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GULF COAST MARINERS
ASSOCIATION ENTERS
A NEW PHASE
GC:\IA wa,; formed as an a",.;ociatlOn of
mannprs bv four maritinw union,s In ,,,"pril
1999. The union,.; provided "seed" monpv to g'et
us started and ,.,howed us the path to follow to
Improve working conditions for mar!l1pr,;.
While til(' emphaSIS started out with question
ing exist ing working pract Ice,; and conditions
in the offshore oil industry, It soon becanw
c!par that lIlany of the ,;anw conditions existed
on Inland waters and the western rivers. As a
rp,;u!r til(' ,;cope of our activitips expanded to
include manner coneen),.; throughout the entire
Eighth Coast Guard Di,;tricr.
From tIlE' wry' beginning. GC:\L\ was never
organizpd as a union. It i,; and was an associa
tion of mariners organized as \'olunteers to
learn to attack many of the problems that all

-L 2003

"lower-lever marinprs face. \Ve elected our
own officers in open elections becaww we
knew from tlw beginning that we would
have to carry' our own load by' the end of
two yeal'S. This did not stop unIOn-busting
organization,.; like CCFC from IllCOlT('ctlv
labpling us a,.; a union and turIllng tll(' local
COmll1UIllty against our marinel's. The "two
veal'S" extend('d into four veal'S that g'avp
our orgaIllzatlol1 thp time to examinp and
assess the existing ";Ituation and carefully
deCIde what dirprtiol1 to take. Fl'Om 110W OIl.
we are "on our own" and independ('nt~
The GC.\!IA Boa I'd of Oi ]'('ctor,.; depp h
appreciatP"; all the help and .support from
our friends in thp four maritimp UnlOl1:-i.
We will contlllll(' to coordinate with them to
impl'OvP com!JtlOl1:-i f()r all the "lower,level"
mariners In t!w Eighth CO;Jst euard Dis
trict.
Our "direction" led us to dpterminl' tIll'
areas that an' lIlost inllPpd of correction. It
is on a path that is morl' "public" than pri,
\'all'. The st;JtenlPnt of that (!lrectiol1 lips
rlo.sest to the goals al1nollncl'd in (}C:\I:\
Report #R,>l;)O in Februarv :WO:l. For t Iw
most pan, 0111' marinl'rs have !Jepn hllrt
because many of thp laws that ah'pad y' gO\'
ern this industry are nol fairly" diligpntlv,
and equitably' l'nforced. For Px,lllIp!e, mari,
ners working on uninspected towing \'('sspls
lack I he protectIOn of mariners worklllg on
insppcted vessels of comparable ";Ize. Till";
(('until/fwd un

1)(1{!./'

':!)
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PROJECT BLACKLIST

The term "blackball" or "blacklist" as it is known internationallv is recognized by' labor 01'
ganizations throughout the world as an llnfair labor practice. It IS a nlPthod whereby' an pm,
ploy'er can deny an undesirable emploype from holdll1g a job in the industry. The pl'Oblem
I exists in defining "undesirable" and then detprmining who has the right to classify vou a,.;
i f'REEDO!\f FROM SECOND
15 '
"undesirable," Who has the right to destroy' y'our chosen career and your future employment
I HAND S:\-WKE
opportunities? A boat owner') Can onlv the President of the corporation make such a deciSIOn
! "Lower-lever' Mariners
15 or can he delegate this authority to a staff member such as his "human resources" director or
~--------------1 even a port captall1? What standards does a company use to make their judgments and how
! USCG-AWO BRIDGE ALLI16
: SION REPORT
do they inform you of their decision to ruin your career') Is t here any appeal from an unfair
or vindictive deciSIOn')
Jf you are "blacklisted" It means that you may find it very difficult to obtalll a Job III t]lE' ma,
rine industry. At GC:\IA we heal' many complaints that "blacklisting" exists but have accu
mulated little proof of its existence, Without written proof it will be impossible to do anv,
13
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is detailed in GCMA Report #R-276. In
a number of cases, the Coast Guard
claims to lack the authority to do some
of the things that need to be done.
Why? The reason in many cases is that
they never asked for that authority. AI
tel' four years, GCMA has established a
paper trail that we used to take our case
directly to Congress.
A year after GCMA was founded,
the same four maritime unions formed
Offshore Mariners United (OMt]). OMU
was always separate and distinct from
GCMA and always worked from sepa
rate offices. OMU was established as a
union.
OMU Closes its doors.(lI [(I) This
is OMU's "official" closing statement.J
Although the Offshore Mariners
United (OMlD, based in Houma, LA,
will close for business effective July 1,
2003, we are proud of our campaign's
many accomplishments during the past
five years. It's true that we fell short of
our final goal. It's also true that there
were many victories along the way. We
helped improve the working conditions
and lives of many Oil Patch mariners
and their families, and ultimately that
is what unions are all about.
Since the OMU came into being,
day rates for many have improved by as
much as 40 percent. Some companies
have dramatically improved their health
care benefits. And many more compa
nies are paying for their mariners to
upgrade their skills, saving the average
worker hundreds to thousands of dollars
out of their pockets. There is no doubt

that those gains are a direct result of
the OMU's presence.
There are no yellow billboards an
nouncing these achievements, no craw
fish boils celebrating these facts, no fly
ers outlining these deeds. But thel'e are
families up and down the Gulf enjoying
improved living conditions because the
OMU stood up to the boat owners and
fought for their causes, demanding jus
tice.
The overall difficulty of the
campaign underscores the fact that the
deck is often stacked against workers
who want to join a union. Oil Patch
mariners created the OMU because they
were tired of low wages and weak or
nonexistent benefits. Yet, during the
campaign - like many other unrepre
sented workers across the nation - they
fell victim to ineffective labor laws and
companies that don't respect their em
ployees' legal right to join a union. In
many cases during the past five years,
harassment by the companies was the
norm. Just imagine if the money the
companies spent on lawyers and outside
firms fighting this campaign instead
went to the mariners for higher wages
and better benefits. It is a credit to the
mariners and organizers who were in
volved in the campaign tha t they perse
vered, motivated by the basic hope of
securing a better standard of living for
themselves and their families.
The OMU thanks everyone who
has been a part of this effort to improve
the working conditions and lives of Oil
Patch mariners. Weare proud of the
progress that was achieved. We remain
confident that no matter how many mil

lions are spent by companies to he.
their employees from freely expres~ ;n~.
their opinions, the voice of working peo
pIe ultimately will be heard.
If you want more information
about joining a maritime umon, you
may contact:
American Maritime Officers
(A.t\10) at 954-926-5115
. The International Organization of
Masters, Mates and Pilots (M~I&P) at
504-837 -5700
. Marine Engineers' Beneficial As
sociation (NIEBA) at 504-523-1884
Seafarers International Uillon
(SILl at 504-328-7545
\Vhat OMU's closing means to
GCMA. We will miss our direct and
close association with OMU DirectOl
"Chip" Barnes and his staff as they
leave the area. We plan to continue t'l
build upon our close relationship with
the maritime unions.
GCMA. will be "on its own" and will
depend on its membership dues, dona
tions, and fund raising from local mari
ner gatherings to continue our work. We
plan to expand our membership by an
nouncing new "projects" to assist our
mariners. Although our website was
recently "down" while we change over to
another host it will be restored and con
tinue to provide information
at
www.gulfcoastmariners.org with Cap
tain David Miller as our webmaster.
We will keep you informed through the
GCMA. J'..'EWS. To save money, however,
we will drop our toll-free phone line of 1
800-979-GCMA.
(Continued on page 18)

QUESTIONS CREDIBILITY OF RESPONSIBLE CARRIER PROGRAM

[The American Waterways Operators
(A WO), a major trade association repre
senting a large segment of the towing in
dustry, created its Responsible Carrier
Program (RCP) following the tragic AM
TRAK accident at Bayou Canot, Ala
bama, in 1993. While the Coast Guard
embraces the program and the Gulf
Coast Mariners Association finds much
of value to recommend it, our principal
reservations revolve arolwd several hey
points presented by Captain William
Beacom in WorhBoat magazine's Mail
Bag column in 1999.J
"As a result of the 1993 Amtrak inci
dent and subsequent pressure from Con
gress and public, the American Water
ways Operators was forced to act. The

threat of requiring all towing vessels to
have a U.S. Coast Guard Certificate of
Inspection was the force. The AWO
came up with the Responsible Carrier
Program (RCP). This program commit
ted AWO members to a voluntary over
haul of their operating procedures that
would assure compliance with all appli
cable rules, regulations and safe work
practices. On paper, it sounded very
prOmlS1l1g. It satisfied Congress, the
public, and got the USCG off the hook.
The USCG didn't have the money or
manpower to inspect all towing vessels.
"Trying to get a voluntary consensus
from nearly 200 members presented a
formidable challenge for the AWO, but
they finally put a program in place that

required all members to have an in
house audit by Jan. 1, 1998. This audit
was to be verified by the CEO or Presi
dent of the company. Late in 1998, 118
companies had passed their audits. But
there was a problem. AWO concluded
that a third-party audit would be neces
sary to ensure the credibility of the proc
ess. This audit had to be completed and
certified by Jan. 1,2000.
"Problem No. 1: One-third of the
boats in the company had to be audited.
After negotiation, that was reduced to 10
percent. Problem No.2: Viable audi
tors had to do the audits. It was decided
that anyone who takes a two-day train
ing course could do the audit. The com
(Contin.ued on page 5)
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.AT GCMAYOUR OPINION COUNTS.
'By Richard A. Block
Secretary and GCMA News Editor
Several hlgh-levelllldustry conferences
were held "up north" to explore the prob
lem of recruiting and retaining merchant
mariners from deckhand to master. All
the bigwigs attended including Coast
Guard admirals, CEOs from major mari
time corporations, corporate 'human re
source' directors, and representatives
from maritime labor unions representing
"blue water" interests.
Boat companies and their trade asso
cia tions like AWO and OMSA are not
bashful in speaking out on behalf of their
own interests in your name. As an em
ployee, you are a "hired hand" and are
not expected to challenge the experts.
On the other hand, GC~t\ represents
only the interests of "lower-level" mari
ners who work on tugs, towboats. off
shore supply vessels and small passen
ger vessels of less than 1,600 gross tons.
Although your career may center on only
one of these types of vessel, all lower
level mariners have points of common
interest that draw us together. GCMA
resists corporate attempts to divide us.
The purpose of this survey is to be sure
that we accuratelv represent the views of
the majority of lower-level mariners.
Past experience shows that mariners
can express themselves in writing. At
the urging of one mariner association
(AIM), over 800 mariners attended pub
lic meetings or submitted written com
ments to the Coast Guard on towing ves
sel proposals in the mid-1990s. These
comments kept the Coast Guard from
making a number of serious licensing
blunders.
Let me explain a "new" problem that
is surfacing and ask you to write me a
letter about it. Tell me in your own
words what you think and how strongly
you feel about this matter. Address your
letter to me (Richard A. Block. P.O. Box
3589, Houma, LA 70361) or e-mail it (to
namenet@cajun,net) or fax it to me at
(985) 879-3911. Answer only those ques
tions you choose but please include the
number of each question you are answer
ing. Please sign your letter to show me
that you are willing to stand up for what
you believe. I regret that time will not
allow me to discuss this survey by
phone ... but we need to develop a 'paper
trail.'
The "new" problem.
Finding
"lower-level" mariners to man American
tugs. towboats and offshore supply ves

sels is a challenging task for many lll
dustry 'human resource' managers even
in times when business is slow. In one
meeting at the Eighth Coast Guard Dis
trict Headquarters, the President of an
industry trade association told uSCG
representatives that the "turnover" of
personnel on offshore supply vessels ap
proached 90%. Since no time period was
mentioned. the problem was probably
overstated to gain a short term objective.
Question #1: From your point of
view, is the marine industry faced
with a genuine personnel shortage?
Some boat companies believe an
easy way out of its employment dilemma
is to replace American workers with foreign workers. There were many rumors
of that going on, but these rumors are
hard to track down and even harder to
verify. However, we have three copies of
"Applications for Alien Employment Certification" submitted to the U.S. Department of Labor by an employment service
in Louisiana that sought to recruit 700
foreign Deckhands, 150 Cnlicensed Deck
Engineers, and 150 Oilers. The deckhands would work a 40·hour week and
be paid $11.89 per hour as would the
oilers. The unlicensed "deck engineers"
would make $20.44 per hour to ... "repair
and maintain deck machinery such as
cargo winches and windlasses; maintain
ship's plumblllg system (and) changes
fuses and overhaul electric motors." We
question that that these individuals
would only work an 8-hour day in an industry that requires a 12-hour day as a
"condition of employment" from the rest
of its peons and does not hesitate to
squeeze extra hours beyond the 12-hour
legal limit for licensed personnel'
Here is where I seek your help. Do
you believe that jobs as deckhands, oil·
ers, engineers. mates, pilots and masters
on our vessels are worth saving? Or,
have these jobs become so undesirable
that we should welcome foreign workers
into the industry to fill the vacancies?
GCMA sends this newsletter to licensed
and unlicensed mariners working on the
rivers, inland waters and offshore in the
Eighth Coast Guard District. Although
we have heard rumors and stories in the
past. we believe this "Application for
Alien Employment" is a shot across the
bow that deserves all of our attention.
We offer you an opportunity to express

your opllllOn so that GCMA may use it to
direct our response.
Question #2: Do you believe that
hiring foreign workers is a valid
and permanent solution to today's
shortage of lower-level mariners?
Yes or no ... and why!
Other problems. GCl'vrA collected
considerable evidence in the past four
years that maritime employers abuse
lower-level mariners in many ways be
cause we have not had an effective V01Ce.
Since 1999, GClV1A served as the vOice
for mariners by calling for equality in
the regulations that govern inspected
and uninspected vessels. GClV1A seeks
improved federal "whistle blower" protec
tion comparable to the protection given
to the nation's truck drivers. We want to
clamp down on substandard vessel op
era tors who force mariners to break laws
and regulations such as the 12-hour
rules and then hang them out to dry
when things go wrong. One tool we pro
posed was to call for recording work
hours and hours on watch in vessel log
books. We petitioned the Coast Guard to
include work-hour limits for all unli
censed personnel. Unfortunately, the
Coast Guard claims it does not have the
authority to require logbook entries be
yond those already approved by Con
gress. Of course, accurate information
recorded in a logbook would help the
Coast Guard to improve the quality of
their own investigations. Since the Coast
Guard was unresponsive in so many ar
eas and ignored our attempts to improve
working conditions for mariners, GClV1A
took the matter to Congress in February
2003.(1) FORefer to GCMA Report #R-350
for details.]
I need to hear from each of you.
Give me your ideas on what you think
needs to be done and what direction you
believe GGMA should take. Write and
tell me today!
GCMA has done what it could to iden
tify problems facing lower-level mariners
and improve conditions when and where
it can. However, the situation that now
faces our working mariners has deterio
rated to the point where working on the
water as a career no longer appeals to
many Americans.
New physical and
health requirements, higher educational
(Continu.ed on page 4)
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their personal safety and working condi
tions when compared to conditions regu
lations require on inspected vessels such
as OSVs and small passenger vessels.
These reasons appear in GCMA Report
#R-276. A federal advisory committee
(TSAC) is now reviewing our report and
appears to be doing its best to downplay
the reforms it calls for. [Report R-276
will return to our internet site at
www.g1dfcoastnwriners.org and is auail
able in print on request.}

standards for industry entrants, exten
sive, expensive and time-consuming
training programs, unregulated safety
issues on many vessels, unfair labor
practices including "blacklisting", unsat
isfactory and unhealthful living condi
tions on many vessels, and the percep
tion of biased regulatory enforcement by
the Coast Guard discourage many from
entering or remaining in the industry.
GCMA seeks to encourage greater par
ticipation by those of you who still be Question #5: After reading GCMA
Report #R-276, can you think of ad
lieve you have a future in the industry.
ditional reasons why uninspected
GCM.'\ is the vehicle where your towing vessels should be governed
voice can be heard. However, our role is by the same type of safety regula
to reflect the wishes of the mariners we tions as other types of commercial
represent. I encourage you to become a vessels worked by our mariners?
more active member of GCMA, and help
shape the future of this segment of the Question #6: Do you believe that
towing industry self-regulation as
maritime industry.
practiced under the Responsible
Mariner identification. In 2001, Carrier Program (RCP) provides
the offshore industry pushed the Coast adequate safeguards for mariners?
Guard to continue their practice of issu Hnot, what needs to be done?
ing temporary merchant mariner docu
Vessel manning. If GCMA Report
ments to make it easier for companies to
hire "green" deckhands and put them to #R-276 exposes the tip of the iceberg for
work quickly on offshore supply vessels. towing vessel safety, then GCM...'\ Report
GCMA questioned the legality of issuing #R-279, titled Review and Set Safe
temporary merchant mariner docu Manning Standards for Offshore Supply
ments. We pointed out that this prac Vessels and Uninspected Towing Ves
tice allowed employers to exploit new sels exposes many manning practices
workers, use their services for many that the industry uses to reduce the
months, and then dump them if they number and level of training of the per
were injured or their work was sonnel it can legally assign to man its
"unsatisfactory" for any reason. How vessels. [Report #R-279 will return to
web site at
ever, in light of the terrorist attacks, the our internet
matter of identifying legitimate www.grdfcoastmariners.org and is avail
"transportation workers" is seen in a able in print on reqrLest}
new light these days. Sweeping new
"security" regulations were introduced
on July 1, 2003 1
Question #3: In light of the terror
ist attacks and the need to protect
ships, harbors, bridges, locks, dams
etc. do you believe there is a real
need for each mariner to carry a
merchant mariner document (Z
card) or comparable maritime iden
tity card? If not, please explain.
Question #4: Do you believe that
new deckhands receive adequate
safety training before they are as
signed to jobs afloat?

PAGE -4

of regulating the work performed
by lower-level mariners?
Question #9: Have you ever been
required, as a condition of your em
ployment as a licensed officer, to
violate the 12-hour rules? If so, will
you contribute a notarized state
ment to our "Yellow Book"?
Work hours of unlicensed per
sonnel. Many deckhands, tankermen
and unlicensed engineers are easily ex
ploited because the law provides no le
gally enforceable work-hour limits. The
"call watch" system as used on locking
rivers is a particularly stressful abuse
identified by our mariners. Conse
quently, GC~LL\ petitioned to limit unli
censed personnel to working the same
number of hours permitted for licensed
personnel.
When the Coast Guard
claimed it did not have the authority to
regulate work hours, we petitioned Con
gress to grant them that authority.
Question #10: Would you be willing
to write a separate letter or go to
Washington to support this GCMA
position?

Through their own greed and failing
to meet the needs of the people who
worked for them, many boat companies
have truly reached the bottom of the
barrel. Many "green" deckhands that
employers treated as expendable "boat
trash" have chosen to work in some
other industry. This has led to a real
crisis in putting live bodies on the boats.
However, we believe the true impact
will not be felt until the time when eco
nomic conditions improve and compa
Question #7: Based on the job you nies try to put all the boats back to
do, do you believe that the vessel work.
you work on has an adequate num
Would you recom
ber of trained crewmembers for the Question #9:
services it performs? If not, what mend the sector of the marine in
dustry you work(ed) in or the com
needs to be done?
pany you work(ed) for to a family
GCMA's "Yellow Book" titled Mari member or close relative? Please
ners Speak Out on Violations of th-;I2 explain.
Hour Work Day exposed illegal prac
tices the industry uses to violate statu Question #10: When work on the
tory work-hour limits for licensed offi boats is "slow," how do you keep
cers. In the 3 years since we delivered food on your table?
this book to high-ranking Coast Guard
Question #11: Has any company
officials, they made absolutely no at
you worked for unfairly tampered
tempt whatsoever to verify the abuse of
with your unemployment rights?
our mariners reported in regard to
Tell me about it!
work-hour violations.

Safe workplaces. GCMA found
almost 70 instances where mariners on
Whistleblower protection. In
the nation's 5,200 uninspected towing Question #8: Do you believe the stead of improving working conditions,
vessels have good reason to question Coast Guard should do a better job

(Canti.nued on page 5)
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some employers in the marine indus
try seek to maintain rigid control of
its work force by any means possible.
Most non-union lower-level mariners
are not protected by an employment
contract and are treated as
"employees at will." An "employee at
will" can be fired at any time for any
reason, even after many years of ser
vice and with very little legal re
course. To add insult to injury, em
ployers often "blacklist" mariners and
make it difficult if not impossible to
find a job with another company in
the marine industry. Mariners also
do not report safety violations on the
job because they do not have ade
quate federal "whistleblower" protec
tion.

pany picks the man and sends him to the course. Problem No.3: The auditor will
pick the boats randomly. After negotiations, it was decided that the company would
tell auditors which boats are easily accessible and only these boats could be audited.
Problem No.4: The auditors will do the audits on random dates. After negotia
tions, the company will choose the time for the audit. Surprise! After all this, the
AWO membership then voted for the third-party audit.
"Any logical person would think that the AWO would be well on their way to ac
complishing their goals. They had 118 companies that had completed and certified
their audits. It should be easy to get these companies through the (third-party) au
dits. After all, the audit didn't change, only the auditor. Wrong! By March 12, 1999,
only 24 AWO members had passed their third-party audits. Was the AWO right in
their assessment that internal audits were not credible? If you read the AWO news
letters. it is evident that concern was rapidly mounting. By June 18, 1999, there
were only 34 members who had been certified -a gain of 10 in three months.

Question #12: Do you support
GCMA's attempt to seek adequate
federal "whistleblower" protec
tion for mariners who report vio
lations of safety statutes or regu
lations?

"In October 1999, Bob Clinton (AWO's director of safetylRCP implementation),
said that "the vast majority of AWO members have either already achieved compli
ance or are committed to doing so by the Jan. 1, 2000, deadline." Their list of 84
members, who had completed the audits by Nov. 12, 1999, certainly wasn't a vast
majority.
"Where does this leave us? At about the same place we were before the Am
trak... incident. The AWO companies, 146 at last count, passed their audits and
managed to pass one boat in 10. They chose the boat, the crew, the auditor, and the
time and location of the audit. A comparison would be if a boat crew could choose the
time and location of their "random" drug tests.
Nothing has really changed in the industry. The responsible companies still op
erate according to the rules. The only difference is that being and AWO Responsible
Carrier now gives them credibility. Or does it?
In a later letter, Captain Beacom wrote: "... 1 suggest that the AWO must make all
Responsible Carrier Program audits completely random with a representative sam
pling of boats. To do this, the following critena must be met: a random auditor must
be picked by lot, not by the company, 30 percent of the boats must be audited instead
of the present 10 percent, boats must be picked at random by the randomly selected
auditor, not by the company which can then choose its best boats to inspect, and the
timing of the audit must be random in order to ensure that special audit-trained
crews are not used on the boats to be audited.
Until the above conditions are met, the AWO Responsible Carrier Program has no
credibility. No amount of posturing can change that fact.
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[GCMA Position: Since 1999, the AWO has taken a number of steps to in
crease the credibility of its Responsible Carrier Program. However, the
Coast Guard inspects other classes of commercial vessels such as small pas
senger vessels and offshore supply vessels on an annual basis. GCMA Re
port #R-276 calls for annual inspections of each and every towing vessel to
meet enhanced safety standards. We believe that substandard vessels need
to be identified and then either repaired or replaced. We believe this needs
to be done sooner rather than later. As regards recent changes in inspec
tion regulations, the Coast Guard's Streamlined Inspection Program or a
recognized classification society's "survey" or a credi ble "third party audit"
may replace a traditional "inspection" if the Coast Guard lacks the man
power to perform inspections. A Coast Guard boarding is a scare tactic
that harasses our mariners and is not a substitute for inspection by quali
fied inspectors, surveyors or auditors. However, suitably enhanced stan
dards first must be in place so that all crew members safety and health are
ensured. GCMA Report #R-276 is available upon request.]
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thing about this practice. Consequently,
we need YOUR HELP in collecting evi
dence tha t MAY be helpful in curbing
this practice. However, if you want to
help, you must work with us and do
things OUR WAY.
As an employee of any company, you
are expected to perform your job in a
positive and conscientious manner. If
something goes wrong, or the relation
ship between you and your boss sours,
you can either quit your job or be fired.
In any event, your boss can make up his
own mind whether he would ever rehire
you or not at his place of business. It is
when he takes any further steps to dis
courage others from hiring you that we
have serious concerns.
As an "employee at will" your employ
ment with any company may be termi
nated at any time for any reason ... or for
no reason at all. You may have a voice
in the matter if you are a member of a
union and have a contract (i.e., written
agreement) dealing with this matter
with your employer. If not, your em
ployer may terminate your employment
today, tomorrow or even after 25 years
of loyal service or the day before you
plan to retire for any reason whatso
ever. Since most of our mariners are
not union members and are not inde
pendently wealthy, the next question
following termination is, "where can I
get a job." It is at this point where a
problem MAY exist with your
"employment history."
A consumer reporting agency (CRA)
known as HireCheck provides a
"service" they sell to maritime employ
ers to maintain records of your
"employment history" so employers can
weed out undesirable employees. If you
ever suffered a serious injury and/or
sued an employer, you may be consid
ered "undesirable" to many employ
ers ...especially when they have a large
number of job applicants to choose from.
The details of the injury or lawsuit may
not matter. However, if your employer
passes on the information in your "work
history" that you are "not eligible for
rehi.re" by his company, that is a black
mark against you with other employers
who have no wish to hire an
"undesirable." Of course, this is only an
opinion, but it automatically sends a
warning signal you will have to explain
to a new employer. A prospective em·
ployer MAY then ask you for an expla-

GCMA NEWSLETTER

nation ... or MAY quietly pass over you in
favor of the guy sitting next to you in
his waiting room with a "clean" record.
The prospective employer may tell you:
"Don't call us ...we'll call you." That may
be the last time you hear from him.
The Federal Trade Commission (FTC)
regulates the work that HireCheck does
in collecting "employment history" un
der the Fair Credit Reporting Act
(FCRA). The fact that employers MAY
use (or have used) this information in a
discriminatory manner is what GCMA
seeks to determine. We must first learn
the scope and size of the problem before
attempting to cure it. To do this, we
seek your help - but to keep from being
swamped, it must be on our terms.
We have copies of a blank HireCheck
form titled "Request for Copy of Con
sumer Report." This is the product that
HireCheck sells to employers.
As a
"consumer" you are entitled to a free
copy of your consumer report. Fill out
the blank form, printing neatly in black
ink, and mail it along with a photocopy
of your driver's license, to the address
on the bottom of the form. The informa
tion is a private matter and strictly be
tween you and HireCheck, Inc. Within
two weeks you should receive a copy of
your Consumer Report at the mailing
address you provided them. Look over
the report. If you find any inaccuracies
on the report, you should take steps to
address the matter immediately. To use
their terminology, you MAY have a
"consumer dispute."
If any of the information is inaccu
rate, you have a right to correct it... and
should do so. However, our concern at
GCMA arises if you find that a former
employer says you are "not eligible" for
rehire (with his company). If you under
stand that this decision was a result of
your bad conduct, take your lumps! If
you believe your employer's evaluation
was unfair. you should take steps to
have the black mark removed.
Here is where GCMA is willing to
help. To do this, we must share your
Consumer Report and interview you so
that we may help you file an answer.
You MAY try to do this on your
own ...but it will be of little help to our
PROJECT BLACKLIST if you
do ... and we don't want to learn about it
after the fact~ We need YOUR HELP
in gathering information and the experi.
ence of participating in a process that
already may have driven hundreds of
our fellow mariners out of the industry.
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We expect to learn something from
every document we submit.
We must start out by assuming that
everything HireCheck does is legal un
der the Fair Credit Reporting Act. You,
as a "consumer" have certain rights
guaranteed under that act. If the law is
being abused, we want to assemble writ
ten proof. This is the first step. If you
find tha t a previous employer believes
you are "not eligible" for re
employment...and you honestly do not
understand why, you can ask HireCheck
to "reinvestigate." They are required to
do so if you follow the right steps. We
will help you to do this. A
"reinvestigation" MAY remove the black
mark against your name.
There are other avenues of blacklist
ing. "Down the Bayou" everybody seems
to know everybody else's work history
by word of mouth. By law and regula
tion,'11 when hiring new hands to per
form safety-sensitive tasks, an employer
now must receive your written permis
sion to obtain your drug record with
every DOT -regulated employer you
worked for during the past two years.
After this person-to-person contact,
there may be nothing in writing to show
that you are blacklisted.
fil)49 CFR
40. 25.]
If you have a police record, you may
be rated as an "undesirable employee"
as well. HireCheck MAY also keep
track of your criminal record, your
credit record, your driving record and
verification of your educational back
ground if you gave an employer permis
sion to make these checks when you ap
plied for a job. This should all be part of
the consumer report you receive from
HireCheck.
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DRUG & ALCOHOL RELATED
ACCIDENTS
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BOUDREAUX CRUISE LINES
.
Boudreaux walked to the dock, only to find a
beautiful blonde woman, standing there, crying. I
He said, "Mais cher, what's wrong?" she said,
,"Ah don't have anything to live for. I'm gonna
throw myself into the water and kill myself."
,
!Boudreaux replied, "Don' do dat. You're a beau-Ii
tiful woman and have plenty to live for. Tell
tyou what, Ah'm getting ready to get on dis boat
and go to Europe. Ah'll sneak you on and take
care of you and we can be happy together."
Boudreaux snuck his stowaway on board, and I i
Iud her in a lifeboat. For weeks, each day he'd
take her meals, making sure she was taken care'
pf. and every night he'd slip into the lifeboat anclj
theY'd make passionate love. One day, the cap-I
:. rain discovered the woman, and asked her what
'she was doing there. She answered, "One of
your crewmen, a wonderful man, has been tak~ng care of me, feeding me, and making love to
riIe. And he's taking me to Europe with him on
this boat." The captain replied, "Cher, Ah'm
Ii
sony to tell you, but dis is da Chalmette Ferry!" I,
I

I

This message is in response to
your (GCMA) Freedom of Infor
mation Act (FOIA) request for
accidents that are drug or aleohoi related from 1992 - 2002.
The figures below are derived
from the U.S. Coast Guard's
Marine Safety Management
System and indicate the num
ber of accidents where drugs or
alcohol use was a factor in t':le
accident. Casualties involving
personnel injuries where the
only event in the case is per
sonnel injury are not included
in the figures. For example: a
seaman falls overboard because
of excessive use of alcohol.
Year

1992

9

1993

12

1994

13

1995

17

1996

17

1997

14

1998

19

1999

12

2000

16

2001

6

Total

135

No. of Accidents

~

i

I-
I

LICENSE
By Kelly Sweeney

I
A sailor walks up the gangway carrying
two suitcases, joining the crew of a for
eign-flagged vessel berthed somewhere
outside the United States. The Captain
reviews his papers, unaware that they
were illegally obtained. Everything
seems to be in order, and later that day
the ship departs for Los Angeles. When
the vessel arrives two weeks later it's
one of the many foreign flagged, foreign
crewed merchant ships in port that day.
The cargo terminal is close to a popular
tourist area, and there are petroleum
storage tanks at a dock nearby. Expen
sive hillside homes m San Pedro over
look the crowded harbor and channel
below.
The crewmember's documents are
checked while the vessel is being
cleared. The Immigration official, like
the Captain, is also unaware that the
seaman's papers were illegally obtained.
Everything seems to be in order, and
the U.S. Customs and Immigration offi
cials depart. Later, a van from the local
seaman's center picks up the sailor and
some others in the crew. The two suit
cases he brought aboard are stowed and
securely locked in his stateroom. After a
ten minute ride in the van, he's at the
seaman's center - miles away from the

I

II

I,

~-.ll~~~~~~~~tJ

ship.
What happens next? Well, the rest
of the StOly depends on what he was
canying in his suitcases. Why did he
illegally purchase seaman's docu
ments? Is he someone mtent on doing
harm to the U.S. and its citizens? Was
this ship chosen because it was sched
uled to be in Los Angeles on a certain
date? As this fictional tale ends, it
could be just another day in a busy
U.S. port. Then again ...
In 2001, the Seafarer's Research
Center at the University of Wales re
ported that nearly 13,000 cases of
forged and illegally obtained seaman's
papers had been documented world
wide. A significant and well-publicized
case, last year, involved an Interna·
tional Transport Federation (ITF)
probe into illegal licensing. Dunng the
investigation, David Cockroft, an offi
cial of the ITF who has no sea-going
experience, was able to buy a Panama
nian Chief Mate's license!
In the past, such lax oversight on
the part of any foreign maritime li
censing organization has been viewed
mainly from the standpoint of ship
board safety. A person completely un
qualified to sail could be on the bridge
in charge of a navigational watch. Af
ter the events of last September, this
type of official misconduct is also a se

curity issue. American merchant sea
men undergo comprehensive back
ground checks to obtain and renew
their document or license. Foreign sail
ors and officers, many of whom cur
rently don't face similar scrutiny,
should be held to equally high stan
dards.
EvelY person applying for an origi
nal U.S. seaman's document must ap
pear in person before the Coast Guard
and submit to a background check
verifying citizenship. The law also re
quires that an officer in the U.S. mer
chant marine be an American citizen.
Proof of citizenship can only be an
onginal or a certified copy of a Coast
Guard accepted form of identification 
a passport for example. A person who's
not a citizen may sail in an unlicensed
capacity if the Coast Guard verifies the
applicant's nationality and the U.S.
Immigration and Naturalization Ser
vice gives its approval.
Unlike their foreign counterparts,
American merchant seamen also face
thorough scrutiny of their past. 46
CFR 10.201 and 46 CFR 12.02 both
detail what this extensive process in
volves. All criminal convictions must
be listed at the time of application, and
the Coast Guard can authorize a com
plete investigation of an applicant's
(Continued on page 8)
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background and criminal record. These
requirements apply not only for an
original license, but for renewals and
upgrades as well. Depending upon the
severity of a crime committed, a person
can be prohibited from sailing for a
year, several years - or forever.
Most countries issuing mariner's
documents and licenses are far more
lenient regarding their application pro
cedures. Panama, for example, requires
little verification of citizenship and is
one of a number of countries willing to
issue an officer's license to anyone - re
gardless of nationality. I know of a Sec
ond Engineer working on a drills hip
who holds a Panamanian license. He
isn't a Panamanian citizen, nor has he
ever been to Panama - he lives in Palm
Springs'
The proof of citizenship require
ments for Liberian seaman's documents
are minimal. A 10-cent, uncertified copy

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
Labor Day, Sept. 18t , 2002
Greetings to all the officers, mem
bers, and associates of the Gulf Coast
Mariners Association and all the mari
ners I have worked with for most of my
adult life.
Yes, it is Labor Day, the day each
workingman is supposed to relax and
reflect upon all he has accomplished
around him and be proud and happy.
Well, fellows, my name is Charles E.
Propst, Jr. and I finally reached the con
clusion that the offshore boat companies
used me up and have thrown me away,
because they really cannot use me any
more. At age 49, it is now time for a ca
reer change.
I moved to Louisiana in October
1979. After I became acclimated to the
different climate, habits, and eccentrici
ties of the people on the Gulf coast, I
went to work for McCall crew boats in
November of that year. I guess that was
where I began my descent into the quag
mire of corruption I found in the offshore
oil industry. I'm pretty sure that you
know all the graft and corruption that
was going on in those early years and
the form it takes today. It seemed like
everyone was making money except the
boat crews. When I started out, I was
only making $40.00 a day as a deckhand,
and thought I was doing great with no
wife, no kids, and no car notes. I lived
on the boat until I couldn't take it any
more; then I went and blew off steam for
a week or two.
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of a passport is perfectly acceptable.
There is no need to apply in person be
cause, unbelievably, the Liberian Regis
try accepts applications and issues sea
man's documents bye-mail! Liberian
registered shipping companies are also
allowed to hire crewmembers without
any documentation at all' The Registry
sends the seaman's papers after the
sailor is already onboard!
In today's volatile world, this double
standard of marine documentation and
licensing between American and foreign
sailors is unacceptable. Just as STCW
'95 was implemented to establish a
minimum level of sea-going profession
alism, every country which licenses
merchant mariners should comply with
a global standard for screening sea
going personnel. Procedures for verify
ing citizenship and conducting criminal
background checks need to be estab
lished and enforced. The use of tamper
proof licenses, like those the u.S. Coast
Guard now issues to American officers,

should be mandatory. Also, every crew
member should be documented before
being hired aboard any STCW compli
ant vessel, regardless of the country of
registry.
There is a huge potential for devas
tation if a terrorist act were to occur on
a ship berthed or anchored in an Ameri
can port. In the interest of US port secu
rity, all foreign-flagged vessels entering
U.S. ports should carry crews whose
seamen are screened as thoroughly as
American merchant mariners. Any na
tion refusing to accept this responsibil
ity should have it's vessels treated the
same way other substandard and poten
tially dangerous ships are currently
dealt with: They should be banned from
entering our ports.
Till next time ... smooth sailin'.
[Article reprinted courtesy of

Well, a lot of water has passed under
the keel since then. First, I earned my
100-ton Master's license, then an unlim
ited able seaman ticket, a 500-ton Mas
ter's license, and finally, a 1,600-ton
Master's license. The only thing I had to
do to "max out" my qualifications was to
obtain a celestial navigation endorse
ment for ocean routes. Along this 23
year period, I rode out hurricanes, ran
through fog so thick using old style Fu
runo radars, that when I did get to the
dock or rig or location, the stress was so
great that that my buttocks had to re
lease their grip on the vinyl of the chair
just so I could walk to the stern controls.
Finally, what did me in was the constant
back-to-back running and then tying off
at the rig, watching for that line to break
in 8-10 ft. seas with the vessel not being
sufficiently manned without violating
the law that was supposed to guarantee
me a minimal amount of sleep.
Anyway, fellows, after 23 years I was
diagnosed with degenerative disc dis
ease. I have nothing to show for all
these years of work but chronic pain in
the lower lumbar every day that just
won't go away. Nothing to show for 23
years of running the steel oil boats for a
salary that's five years behind, putting
up with all the bull from dispatchers,
company men, and in general people who
didn't and still don't respect you for what
you are.
You are exactly what your license
says you are: a United States Merchant
Marine Officer. By God, each and every

one of us deserves the respect that this
title should bring us by simply jumping
through all the hoops to earn and keep
the license and a clean record. Yet, it
still remains for each and everyone of us
to gain the respect of the companies we
work for. This includes gaining true re
spect from those in charge who are, more
often than not, incapable of doing the
work we must do every single day to sur
vive in this industry even when these
people make it increasingly difficult for
us to prosper from our labor.
If you
want a "say" in the way these companies
treat you, you'd better "Get up and
stand up, before the man puts you
down!" Without a voice, you are noth
ing more than a pawn in the game.
I'm not afraid of the power the boat
companies wield any more. Between my
back, and a blown out left shoulder, I
couldn't pass a physical for a greeter at
Wal-Mart. To all the guys out there who
still push those steel boats around the oil
patch, if you knew me, really knew me, it
was a pleasure to work with all of you.
Be safe, guys! If this is your "career,"
plan for the day may when the dice come
up wrong if you keep pushing that enve·
lope so hard. Don't think one company is
any better than the other. I know better
because I worked for them all at one
time or another for the last 23 years.

Pacific

Maritime

Magazine,

www.pacmar.com. Copyright 2002 Pa
cific Maritime Magazine. All rights re
served.}
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REPORTS FROM VARIOUS FEDERAL ADVISORY COMMITTEES MEETINGS
TOWING SAFETY ADVISORY COMMITTEE
One of GClY1A's most important functions is to represent the
views of its mariners before three federal advisory committees:
MERPAC for maritime personnel matters; TSAC for towing in
dustry matters, and NOSAC for matters concerning the offshore
industry. We encourage as many members as possible to par
ticipate in these meetings to forcefully present our mariner po
sitions.
The Towing Safety Advisory Committee (TSAC) met in
Washington on September 12 th and 13 th 2002 and discussed
problems in a number of areas. GCMA was well represented at
the meeting. Although this report was prepared immediately
after the meeting, the newsletter was unavoidably delayed and
is just now being published. Consequently, we brought this re
port up-to-date by mentioning subsequent events.
Topic 1 - Security. Following the 2001 terrorist attacks,
the matter of maritime security became one of the hottest is
sues both for the Coast Guard and the International Maritime
Organization. New Coast Guard policies sprang forth in guid
ance documents such as NVICs and, as of ,July 1, 2003, as an
enforceable Interim Rule in the Code of Federal Regulations.
There is a "family" of security plans involving vessels, facilities
and ports. Each of these plans will impact each and every mari
ner ranging from requiring specific identity documents for
mariners to appointing security officers for each company and
for most commercial vessels. These security arrangements are
accompanied by a blizzard of papelwork. What ever happened
to good old common sense'
Topic 2 - Crew endurance. The intent of the Coast Guard
"crew endurance" project is to show mariners how best to obtain
the amount of sleep you need to sustain your body as you try to
squeeze the maxim um number of hours out of every working
day. The Coast Guard's complex crew endurance program con
tains clues to how you can adjust yourself to maximize the ca
pacity of your body to best perform your job and give your em
ployer the 84 (or more) hours of service he has come to expect
over the years. Some of the "suggestions" put forth in the crew
endurance program may regiment your life on the vessel and
change (but not shorten) the hours you work. The program en
visions a situation where towing vessels can continue to follow
the two-watch system and somehow not abuse it. We pointed
out in the GCMA "yellow book" that the two-watch system is
often abused and that unlicensed crewmembers may be re
quired to work far more than 12 hours per day. The crew en
durance program tested a new 7-7-5-5 hour work schedule as an
alternative to the current 6-on, 6-off (6&6) system.
After listening to the Coast Guard presentation, we believe
the two-watch system must be replaced by "scientifically-based
hours of work regulations" as recommended by the National
Transportation Safety Board in 1999. Even the Coast Guard's
science requires 7 to 8 hours of uninterrupted sleep per day.
We do not see that either 7-7-5-5 or 6&6 fulfills these scientific
requirements through any stretch of the imagination. In any
event, here's your new schedule under 7-7-5-5:
Forward Watch: Wake up call: 0430
Forward Watch: Wake up call: 1630
7-hour shift: 0500 - 1200
5-hour shift: 1700 - 2200
After Watch: Wake up call: 1130

After Watch: Wake up call: 2130
5-hour shift: 1200 - 1700
7- hour shift: 2200 - 0500
Call Watch: Wake up call: 0630
la-hour shift: 0700 - 1700
"On call" as needed. Arrangements to be coordinated for ade
quate rest periods.
Meal times: Yo hour before until Yo hour after the 0500. 1200,
and 1700 watch changes.
Topic 3 - Licensing. TSAC members agreed that the Coast
Guard should be asked to create a standard sea-service letter
that would provide every item of information that license
evaluators need to process license applications and renewals.
This is in response to a widespread problem faced by many
mariners with 100. 200 or 500/1600 ton licenses who now find
they need a Master of Towing Vessel endorsement to continue
serving on towing vessels. Simply renewing a "tonnage" license
is not good enough if you plan to serve on a towing vessel. The
new licensing scheme requires that the person in control of a
towing vessel hold a Master or MatelPilot of towing vessels li
cense or endorsement.
Topic 4 - Law enforcement. TSAC went on record in their
support of existing work-hour regulations and asks the Coast
Guard to enforce those laws. We find this statement meaning
ful because it appears that many boat owners as well as the
mariners that work on the boats see that the Coast Guard is
very lax in law enforcement. At the same time, we need to re
mind our mariners that there is a statutory 12-hour limit that
you must not violate. If you have an accident of any kind and
have worked more than 12 hours in the 24 hours leading up to
the accident, your license is in jeopardy. It will be extremely
hard to justify your position unless you first report the violation
to the Coast Guard and then do exactly as they tell you to do.
Substandard companies are those who compete unfairly by
abusing the 12-hour rule and other safety statutes and regula
tions to gain an advantage over their competitors.
Topic 5 - Bridge allis ions. The Coast Guard in partner
ship with the American Waterways Operators (AWO) studied
sta tis tics and prepared a bridge accident report covering bridge
allisions from 1992 to 2000 while sidestepping the recent 1-40
bridge take-down at Webbers Falls, OK, and other specific
bridge allision accidents. GCMA already published our Bridge
Allision Report #R-293 that was favorably received by RADM
Roy Casto, Commander of the Eigh th Coast Guard District in a
meeting with GCMA on ,July 19, 2002. However, the USCG
AWO report carries the full status and prestige of its authors in
spite of the shortcomings described in GCMA Report #R-373
(that we shared with every MSO and District Commander in
the country) and the letter by GCl\1A Director Captain David
Whitehurst that appeared in the Waterways Journal and is re
printed below..
Topic 6 - SOLAS. Mr. Scott Kuhaneck (G-MOC). a Coast
Guard representative, pointed out that many towing vessels on
international voyages do not fully comply with SaLAS require
ments and are running into expensive delays as a result of new
Port State Control regulatory enforcement by foreign govern
ments. Ignorance of these new requirements is not a valid ex
cuse and is no longer being accepted in many countries, even
(Continued on page 10)
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those close to home. We must point out that Official Logbooks,
available free of charge from the Coast Guard, are one of the
requirements that is often ignored. Most of our mariners have
no idea what an "Official Logbook" is. GCMA Report #R-372
answers many important towing vessel licensing and manning
questions based on questions we sent to the Coast Guard as
well as the Final Rule on Towing Vessel licensing that ap
peared in the June 17,2003 Federal Register.
Topic 7 - Towing Vessel Regulatory review. TSAC is
looking into GCMA Report #R-276. The subcommittee held its
first meeting on August 13 th and 14 th 2002 in Washington and
made considerable progress in defining the issues and adding
new ones. GCMA Report #R-276 was updated to reflect these
changes. The updated version (Revision 4, Feb. 2003) will ap
pear on GCMA's website www.gulfcoastmariners.org
MERCHANT MARINE PERSONNEL
ADVISORY COMMITTEE
Discussions evolved around maritime security issues and
the definition of what is the "Ship's Security Officer's" respon
sibility. A working group meeting in February laid out the ba
sic requirements needed to meet the responsibilities.
MERPAC is an advisory committee covering Merchant Ma
rine Personnel issues and makes recommendations to the
USCG, National Maritime Center (NMC) and IMO. At the
meeting, Mr. Richard Plant ofIOMM&P raised the issue that
the responsibility of serving as a Vessel Security Officer (VSO)
is presently being planned as a collateral (i.e., extra) duty for
an existing officer rather than as a new billet. He recom
mended that "MERPAC should ask the USCG IMO Delegation
to raise this issue at the IMO meeting ...and address the need
for all Port State Authorities to take another look at the man
ning on all world merchant vessels." Plant noted that "with the
loss of the purser and radio operator, ship's officers, primarily
deck officers, have picked up their responsibilities, increasing
their work load."
"Add to that OPA-90, STCW-95, ISM Code documentation
and audits and now Ship Security, it is time to consider placing
an additional mate back on all vessels, both foreign and domes
tic to reduce fatigue and allow the prime objective of cargo op
erations and ship navigation to be properly and successfully
accomplished and permit additional assigned responsibilities
to be accomplished successfully." Nevertheless, the July 1,
2003 Interim Rule calls for no increase in vessel manning as a
result of the new security regulations.
Other areas of discussion were the assignment of sea time
for certain vessels that may not leave the dock or berth such
as: gaming boats, cable repair vessels, RRF vessels, oilfield lift
boats etc. Presently mariners receive one day's credit for 3
days of service. Discussion on providing sea service for ship
yard duties and responsibilities also was discussed.
In most cases, no sea time discharge is presently provided
for mariners on duty while their vessels are in shipyards. Plant
pointed out to the MERPAC committee that this is a time
when the Chief Mate and Master get the opportunity to use
and sharpen their ship construction, operation, maintenance
and repair skills. It is a time that a Captain and Chief Mate, as
well as others, may be required to be aboard the vessel, yet re
ceive no sea-service credit.
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Navigation at sea is not their only responsibility.
Coast Guard exams cover many diversified areas including
ship construction and maintenance. This is a new task assign
ment placed before MERPAC by the NMC and will be dis
cussed in detail at future MERPAC meetings.
NOSAC LIFTBOAT SUBCOMMITTEE
The first meeting of the NOSAC Liftboat Subcommittee
contained a USCG "task statement" with heavy emphasis on
possible engineering and design problems with these special
ized oilfield vessels. There was a change of focus when NOSAC
Chairman John Ryan pointed out that the Coast Guard was
concerned because of a large number of liftboat accidents and
was seeking information. He opined that, like the commercial
fishing industry in the 1980s. that industry was being given an
opportunity to put its own house in order or it would be done
for them. However, the purpose of the meeting was non
regulatory in nature.
Mr. Bobby Riggs of Dynamic Marine, Inc. presented an in
teresting factual report that is paralleled by his written report.
He said he would like to write a book telling masters and
mates how to opera te these craft correctly. Apparently this
comment hit close to the heart of the problem that appears to
be human rather than mechanical. Mr. Bil Stewart offered the
second presentation in the meeting and brought out a number
of shortcomings of the Operations Manuals prepared by design
engineers for these liftboats. He felt the Operators (i.e .. Mas
ters, Mates etc) should have more technical information avail
able on the job that could help them make decisions during
conditions outside the vessels' design parameters. He stated,
in effect, that the persons operating these self-elevating boats
needed to be mature and technically oriented individuals when
he said "... children should not be allowed to run these boats."
GC~ did not take offense at the remark because its intent
was not malicious: and it is clear that existing Coast Guard
exams never tested an individual's knowledge of subjects of
unique importance to liftboats. Just this year, there were
three major liftboat accidents that dumped dozens of people in
the water and caused a number of serious injuries and law
suits ..
A list of 21 "total-loss" liftboat casualties that the Coast
Guard provided occurred between 1992 and January 2001. Re
portedly, the Coast Guard has three additional pages of other
liftboat accidents, all of which directly concern lower-level
mariners. Mr. Riggs immediately contested the validity of the
cause of these accidents based on his personal knowledge. Oth
ers, including the GCMA representative, agreed in a very ani
mated discussion. Consequently, the first order of business be
fore NO SACs meeting in November in Houston was to examine
the "real" statistics of liftboat casualties and see whether the
problems were structural, design, mechanical, hydraulic or hu
man. Since there was a general agreement that the Coast
Guard's accident statistics and investigations are very unreli
able, it was interesting to look at what information industry
has gathered.
It was after this meeting that An Industry trade association
entered the picture with its own "Liftboat Committee" and a
meeting was held in which the GCMA representatives. The
result, however, was a subcommittee report reproduced as
GCMA #R-363 that is both interesting and informative. If you
work on a liftboat or are interested in learning more about
these unique vessels, we suggest that you read the report.
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NTSB AND COAST GUARD AGREE ON RULES
FOR MAJOR MARINE ACCIDENT INVESTIGATIONS
[The past few months have been
very busy in terms of maritime acci
dents affecting lower level mari
ners. The Webbers Falls, OK,
bridge allision that brol1ght down
the Interstate 40 bridge and hilled
14 persons was the most visible ac
cident. However, there were three
lift boat accidents in the Gulf Coast
areas that brought a number of in
juries bllt, fortunately, no loss of
life. There was also a collision be
tween a tug and a brand new OSV
in broad daylight in the Gulf of
Mexico that sank the OSv. This
event never even made a news re
lease, and there still is no "accident
inl l estigation report" available. All
of this leads up to the question of
who investigates accidents, the
Coast Guard or the NTSB.j
The National Transportation
Safety Board and the
U.S. Coast Guard.
have concluded aJ
new agreement set
ting
out
each';
agency's role in the J
investigation of major marine ship
ping accidents.
With the Memorandum of Under
standing (MOD) signed on Septem
ber 12. 2002 by NTSB Chairman
Marion C. Blakey and Admiral
Thomas Collins, Commandant of
the Coast Guard, the two agencies
have resolved a long-standing un
certainty over how to determine
which agency will lead the investi
gation of a major marine accident.
The new agreement gives NTSB
the right to elect to lead investiga
tions of accidents that threatened
high loss oflife or substantial prop
erty damage.
Major accidents are broadly de
fined as involving: the loss of six or
more lives; the loss of a mechani
cally propelled vessel of 100 or
more gross tons; property damage
estimated at $500,000 or more: or
serious environmental damage due
to a hazardous materials release.
"This week's agreement is a mile
stone," said Chairman Blakey, "I
welcome the opportunity it pro
vides for the Safety Board and the
Coast Guard to work together more
closely and effectively to improve

marine safety, limit duplication of
effort and the expenditure of fed
eral resources, and further
strengthen public confidence in our
agencies." Blakey expressed appre
ciation for the, Coast Guard's coop
eration in working out the terms of
the MOU.
The agreement is in response to
legislation requiring the two agen
cies to clarify when the I\TSB will
lead a marine investigation and to
develop standards for determining
if an accident involves significant
issues related to the Coast Guard's
performance of its safety functions
that may require independent re
view. It replaces an earlier agree
ment dating from 1981.
For the most part, the Safety
Board expects to concentrate its
activities on passenger vessels and
those marine casualties that risked
or threatened high loss of life. Spe
cifically, the Board may elect to
lead an investigation of...
A passenger vessel accident
(fue, collislOn, groundlllg. sinking)
that places those on board at seri
ous risk:
A vessel accident that seriously
threatens port facilities, for exam
ple, an allision with a permanently
moored vessel or high occupancy
waterfront facility;
. A cargo vessel accident that in
volves three or more fatalities; or
. A multimodal marine accident
that results in fatalities.
In these cases, when the Safety
Board elects to take the lead, the
in vestigations will be conducted
under established NTSB rules and
procedures, with the Coast Guard
participating as a "party" to the
investigation.
At present. the
NTSB is investigating the Webbers
Falls bridge allision while the
Coast Guard is sorting out the
pieces of the September 2001 acci
dent at South Padre Island that
wiped out the Queen Isabella
Causeway bridge over the Intra
coastal Waterway.
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12-Hour Rule Violations
By Captain David Miller
There is an old saying in the transportation busi
ness, "If we're not moving, we're not making money."
~
In this case, time is also trag
edy. Losing 14 people to a rule
violation that everyone has
turned their head at is now com
ing back to haunt those respon
sible.
12-hour rule violations have
gone on for many years, and up
~
to this point, 107 people have
died from lax enforcement of this law since 1980 ac
cording to numbers prOVIded by the Coast Guard.
I don't mean to sound flippant about such a seri
ous problem. I am just presenting views that the ma
rine industry, the Coast Guard and trade associa
tions such as the American Waterways Operators
(AWO) have set forth.
A statement made by the AWO clearly defines
their thinking on this issue. "We were already safety
conscious, but that was kind of a wake-up call," said
American Waterways Operators Vice President Anne
Davis Burns in Arlington, VA. This quote was made
in reference to the 1993 Bayou Canot accident where
the towboat MAUVILLA struck a railway bridge and
misaligned the rails for the Sunset Limited ap
proaching at over 70 mph resulting in the death of 47
people. "After that, we worked really closely with the
U.S. Coast Guard to develop our own set of safety
standards that actually go above and beyond federal
regulation," she said.
The :'-J"ational Transportation Safety Board
(NTSB) warned for the past 15 years that serious
fatigue-related events would take place. In fact,
NTSB is at work investigating the Department of
Transportation's effectiveness over the last 10 years
at addressing operator fatigue.
The NTSB has a list of its "Most Wanted" im
provements in the transportation industry. The sec
ond listing from the top is an "original" listing under
"Human Fatigue and Hours of Work." This most
wanted improvement covers all modes of transporta
tion, not only transportation by water. It is also evi
dent from studying all safety recommendations made
by the NTSB that the marine industry has the low
est acceptance rate of NTSB safety recommenda
tions.
So my question is this: "If the AWO's 'Responsible
Carrier Program' is such a success according to in
dustry and the Coast Guard, what went wrong at
Webber Falls, Oklahoma?"
Clearly, serious negligence exists in permitting a
situation where a vessel's Master only has an
"opportunity" to sleep for 9~ hours in a two-day pe
riod. There has to be a problem, otherwise the lack
of industry-wide enforcement of such an important
rule would never even have come into question. Now
that this tragedy has occurred, as is more often the
case than not, more time will be spent on pointing
(Continu.ed on page 18)
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SAFETY ALERT
EPIRB ANTENNA FAILURE
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WORKED TO DEATH
INTHE
ENGINEROOM

The USCG Marine Safety Office
Honolulu recently reported that a high
percentage of antennas equipped to Sat
ellite 406 Cat I EPIRBs, product number
2754, manufactured by ACR Electronics
Incorporated have failed during dockside
examinations of Commercial Fishing
Vessels.

Although towing ves
sel
officers
(Masters,
Mates, and Pilots) are lim
ited to working a 12-hour
day, no such restrictions
apply
to
"unlicensed"
crewmembers
like engi
On several occasions the antenna's
neers,
deckhands,
or
outer rubber coating was discovered
tankermen. In particular,
ripped or torn. Closer inspection often
revealed extensive internal corrosion.
engineers on towing ves
Other antennas showed no perforations
sels arp not required to
on the outer rubber coating but displayed hold engineer licenses nor
bulges on the antennae near its base.
do they receive any recog
Upon closer inspection when the bulging
nition as unlicensed crew
area was sliced open, total wastage of the
members.
antennae interior was revealed.
It is reported that evidence of a cor
rosion failure may be discovered when
the antenna is unscrewed from the
EPIRB body assembly. Rusty liquid drip
ping from the antenna or moisture pre
sent inside the threaded section are tell
tale signs of failing equipment.

ACR Electronics has acknowledged
receipt of the failed antennas and has
initiated a study to determine the cause
and scope of the problem. ACR is com
mitted to support its safety products and
will replace damaged antennas at no cost
to the owner. Should you encounter
similar problems with your vessel's 2754
EPIRB antenna, contact ACR Electronics
Customer Service Representatives at
(800) 432-0227, ext. 110 to receive a re
placement antenna.
The Coast Guard strongly recom
mends that vessel operators carefully
inspect their EPIRB antennas - particu.
larly if it is manufactured by ACR Elec
tronics Incorporated. [Courtesy of Mr.
Jim Magill, USCG, NOSAC ExeClLtive
Secretary}

A case was decided in
2002 in a St. Louis court
room that may give some
towing companies pause
as to how much work they
can squeeze out of their
unlicensed crewmembers.
Although the case was
widely reported m St.
Louis, the trade journals
appear to avoid it like the
plague!
Plaintiff Mary Duncan
brought the case, in her
individual capacity and as
representative for the Es
tate of her deceased hus
band, Gary Duncan, under
the J ones Act for the
death her husband suf
fered while employed by
the defendant American
Commercial Barge Lines,
LLC. (ACBL).
Gary Duncan was
working as a chief engi
neer when he died a sud·
den cardiac death on May
31, 1999, while taking a
break in the engine con
trol room on ACBL's push
tow vessel. the MISS
RAE-D, while it was push·
ing barges on the Lower
Mississippi River in Lou
ISIana.
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He had been working for
24 consecutive days, 15
days of which were spent
working without the assis
tance of another engineer.
As chief engineer, he was
responsible for inspecting,
maintaining,
repairing,
and cleaning the en·
gineroom and its compo
nents, including three die
sel locomotive type en
gines that powered the
boat. Within an hour be
fore his death, he worked
to remove a 200lb. power
pack from one of the main
engines while working in
ambient temperatures ex
ceeding 125 degrees. He
was required to work 12 or
more hours a day during
irregular work and rest
cycles, typically alternat
ing periods of 6 hours on
and off duty. He was of
ten awakened from his
sleep on the boat by en
gine alarms that required
his immediate attention.
His typical work cycle was
40 days on the boat and 20
days off the boa t, that
were "consistent with in
dustry standards."
The
defendant (ACBL) argued
at trial that since its work
practices were consistent,
that it was not negligent.

GCMA Position on
vessel manning is
presented in GCMA
Report #R-279,
The company denied
liability and argued that
Duncan's death was a
natural event caused by
years of smoking, diabe
tes, family history, and
high cholesterol levels
that were unrelated to
work. A co-worker who
resigned after
Gary's
death and the plaintiffs
maritime expert testified

that the boat should have
been manned by 2 to 4 full
time engineers scheduled
on regular watches, like
the rest of the crew, so as
to allow for uninterrupted
sleep
during
off-duty
hours. The company that
previously operated the
vessel utilized a 2 to 4
man englneroom crew.
However, the crew was cut
after ACBL acquired that
company and its vessel
and crew. Requests by the
crew for additional assis
tance were denied. The
expert and Gary's co
worker testified that the
manning levels used by
ACBL were inadequate,
unsafe, and violated in
dustry custom and prac
tice.
The autopsy report
showed significant coro
nary artery disease and
concluded that it was a
major cause of death.
However, the Plaintiffs
medical expert testified
that the significant work
stressors and sleep depri
vation clearly were con
tributing causes of both
the acute cardiac event
and the development of
coronary artery disease.
Damages were submit
ted for lost economic sup
port in the form of wages,
benefits, and household
services and for damages
Gary suffered before his
death for chronic psycho
ACBL
logical distress.
argued that the distress
damages were not com
pensable under the Jones
Act because they were not
due to a physical injury
and that the Act did not
recognize such claims.
Although ACBL's econo
mist suggested that the
(Continued on. page
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limit the hours of service of boat captains MAN OVERBOARD SHOWN TO
and pilots but refuses to acknowledge the
BE THE MOST PREVALENT
need
for
such
limitations
for
other
crew
CAUSE OF U.S. FISHING
economic loss suffered was only about
members.
such
as
engineers,
who
face
FATALITIES
$450,000, Mary Duncan's economist con
similar
work
stresses,
fatigue,
and
safety
by
Jerry
Dzugan,
AiVISEA Director
cluded that the losses were about
$850,000. Nevertheless, the final Jury concerns.
Many think the Bering Sea is the most
award was reported to be $950.000.
[GCMA Position: We petitioned the dangerous water in the U.S. and capsizing
Mary Duncan's attorney noted that Coast Guard to prepare a Legislative he most prevalent cause of death for com·
the towing industry's "customary" prac Change Proposal (LCP) to limit the mercial fishermen there. Major casualties
tices have been the subject of recent na work-hours performed by any unli- such as the Aleutian Enterprise and. most
tional and local media scrutiny following censed crewmember on any unin- ecently the Arctic Rose, have underscored
the Oklahoma bridge tragedy but that spected towing vessel to the same the risks involved with Alaska fishing.
regulation of the towing industry is weak hours for licensed officers on that However, 1ll an AMSEA survey of fishing
· ht f h C
G
d' vessel casualties during the six-year pe
and violations are often unenforced. The vesse.I I n 119
0
t e oast uar .s 10
. d fr om 1995 t 0 2000 , t eh
' cause 0 f
major
Coast Guard and Congress are being unaccepta~l~ response, GCMA dl- fishing fatalities was found not to be capcalled upon to address work conditions reetly petitIOned Congress for re- sizing, flooding, grounding or catching fire.
which are patently unsafe and which far lief.]
The vessels involved in the largest seg
ment of commercial fishing fatalities re
exceed those seen in any other industry
mained intact. Surprisingly, almost a
in the civilized world. The industry ac
(Continued on poge 14
knowledges that existence of laws which

(Continued (rani page 12)

THREE-WATCH SYSTEM
NECESSARY
By Captain Bill Beacom
Why does the towing industry always
evade the truth? It is past time for them
to move into the 21 st century. Because it
will cost money, industry advocacy groups
are part of the problem and not part of
the solution. You could use airline pilots
for a comparison, but the Burea u of Labor
Statistics says: "By law, airline pilots can
not fly more than 100 hours a month or
more than 1,000 hours a year. Most air
line pilots fly an average of 75 hours a
month and work an additional 75 hours a
month performing non-flying duties." A
towboat pilot on a boat like the one that
hit the 1-40 Bridge must navigate 84
hours in one week, plus work even more
time in other duties required by law.
Herein lies the problem; it's not about
physical exams, it's about fatigue! Ac
cording to newspaper accounts the pilot
who caused the 1-40 accident had an op
portunity for only 91, hours sleep in the
48 hours preceding the accident.
Opportunity does not guarantee sleep
and, even if it did, a man in his sixties or
any other age needs more time than was
available in order to function safely. I
wish I could say lack of sleep rarely oc
curs, and seldom causes accidents in the
towing industry. but the facts would not
agree. Several USCG studies have deter
mined: "Studies of brain function have
shown that seven to eight hours of con
tinuous sleep are necessary to restore en
ergy supplies, and for the human brain
and body to function well." This informa
tion has been available for years. but it

will take a three-watch system in the pi
lothouse of towboats to comply. Band
aids are even now being applied, but all
in the towing industry know band-aids
will not stop accidents like the one that
took the lives of the 14 victims in Okla
homa. To solve this problem without a
three-watch system industry must prove
towboat pilots are not human. Everyone
recognizes that is impossible, but procras
tination saves dollars. The flip side is, it
will cost lives. Isn't there even one tow
ing company with a conscience who will
say, enough is enough, and do the right
thing') I would not advise anyone to hold
his or her breath.
Crew endurance falsehoods. Three
Coast Guard studies of crew endurance,
namely a "deep sea" study, an in-house
USCG personnel endurance study, to
gether with a separate towing vessel en
durance study, are very enlightening.
The "deep sea" study says: "Studies of
brain function have shown that SEVEN
to EIGHT hours of continuous sleep are
necessary to restore energy supplies and
for the HUMAN brain and the body to
function well." The Coast Guard's inter
nal study of its own personnel says:
"Studies of brain function have shown
that SEVEN to EIGHT hours of continu
ous sleep are necessary to restore energy
supplies and for the HlJMA...'J brain and
the body to function well." This leads a
logical person to arrive at the conclusion
that towing vessels must change their
watch schedules. This change is neces
sary for all pilots to receive the needed
SEVEN to EIGHT hours of continuous
sleep. The only way to accomplish this is
with three licensed pilots on the vessel.
This conclusion should be obvious to
all maintaining a two-watch system that

require pilots to work 12 hours per day as
a condition of employment. Avoiding this
conclusion places the United States hope
lessly behind all civilized countries, and
even behind some third world countries
with regard to safety and fatigue issues.
I recently listened to a presentation
given on this subject at the Inland Water
ways Navigation Conference, by LT. Cal
houn from Coast Guard Headquarters.
His presentation only serves to highlight
what measures the inland towing indus
try will promote in order to avoid the re
sponsibility of providing their employees
with a safe workplace. The subject of his
talk was that inland mariners need only
SIX HOURS of continuous sleep.
When is this industry going to wake
up to reality? Mariners are dying prema
turely. Recruitment and retention is at
an all time low; and the towing industry
provides one of the least safe workplaces
of any industry in the United States. It is
long past the time for the inland towing
industry to seriously address its problems in
stead of glossing over them with endless piles 0
paperwork. From a logical standpoint, there is
only one way the Coast Guard can deduce that
INLAND MARINERS only need 6 HOURS of
continuous sleep.
THEY CONCLUDED
INLAND MARINERS AREN'T HUMAN!
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lift out of the water without a mechanical assist. Man over·
board alarms are available that sound in the wheelhouse
third of all fishing related deaths during this period-122 out when the wearer of the sending unit falls into the water.
Most importantly, lifejackets always should be worn when on
of a total of 380-were due to man overboard (MOB) events.
deck.
Even more surprising, the Gulf of Mexico, not Alaska, saw
the most fishing fatalities during the period studied. Thirty
Lifejackets come in a variety of styles including jackets,
five percent of all MOB events occurred in the Gulf of Mexico,
vests, suspenders, belt pouches, as well as more traditional
accounting for 11 % of all fatalities in the U.S. fishing indus
styles. Some have inherent flotation and others depend to
try during the period surveyed. Capsizing events in Alaska
tally on automatic or manual inflation devices. Some
(7%) were the second leading cause of death nation
are U.S. Coast Guard- approved and some are
wide.
not. U.S. Coast Guard recently approved a se
ries of fully inflatable devices in a number of
Fatalities not directly related to fishing
different styles.
were eliminated from U.S. Coast Guard data,
and only fishing related fatalities were in
Today there is no excuse for not wearing a
cluded in the analysis. Thus, deaths from
lifejacket because "it is too bulky to work
heart attacks or other natural causes, alco
in." There is a design for almost any work
hol or drug overdoses, suicides or other un
ing situation. Which is the best life jacket?
knowns are not included. Some fatalities
The answer is still "the one you will wear."
from unknown causes where entire vessels
In the last SLX years at least 122 U.S. fisher
were lost may have been due to either sink
men would have had a better chance had
ing or capsizing. However, these un1lilIII
~~~
they been wearing one.
knowns were few in number and would have
&to.
altered results by only a few percentage points.

(Continued from poge 13)

.......,

Causes & associated numbers of fishing vessel
Since man overboard events are obviously a signifi
fatalities
in the U.S., 1995 - 2000:
cant hazard to commercial fishermen, preventative steps and
man overboard procedures should be emphasized. Man over
Man overboard 122
board incidents can be reduced by a number of measures.
Sinking (incl. flooding and grounding)
116
Safe deck work practices are of paramount importance.
74
.t\onslip surfaces must be maintained. Fatigue may also be a Capsizing
factor in man overboard incidents and work schedules should
Deck related injury
31
be adjusted to make the most of rest periods.
Training crews to effectively respond to a man overboard
emergency should be part of every fishing vessel's monthly
emergency drill. Rigging a system ahead of time to quickly
recover someone from the water will save precious minutes
during rescue, because a human body is usually too heavy to

Collision

12

Diver related

17

Fire

8

Fatalities and Causes by USCG District 1995 to 2000
District

Sinking

MOB

Fire

Capsize

Collide

Deck

Dive

Total

19

20

0

2

3

5

6

55

9- Great Lakes

3

1

0

0

0

0

0

4

5- Mid-Atlantic

21

5

0

3

2

1

0

32

7- Southeast

15

12

0

8

0

2

1

38

8- Gulf of Mexico

11

43

3

5

6

10

1

79

11- California

15

9

0

18

0

4

1

47

13- Washington & Oregon

8

9

0

11

0

2

3

33

14- Hawaii

2

4

4

0

1

1

3

15

22

19
122

1

27

0

6

2

77

8

74

12

31

17

380

1- Northeast

I

17- Alaska
Total

116
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FREEDOM FROM SECOND

HA~'D

SMOKE

Dear Capt. Ray Ashford,
I'm interested in a class action lawsuit against the
tobacco companies.
If airline stewardess won a suit for over 800 million
. .
.
. .
Just for ndmg on the same auplane wlth smokers why
am I not being compensated for the years and years of
··
k'
f
h'l I . d
h avmg
Clgarette smo e m my ace w 1 e tne to eat
my meal at the galley table or had to pull the sheet of
my bed over my nose to fight off the smell and second
hand smoke pouring into my room through the air
conditioning blower that the smokers are sitting right
next to in the galley, and not one bit going in their own

l

l'Lower-level" Mariners

At GCMA we believe that all
"lower-level" mariners who earn their
living working on commercial vessels
have many more points in common
than reasons to remain in isolated and
separate groups as is common today.
We take offense at the term "lowerlevel" that was coined by the Coast
Guard since because it appears to
denigrate our mariners and the tasks
they perform. Yet, it does define a
unifying theme that all our mariners
work on vessels of less than 1,600
gross tons.
Lower-level mariners are the clear
majority of all merchant mariners in
the United States. Yet, we remain
largely ignored by Congress and the
Coast Guard and are often abused by
our employers. The same is not true of
"upper-level" mariners.
Upper-level officers are college or
academy graduates. All seamen and
officers are represented by strong labor unions with access to those in
power. This unity allows upper-level
mariners to speak with one voice.
The Gulf Coast Mariners Association motto proclaims that we are "The
Voice for Mariners." Many employers
and their trade associations challenge
this statement saying that they speak
for the mariners because they effectively control them on the job. This
claim was also made by slave owners
of their slaves and is what we now call
"plantation mentality."
We believe
there is a difference in what they want
for "their" mariners and what mariners want and need for themselves.
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face due to the strong pull of the blower unit! All the
while unable to say a word against it on any boat I've
worked on for the last 20 years.
I had to leave a boat I liked just 2 months ago to work
on older not as comfortable vessel due to a captain and
mate who still do these same things even
though they are not suppose to.
If you could send me your phone # I
could talk to you in even more detail.
SIP I D
f ld
au orn e
Phone # (956) 425-4872
P.S. I also have been talking to other
non-smokers for the last few years and know that they
also would join this class action suit.

We have spent considerable time iden
tifying these differences.
Who are lower-level mariners?
We believe one of the characteristics of
most lower-level mariners is their in
dependence. Perhaps the marine in
dustry offers one of the last "frontiers"
where an individual can "do his own
thing" on the open ocean, vast coastal
waters, and even on thousands of
miles of inland waterways.
It is an area that provides con
stant challenges that must be met on a
daily basis whether it is pushing a
huge tow on the lower Mississippi
River, a smaller tow on yhe in
tercoastal waterway, fighting the gales
of a "blue norther" in the Gulf of Mex
ico or the Taku winds in southeast
Alaska.
It is an area that provides con
stant rewards in voyages that are suc
cessfully completed, challenges that
are overcome, and new skills that are
learned or are honed to perfection.
There are the advantages of
witnessing beautiful sunrises and sun
sets, the exhilaration of being con
stantly in motion, seeing new sights,
visiting new places, meeting and working with new people.
On the other hand, the same
sights, places or faces can become rou
tine, dull or boring and cause many to
move on to other occupations. Some
disadvantages, such as seasickness or
cold weather, can be avoided by chang
ing location or jobs either permanently
or seasonally.
With experience, a lower-level
mariner learns to carefully evaluate
what he can and cannot expect from
other seaman when the chips are

down. In this regard, there many dis
appointments build, they automati
cally bring on a greater degree of
self-reliance. When you cannot count
on the judgment or support of oth
ers, you must build greater reliance
on yourself and your abilities to
solve every problem that comes your
way... whether you really have any
background in that area or not. This
breeds a stubborn and often silent
reliance on your own judgment.
There are disadvantages of being
a seaman. You are away from home
for long periods and have a sense of
being without roots in the commu
nity, of strained family ties and rela
tionships. You regularly miss birth
days, anniversaries, important fam
ily and community events, partici
pating in the growth of your chil
dren, the company of wives and
friends. Your job becomes the focus
of your life, your friendships, and a
measure of your success or failure as
a person.
One of the advantages of the
work for lower-level mariners has
always been that the work does not
(or at-least did not in the past) re
quire a great deal of formal educa
tion. For many, formal education
was not a measure of success but,
rather, of failure or shortcomings.
Poor schools, sickness, frequent fam
ily moves from place to place, family
instability, inability to grasp the ba
sics of some subjects, the need to go to
work to help support the family, bad
habits. laziness, boredom and count
(Conlinlled all page 1G)
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less other reasons may have led to un
satisfactory results in the classroom.
Lower-level manners don't
have to endure boring off-target col
lege classes droning on year after
year. College attendance is rare; col
lege graduation is almost non
existent. Until recently, there was
seldom any "upgrade" training in our
area, with the exception of license
prep, that would drag you back to an
unfriendly classroom.
Seamanship is doing what
comes naturally to many people,
learning from your mistakes and,
hopefully, from the experiences of oth
ers.
The penalty for not learning
these lessons soon enough or quickly
enough, or simply for inattention or
fatigue on the job, is injury or even
death.
Why GCMA is here. GCMA, as
stated in its membership brochure, is
an independent association and not a
union. However, four maritime un
ions have lent their expertise and
skills to develop our association so
that we can be an effective voice for
our mariners ...our mariners referring
to all lower-level mariners. During
the past four years, our focus has

broadened from the immediate "Gulf
Coast" area to include lower-level
mariners in the roughly 22-state area
outlined by the Eighth Coast Guard
District to include the western rivers,
inland waters as well as offshore ar
eas in the Gulf of Mexico. GCMA pro
vides our mariners with information
about government rules and regula
tions that affect lower-level mariner
lives and licenses. We have repre
sented lower-level mariners in public
hearings and in federal advisory com
mittees.
The GCMA Education Fund
channeled government grant funding
into training hundreds of lower-level
mariners to meet international re
quirements of the STCW convention.
Everything we do is for the purpose of
informing and uniting the nation's
lower-level mariners.
The United States is a nation of
280,000,000 people; of that number,
approximately 50,000 are lower-level
mariners. That's all! That's less than
two-tenths of one percent of the coun
try's population. Gathered together
as a group, by numbers alone, we
would not be entitled to a single rep
resentative in the United States Con
gress (actually, less than 1/10 of one
representative. Nevertheless we be-
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lieve the jobs our mariners do are an
important part of the American econ
omy. But, only with an association
like GCMA, and only with our connec
tions to the nation's maritime labor
unions, will it ever be possible to im
prove the conditions for our mariners
to prosper and enjoy safety in their
workplace. We believe it is each mari
ners right to decide whether to join a
labor union or not. We do not seek to
change the voluntary nature of that
choice. However, GCMA is willing to
take on those employers that deny
their employees the right to make
that choice.
Although we will do what we
can to help, it is unfortunate that a
person who wants to join a labor un
ion may have to be willing to fight to
exercise his right to do so. A mariner
who seeks to join GCMA should be
able to do so without any reserva
tions.
It is so complicated. The ma
rine industry has become very compli
cated very quickly. It's not that the
nature of the work has become more
complex, just all that the bureaucracy
has become so thick that you just
can't seem to cut through it anymore.

CAPTAIN DAVID WHITEHURST COMMENTS ON USCG-AWO BRIDGE ALLISION REPORT
[Sou.rce: Waterways Journal, June 30, 2003]

June 20,2003
I just finished reading the U.S. Coast Guard-American Waterways Operators "Bridge Allision Report" .Frankly, I am not im
pressed. This report is little more than a smoke screen. It looks good on the surface but after you get into it there is lots of
fancy fluff.
At their own admission the Coast Guard standards for gathering facts and information about casualties, especially human fac
tors information, was incompatible with the intent ofthe work group. Also the report stated that their team of experts consisted
of vessel captains with knowledge of conditions and operations in the ma tter of bridge allisions. Every working mariner that
read the report wants to know how they can make any meaningful recommendations. First off, one "mariner" is really an ex
truck driver and not a mariner. The other mariner members of the "work group" are management-types with a very limited
scope of experience making the toughest bridges. The three that have some towing experience are not or have not been full-time
working mariners. I will put my piloting knowledge and experience up against anyone of them anytime. But, nobody ever
asked me to contribute to this report. As the report stated, the team was led by an AWO member and organized by geographic
regions.
Let's take the whole caboodle of them, Coast Guard officers and all, and put 35 loads down the Baton Rouge side of the upper
bridge with 20 feet on the gauge with 5,600 horsepower. Or snake the Little Rock Bridges or the Rob-Roy Bridge southbound on
the Arkansas River. Or, how about the Simmesport bridge on the Atchafalaya River. Or the Fort Madison or the Eads or Hast
ings Railroad Bridge. Or the Harrisonville, Jonesville, or Monroe bridges on the Ouachita. Or the Naheola bridge on the War
(Continued on page 17)
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rior-Tombigbee? These are just a few of many, many more that I had to memorize over my 32 years as a behind the sticks work
ing as a pilot of towing vessels running single, twin, and triple screw vessels with towlines, headlines, pushing, hipping, and
fleetwork as all part of a day's work. Been there, done that l
I openly question the Coast Guard officers that worked on this report on their first-hand knowledge of the workings of towing
vessels on the inland waterways. The only towing vessels the Coast Guard has are buoy tenders. They know very little about
brown water sailing. Their only knowledge is the knowledge that management passes on to them second-hand. As for AWO,
they do not want to accept input from their "lower-level" mariners even though we are the men who move the largest flotillas of
barges in the world - some larger than the deck of the largest aircraft carrier afloat.
The Coast Guard standards for gathering accident information are questionable at best. The report clearly states that.
wonder just how many mariners the Coast Guard has buffaloed into signing Letters of Warning when USCG officers did not
have full and detailed reports in the many cases where it was impossible to classify the mishap as was mentioned in the report.
I believe the USCG-AWO recommendations should be thrown out because the study reported that it had to use questionable
statistics and falsely stated that the team consisted of active towing vessel captains and other experts with knowledge of conch
tions and operation in that area. In addition, the recent major accidents at both the Queen Isabella Causeway where eight Lve:"
were lost and the 1-40 Bridge at Webber Falls, OK, that took fourteen lives and really were the catalyst that brought about this
report were left out of the report. I understand the investigations are still in progress, but even if these accidents were in
cluded, because of the way the report is written, the carnage would show as nothing more than a number in a table. It is the
human impact of these honendous accidents, the real human factors, and the impact on future regulations that really need tu
be considered. As shown on a recent ~C Dateline report, all the witnesses to the bridge accidents who watched the vehicles
careen off the bridge will be haunted by these memories forever. As is typical. both the Coast Guard and management heaped
the blame on the pilots - with no mention of the work·hour and safety abuses rife in this poorly regulated industry.
If the problem is ever to be fixed it will be accomplished by improving, perfecting, and then formally training on use of elec
tronic chart displays including bridge approaches etc., rather than by pushing the pilot to do more than he can do. Let's be reed
istic about this. Management is just as much at fault as the pilot. Since pilots of towing vessels are (to use a labor term)
"employees at will", management simply goes out and finds a pilot that will ... will run an overloaded towboat...will run an un
der-powered towboat... ~ill overwork his deck crew with ill-advised manning policies that include "call watches" ... will work his
crew the 15-hours per day that AWO finds reasonable ... will conduct crew change where the crews ride in crew vans or rental
cars for 18 to more than 30 hours to reach their assigned vessel to go immediately on watch ... will leave their crews to raid the
icebox instead of assigning cooks to prepare nutritious meals ... will work with a skeleton crew hoping that someone knows
enough about the engine and equipment to keep it running...

The Lake Pontchartrain Causeway was knocked down on several occasions when the pilot fell asleep because management did
not properly crew the vessel. In 1993 the MN Chris hit the Judge Seeber Bridge in New Orleans because the towboat did not
have a regularly assigned engineer to change a plugged fuel filter. Several months later, the MN Mauvilla struck the Big Bayou
Canot Railroad Bridge shortly after the pilot received his pilots license on the sixth or seventh attempt. Now we have the Queen
Isabella Causeway and 1-40 accidents that took 22 more lives. How many more lives have to be lost before MANAGEMENT ac
cepts the fact that long work hours are a BIG part of the problem. Cutting back on crews puts more work on the skeleton crew
that is left with more work. Overloaded tows, oversize barges drawing 11 to 12 feet instead of 9'6" pushed by the same vessels.
Yet, every time a bridge is hit, it is the pilot's fault ... 78% pilot error. I don't think so!
If AWO really had the interest of the towing industry in mind (rather than just the "bottom line") they would recommend to
Congress that all uninspected vessels be inspected and then manned properly. That way there would always be an appropriate
number of crewmembers to share the work and the boats would be safer to work on. For example, I worked on a small, decrepit
vessel without any engineroom doors. This vessel had no way to keep from sinking if a typical downstreaming maneuver went
wrong. I reported this to the entire Towing Safety Advisory Committee (TSAC) meeting at Coast Guard Headquarters and
brought slides and pictures illustrating this and other problems. No action ever was taken.

There should be realistic limits on tow size and horsepower set with independent experienced pilots that must live with these
situations on a daily basis calling the shots rather than management "yes-men".
In closing, it is a fact that many lives have been lost. Everyone of the pilots involved in these accidents must live the rest of his
life knowing that he made a bad call. I worked with one of these pilots in the mid-1980's - a careful man and a good pilot! Why?
Could it be that they were backed into a corner? The existing "employee-at-will" status simply means this to pilots: "If you won't
do it, vie \vill find someone that \vill." There al\l/ays \vill be someone that is hungly enough. That's being backed into a cornel'.
Very truly yours,

c;~p~C.~
Captain David Whitehurst
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Renew Your GCMA Membership Now
(Continued from page 11)

more often the case
than not, more time
will be spent on point--t~
ing fingers than inves.
tigating the problems.
Problems abound in
this case.
Whatever
the outcome of this
investigation, we can
be assured that many agencies will be involved.
Hopefully, whatever emerges will be a sane and
compassionate reasoning and exhibit a full under
standing of how mariners are abused by the exist
ing system.

w.......

We will keep you in
formed through the
GCMA NEWS. To save
money, however, we will
drop our toll-free phone
line
of
1-800-979
GCMA.
For the past four
years, we have assisted
a number of mariners who were not GCMA members.
While we were pleased to help, we must now direct
our attentions to those who are committed to the
work that the association does as reflected on the
website. Our dues of $36.00 per year have always
been reasonable and affordable. It is the key to
unlock the door. It pays the lights and the phone bill!
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