical NVIC witnessed by 
our mariners.  Please feel free to pass this message on to other 
mariners in your e-mail list.  Submit comments by e-mail to: 

richardblock@nationalmariners.org 
 Contributors whose comments we edit will be assigned 
“Mariner numbers” we assign for anonymity.  We will e-mail 
you a copy of the latest version upon request as we proceed.  
If you do not agree with how we present your edited comment 
please contact us as above. 
 
Report #R-444-B. National Pollutant Discharge 
Elimination System (NPDES) – Vessel General Permit 
Regulations Take Effect on Feb. 6, 2008. 6p. This nightmare 
for your employer will soon find its way down the line as a 
paperwork and recordkeeping headache for just about all our 
mariners. 
 
 
 
 

FEEDBACK: Newsletter #60 contained a “feedback” sheet on Page 21 that deserved your 
attention.  We need to know which issues are most important to each member of our Association. 
 

The small number of returns to date led us to question the value of this newsletter. 
 
PLEASE: Print out page 21 of newsletter 60 and mail it in or e-mail us for a copy so we can rank 
these issues.   

YOUR INPUT IS IMPORTANT TO US 
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National Mariners Association 

124 North Van Avenue 
Houma, LA 70363-5895 
Phone: (985) 851-2134 

E-mail: info@nationalmariners.org 
Website: www.nationalmariners.org 

 

JOIN & SUPPORT 
 

WHO CAN JOIN, WHAT DOES IT COST, AND WHAT DO I GET? 
 
GCMA members and Directors are all “volunteers.”  We have no paid staff or officers. 
GCMA was founded in April 1999 and is chartered in the state of Louisiana. 
Membership is open to any working mariner, retired mariners and other maritime professionals.  
We have a Constitution and by-laws prepared by attorneys.  
All mariners are welcome including: Masters, Mates, Pilots, Engineers, Tankermen, Deckhands, 
Seamen, Cooks, etc. 
All mariners are treated equally regardless of their position or job title. 
We are a family oriented organization; we encourage wives to contribute and join as members. 
We welcome members of any established maritime union at GCMA. 
Members receive periodical newsletters and research reports. 
 

I would like to join the Gulf Coast Mariners Association.  I understand that full membership dues are $36.00 a year. 
I am enclosing $ ____________ (check) (money order).  Date: _________________________________________  
Please fill out this application and mail it with your check to 124 North Van Avenue, Houma, LA 70363-5895. 
 
Capt./Mr./Mrs./Ms.  Name:______________________________________________________________________  
(Circle One) 
 
Physical Address ____________________________________________________________________________  
 
City ________________________________State _____________________Zip___________________________  
(If you’re mailing address is different from your physical address please indicate below) 
 
Mailing Address______________________________________________________________________________  
 
City ________________________________State _____________________Zip___________________________  
 
Home Phone ____________ Cell Phone _________________ (Fax) or (Alternate Phone) No. _____________  
 (Circle One) 
 
Email Address _______________________________________________________________________________  
 
Names of Family Members_____________________________________________________________________  
(GCMA is a family oriented organization) 
____________________________________________________________________________________________  
 
Employer _________________________ How Long_________Job Title or Position ______________________  
 
Licenses and all endorsements you hold & the waters they cover, Include the ratings on your Z-Card. 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________________________________________  
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NATIONAL MARINERS ASSOCIATION 
124 NORTH VAN AVENUE 
HOUMA, LA 70363-5895 
PHONE: (985) 851-2134 
FAX: (985) 879-3911 
Email: info@nationalmariners.org 
Website: www.nationalmariners.org 

 

 

ADDRESS CORRECTION REQUESTED 

 

 

Lafourche Merchant Marine 
Training Services, Inc.  

Offers you the courses you need! 
License upgrades, radar and celestial endorsements 
help you stay at the top of your career! 
Let Lafourche Merchant Marine meet your training needs.  Here’s a 
sample of our Courses: 
•500/1600 Gross Ton Master or Mate prep class  
•100/200 Gross Ton Master/USCG-approved (testing done on site) 
•Upgrade 100 Gross Ton Master to 200 Gross Ton Master/USCG-
approved (testing done on site) 

•Radar Observer/Radar renewal /USCG-STCW approved (testing done 
on site) 

•Able Bodied Seaman/USCG-approved (testing done on site) 
•Celestial Navigation 200/500/1600/STCW Gross Ton/USCG- 
  approved (testing done on site) 
•Basic Safety Training/STCW-approved/USCG-approved (testing done 
on site) 
Ù The following modules are available: Elementary First Aid and 
CPR, Personnel Safety and Social Responsibility. 

•Visual Communications (Flashing Light)/ STCW-approved/USCG-
approved (testing done on site) 

•Shipboard Coordinator (Fishing Industry)/USCG-approved (testing done 
on site) 

•American Red Cross First Aid and CPR/USCG-approved 
•Master of Towing Vessels/USCG-approved (testing done on site) 
Assistance with U.S. Coast Guard paperwork $75.00 per consultation.  
This service is only $30.00 for those enrolled in LMMTS courses. 

CALL US AND ENROLL NOW. 
LAFOURCHE MERCHANT MARINE TRAINING SERVICES, INC. 

 4290 Hwy 1  
 Raceland, LA 70394 
 PHONE: (985) 537-1222  
  FAX: (985) 537-1225  

GCMA members get a 10% 
discount on courses under $500 &  
20% discount on courses $500+ 


