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The toll of dead and missing in a
natural gas explosion in West Cote
Blanche Bay, LA, about 100 miles
southwest of New Orleans on October
12 reached six persons. One additional
person received serious burns from the
explosion.
Federal authorities including the Coast
Guard and the National Transportation
Board investigated the reasons behind the
explosion that occurred when a towboat
pushing a crane barge and a material barge
struck an underwater gas pipeline. Crewmembers reportedly were having lunch on
a 40’ x 100’ barge, one of two barges being pushed from a well to a drilling rig at

the time. The accident occurred approximately two miles from shore in waters
approximately 5 to 6 feet deep.
News reports and reports from our
mariners indicated that divers were to
examine the site to determine whether a
“spud” from one of the barges might
have struck the pipeline. The barge still
remained in place at the site.
The towboat Master was found dead
in the wheelhouse of the M/V MISS
MEGAN owned by Central Boat Rentals
of Morgan City, LA.
Emergency crews were alerted to the
explosion about 12:30 p.m. by an
unidentified person on shore who

HARBOR TUGS AND THE “ONE-WATCH” SYSTEM!
[Source: Alertness Assurance: The Key to Reducing Fatigue
and Human Error in the Marine Industry, was the keynote
address given by Mr. William Sirois, Vice-President of
Circadian Technologies at the Eighth Coast Guard District
Industry Day held in New Orleans, LA, on May 15, 1996
before a large audience of 500 from all sectors of the
maritime industry. He covered this anecdote that appears in
print in the book The Twenty-Four Hour Society by Martin
Moore-Ede, MD, PhD, ISBN 0-201-6211-x.]
By the time the accident occurred at 6:30 A.M. on
October 30, 1988, the tugboat captain had been on duty
almost continuously since 3:00 P.M. the previous day. He
had worked the 3:00 P.M. to midnight shift on the NEILL
McALLISTER and then worked until 2:17 A.M. on another,
more powerful twin-screw tugboat, the FRITZY K. He had
then changed tugboats, and had a short rest of one or two
hours before he was called out again at 5:00 A.M. to meet
the incoming cruise ship FESTIVALE.
It was dark when he met the FESTIVALE, and as he
trailed the ship into San Juan Harbor dawn was just
beginning to light the horizon – the most deadly time of day
for someone who has been up for most of the night. By the
time the accident occurred, our mathematical simulation
showed that the tugboat captain’s sleep-deprivation
depressed alertness level had dipped to its lowest pointmuch lower than that of a fully rested person.
The task of trailing immediately behind the stern of the
FESTIVALE required continuous attention, but it was an
extremely monotonous job for the captain, all alone on the
bridge of his tugboat. There was no steward to bring him
coffee, the other crewmembers were down on the deck; no
one could relieve him. He just had to hang in there and try
to concentrate on keeping his tugboat steady in the stream of
wash that would spin him around backward and into the
stern of the cruise ship if his attention lagged for a moment.
And then it happened. The fog of a microsleep appears
to have descended on his brain so that, for a moment, he lost
his attention on the task at hand. Before he knew it, his boat
was spinning around and being pulled toward the
FESTIVALE – and his reflexes were too slow to take the
necessary corrective action. The tugboat swung around and
came alongside the FESTIVALE. The tugboat’s bow, now

reported seeing 100-foot flames in the
waters off Cypremort Point, LA. One
boat operator about 3½ miles away from
the explosion reported feeling the force
of the explosion on his face,
subsequently went to the scene, and
pulled four workers from the waters.
The NTSB investigators stated in part:
“The accident occurred on October 12,
about 11:00 a.m. (CDT), when a piling
dropped from one of the barges and struck
a submerged high pressure gas line,
causing the line to rupture and catch fire.”
We will report further on this
accident after the Coast Guars and
NTSB issue their reports.

pointing to the stern of the FESTIVALE, became entangled
with metal hooks on the side of the cruise ship. Obsessed
with the-potential ripping of the canvas on his tugboat’s bow
– a relatively minor problem – the captain failed to notice
the large red letters just in front of him that warned of
danger from the screws below.
Three loud thumps occurred below deck, and the captain
still didn’t realize what was happening until the tugboat
started to take on water and sink. He and his crew jumped
into the water and swam safely to shore, leaving their
tugboat at the bottom of San Juan Harbor.
Not every case is so clear-cut, but this account shows how
the role in a human error incident of factors that cause loss of
alertness ness and reduced performance can be assessed.
The “One-Watch” System on Harbor Tugs
October 5, 2006
Commandant (G-LMI) and
Commandant (G-PSO)
United States Coast Guard Headquarters
2100 Second Street, SW
Washington, DC 20593-0001
Commander
Eighth Coast Guard District
501 Magazine Street
New Orleans, LA 70130
Subject: Request for Guidance on the 12-hour Rule as it
affects Towing Vessels on a One-Watch System
Our File #GCM-164; Correspondence # Ncma1005.3M
References:
Title 46 U.S. Code 8104(a)(h)
Title 46, Code of Federal Regulations, §15.705(a-d)
Coast Guard Policy Letter G-MOC-04-00, Change 1
Coast Guard Docket # USCG-2002-13594
Gentlemen:
The Gulf Coast Mariners Association writes this letter on
behalf of the approximately 15,000 licensed towing vessel
officers who work aboard towing vessels affected by the
statutes, regulations, and policies cited above.
While we understand that most towing vessels in 24-hour
service follow either a two-watch system and (occasionally,
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but very rarely, a three-watch system), this letter concerns
watchstanding on a vessel in a one-watch system.
Specifically, this refers to a towing vessel that has only one
licensed officer on board the vessel while the vessel is on
call on a 24-hour basis.
¢ is the single licensed towing officer on a towing
vessel that does ship-docking and other harbor work in a
major southern port in the Eighth Coast Guard District. His
vessel operates with a single watch crew on a 24-hour basis.
I have heard similar stories from up and down the Atlantic
Coast. However, this is the first one, however, that provided
me with contact information that we can use to obtain
further information or clarification. I am sure ¢ will be
happy to provide specific information although we did not
want to put his name in this letter.
¢ is a senior company captain operating a new, state-ofthe-art towing vessel.
His company is a non-union
company. He appears to be satisfied with his employment.
However, he believes that there are times that the workhours he works are unsafe both for himself and his crew.
Consequently, GCMA presents this as a safety issue.
¢ called a Lieutenant Commander in his Sector’s
Prevention Office who referred him to GCMA. We want to
ascertain whether the Coast Guard interprets the “onewatch” system he performs under as described is “legal” or
not. Neither I nor LCDR (?) could provide him with the
direct answer he requires.
The port ¢ serves in is a busy port with constant activity.
His company dispatcher will continue assigning his company’s
vessels to various jobs (including ship handling and docking)
throughout the port until such time as he is notified that Captain
¢ ’s boat is no longer available. This might include jobs that
are three hours here, four hours there, and six hours in a third
place. If ¢ is in the middle of a job, it may not be possible to
break it off when he has put in the required twelve hours – and
he may be forced to violate the statute with penalties and
sanctions he seeks to avoid.
¢ pointed out that he believes his company does not
intend to break the 12-hour rules. The defenses they put in
place are that they expect the captain to call the dispatcher
after he has put in “ten hour behind the sticks” and give the
dispatcher a two-hour warning notice that he will have to
shut down the boat. When he does so, ideally the boat will
be pulled off line for 12 hours. Again, this defense is not
always possible. In one case he cited, he was “at work” for
22 to 23 hours in one 24-hour period.
The possible one flaw in this system appears in the
definition of “work” in G-MOC Policy Letter #04-00 that
states: “Work is any activity that is performed on behalf of a
vessel, its crew, its cargo, or the vessel’s owner or operator.
This includes standing watches, performing maintenance on
the vessel or its appliances, unloading cargo, performing
administrative tasks, whether underway or at the dock.”
His company, however, only counts his time at the helm
as “work.” This means that he may find himself on duty
doing “work” on behalf of the company that is not credited
to his time on duty. Consequently, if the definition of
“work” appeared in the regulations and not in an obscure
policy document it might prevent work-hour abuse. This
assumes that the Coast Guard’s definition of “work” is
supported adequately by statute. If not, the Coast Guard has
means of bringing this deficiency to the attention of
Congress – as do we. Additionally, we opine that this is one
of the things the regulatory team (G-PSO) working on the

towing vessel inspection docket should consider.
¢ reports that there are many times that the sleep he
obtains on the job is badly fragmented. This would have
adverse effects upon his Circadian Rhythm as documented
by the Crew Endurance Management project the Coast
Guard recently presented to Congress. He is unable to
obtain six uninterrupted hours of sleep – a significant
safety problem. While six hours of uninterrupted sleep is an
STCW requirement on many vessels operating in
international waters, his vessel and other harbor tugs operate
on inland waters.
Another possible flaw is that 46 U.S. Code §8104(a)
calls for deck officers to obtain six hours of rest before
taking charge of a watch. Under this “one watch” system as
described to me by the mariner, such rest is not always
possible making this an unsafe condition. See our entries
on the docket cited under “references” above.
On May 15, 1996, I attended an Eighth Coast Guard
District Industry Day meeting where the keynote speaker
was William G. Sirois [above]. Dr. Sirois told the audience
of approximately 500 maritime industry executives the story
of the sinking of the shipdocking tug M/V NEILL
McALLISTER. The story appears in the book The TwentyFour Hour Society by Dr. Martin Moore-Ede, MD, PhD, and
describes a situation similar to that described by our mariner.
It is predictable that conditions described by ¢ could lead to
comparable fatigue-related accidents.
In an unrelated towing accident (Oil Barge “B-120
Grounding Apr. 27, 2003 in Buzzards Bay) where a licensed
mate chose not to seek help from his off-duty captain, paragraph
2 of the investigating officer’s informal report(1) stated:
[GCMA Comment: We recently released GCMA Report
# R-370-A Report to Congress: Violation of the 12-Hour
Rules: Webbers Falls Accident Revisited.]
Please notify us whether you believe this situation is
adequately covered by existing statutes, regulations, or
policies or whether the Coast Guard should (and will)
initiate a legislative change proposal. Since I am not an
attorney, please phrase your written response in terms that
the “lower-level” mariners who read our Newsletter will
understand.
[GCMA Comment: We recently released GCMA Report
#R-429-D Coast Guard Investigations: Buzzard’s Bay
Tank Barge Grounding and Oil Spill, April 27, 2003 that
is available on the internet.]
In a third towing accident involving the M/V ROBERT
Y. LOVE, over four years after the accident, the Coast
Guard charged the vessel owner as well as the master with
violating the 12-hour rules and fined them $20,000 and
$5,000 respectively. LCDR Derek D’Orazio (G-PSO) is
aware of this case and knows that we are awaiting the final
decision from the Hearing Officer when the appeal process
runs its course. This case provides adequate justification for
¢ to ask this question and for GCMA to seek to provide a
meaningful answer for publication to our mariners.
If new regulations are necessary, we suggest that towing
vessels be designated under the forthcoming towing vessel
inspection regulations as either “twelve-hour” or twentyfour-hour” boats and that a complete deck and engine crew
be mandated for each of the watches by the vessel’s
Certificate of Inspection. Very truly yours, Richard A.
Block, Sec’y, Gulf Coast Mariners Association.
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TOP COAST GUARD BRASS
TAKEN FOR A BOAT RIDE
[At the Towing Safety Advisory Committee (TSAC) meeting
in St. Louis, we learned that some high-ranking Coast Guard
Officers were out on the river learning about towboating.
This is our letter to Captain Sharon Richey, Commanding
Officer of Sector Upper Mississippi River following the
meeting that included a number of informative enclosures.]
Dear Captain Richey,
I am the Secretary of the Gulf Coast Mariners
Association (GCMA) that speaks on behalf of lower-level
mariners throughout the Eighth Coast Guard District. I was
in the audience at the recent Towing Safety Advisory
Committee (TSAC) meeting at the Hilton St. Louis Airport
Hotel and was on hand to hear your welcoming remarks.
I noted in your remarks your expressions of appreciation
to the American River Transportation Company (ARTCO)
for hosting you, the District Commander, and the Atlantic
Area Commander on an extended trip of the inland
waterways. I would like to learn more about the specifics of
your trip as to the vessel you were on, the extent of the trip,
the size of the tow, and the areas visited.
Your comments were appropriate in the TSAC forum. Our
Association supports the concept of Coast Guard officers
learning more about the towing industry by getting out in the
field and riding the boats. In fact, we believe that far too little
of that type of activity has taken place for far too many years.
Furthermore, we would like to determine just how many
voyages in excess of one day in length that Coast Guard
commissioned officers – those who establish the Coast Guard
policies that govern the towing industry on a nationwide basis –
take on commercial towing vessels. We make this statement
because we believe the Coast Guard has lost credible contact
with this industry and how its vessels operate in the day-to-day
world. From your remarks, I gained the impression that seeing
the towing industry from the water on a commercial towing
vessel is quite different from watching it from behind the desk
at a Coast Guard office.
A number of years ago, I was given an opportunity by a
major shipper, Continental Grain, to make a trip on the M/V
CONTI SUSAN between St. Louis and New Orleans. This
was a top company and the vessel was first class. My
accommodations were a stateroom with a four-poster bed
and a sitting room with a well-stocked refrigerator. As a
seaman with plenty of experience on offshore supply
vessels, I was impressed – almost overwhelmed. The “river”
however was a new environment. This was not a “guided
tour.” I had free access to the vessel’s master, pilot,
engineer, cook, and all the deckhands. I asked hundreds of
questions, got into lengthy discussions, had an opportunity
to work out on deck making and breaking tow, briefly
operated the vessel, and learned many new things while
staying awake for almost 20-hours a day. It was an excellent
company, a well-run boat, and a happy crew. As the author
of a number of marine textbooks, it was an unparalleled
learning experience. It was a picture of how things should
be done, and a picture I will remember forever.
Unfortunately, things are not always so idyllic. The “two
watch” system may be manageable if both watch officers are
well posted and highly qualified. That is not always the case
and leads to all sorts of work-hour abuses and shortcomings.
The issue of “Deadhead Transportation” that the American
Inland Mariners Association brought to Vice Commandant
Card’s attention in October 1996 and GCMA brought to
TSAC’s attention (Docket USCG-2002-13594) remains unaddressed. However, after over four years, the Coast Guard

finally recognized that both the company and the master in
the Webbers Falls accident violated the work-hours statute
that killed 14 people and left American taxpayers holding a
$30,000,000 bill. (GCMA Report #R-370-A).
The deck work on a river towboat can be a killer if there
are not enough deckhands available to do the job properly
and the company uses a “call watch” to stretch the hours it
can call upon its deckhands (GCMA Report #R-375).
Some companies also overwork their engineers as well
(GCMA Report #R-412). Hopefully, on your river trip,
you had an opportunity to follow the work performed by the
deck crew and vessel engineer(s). However, on occasion,
using a “green” deckhand assigned to a “call watch” can
prove deadly as happened on the M/V WALLY ROLLER
(GCMA Report #R-433). That accident was supposed to
be covered in the TSAC agenda.
GCMA believes that each watch should be fully crewed
both in the deck and engine departments and expects to see
this as an outcome of the towing vessel inspection
rulemaking currently in progress.
In preparation for the recent TSAC meeting, GCMA
prepared our report and its recommendations for distribution
and enclose a copy. Unfortunately, the sub-committee
assigned to this project never got around to doing its work.
The TSAC Chairman is an executive of the company that
owns the M/V WALLY ROLLER and the sub-committee
chair is an executive of another major towing company.
Consequently, we were disappointed but not surprised. We
made our recommendations for the benefit of the Coast
Guard and trust they will be taken seriously.
While your gratitude for ARTCO’s hosting your trip was
properly expressed at the meeting, I would like to point out
that ARTCO appears to be one of the major offenders in the
“oversized and overloaded tow” problem that the Coast
Guard has chosen to ignore for a number of years. (GCMA
Report #R-340, Rev. 8). Our pilots report that they
constantly try to force oversize and overdraft tows through
both the Upper and Lower Mississippi River tying up and
delaying other river traffic. Of all the river companies, this
is the only company that continues to push tows in excess of
40 barges down the river. Their mistreatment of their pilots
brought GCMA to the U.S. District Court in East St. Louis,
Illinois, to support our river pilots. (GCMA Newsletter
#38).
Although Admiral Casto, a former District
Commander, recognized the problem when we brought it to
his attention in a meeting in his office, unfortunately his
successor, Admiral Duncan, never seemed to have a clue as
to what was going on. We can only hope that the current
District Commander, Admiral Whitehead who was Chief of
Staff for Admiral Casto, and the Atlantic Area Commander
will not be so blinded by their gratitude to ARTCO to see
this situation for what it really is.
I also want to point out that our mariners are not at all
satisfied with the way that the Towing Safety Advisory
Committee functions and expressed their displeasure directly to
Congress (GCMA Report #R-417).
The American
Waterways Operators grabbed control of the Towing Vessel
Inspection Working Group and rammed their AWO proposals
through the full committee without opposition. Their ideas on
how towing vessels should be inspected are quite different from
the ideas that GCMA has advocated since 2001 in TSAC and
elsewhere (GCMA Report #R-276).
I hope that you will understand why your comments at
the recent TSAC meeting caught our attention. I encourage
you to share our thoughts as expressed in the enclosed
reports with your two traveling companions. All these
reports are posted on our website by Captain J. David Miller,
our webmaster. s/Richard A. Block
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THROW-AWAY MARINER:
A HORROR STORY FROM REC NEW YORK
There was a day, not too far in the past, when mariners
were a dime a dozen. Some mariners were used and
discarded like paper cups when no longer needed. Other
mariners, who needed “correction” when they failed to meet
a variety of life’s problems in a socially acceptable manner
were discarded like used toilet paper.
Management is finally coming to the realization that that
day is over. There is no longer a plentiful supply of new
candidates willing to accept a job at sea or on inland waters.
Those mariners with experience at sea are at a premium.
However, the Coast Guard’s ponderous bureaucracy has been
slow to recognize the need to “recycle” mariners either
effectively or efficiently. Unless the Coast Guard can adjust its
system of handling merchant mariners, the domestic maritime
industry will wither and die. There are limits to how much our
experienced merchant mariners will continue to put up with.
A Case at Point
On June 5, 2006, we received a call from Able Seaman
¢ who had been working on the west coast for the Military
Sealift Command – a job that requires considerable
experience.
Unfortunately, his merchant mariner’s
document (z-card) was suspended for one year on a drug
charge in July 2005 after which he entered a rehabilitation
program. At the time of his first of many calls, he had
almost finished “rehab,” paid $60 in advance for each of the
many random drug tests required by the program and was
interested in job prospects when he regained his Z-card. We
discussed the rehab program at some length – to the point
that it was clear he would never make that mistake again.
American mariners form a small community with a great
deal of interaction between members. At the time we discussed
¢ ’s progress through the Administrative Clemency process (as
described in GCMA Report #R-377) we discovered that his
case was being handled by LT Parham, formerly of MSO
Morgan City but now stationed at the Marine Safety Office in
Alameda, CA.
¢ commented upon how helpful and
understanding LT Parham had been which squared with our
experience with him when he was in Morgan City.
GCMA does not operate a drug rehabilitation program,
job placement, or counseling service. However, after talking
with ¢ for about 30 minutes, we gave him several phone
numbers that might be helpful in his search for a job.
We next heard from ¢ on September 27, 2006. He had
completed
his
Administrative
Clemency
program.
Unfortunately, the people who run the program at Coast Guard
Headquarters cannot return your Merchant Mariner Document
or license as the case may be. They can only give you the
clearance necessary to make formal application to one of the
Coast Guard’s Regional Exam Centers to return the MMD.
¢ was no longer in California, but had returned to his
parents’ home in Florida. He called the REC in Miami and
found that the office was backlogged for at least three to four
months. Consequently, ¢ made application to REC New
York – a choice he would regret.
When he first called REC New York, they assured him
that they could send him his document within two to three
weeks – much better than the three to four months in Miami.
He spoke with us again on August 16, 2006 when we mailed

him some information on request. In our conversation, we
also learned that he was a Coast Guard veteran who had
served in 1982 and 1983 on the Coast Guard Cutter
GALLATIN but was released on a hardship discharge to
care for his father who had been seriously injured in an
automobile accident.
¢ received his Administrative Clemency clearance
letter. After being out of work for 18 months and only
holding down a part-time job in a gym, he was anxious to go
back to work at sea. However, the REC in New York asked
him for copies of all the papers that he previously submitted
to obtain Administrative Clemency clearance. To speed up
the process, he bought a fax machine and faxed the
documents to the REC immediately.
In the meantime, ¢ flew from Florida to New York,
rented a car, and showed up at the REC one morning at 6:30
AM believing that the early bird catches the worm. The trip
(that cost him $1,000) was fruitless because the REC told
him it would take two to three weeks for his application to
pass through a “National Security Check,” and they were
powerless to prevent the delay. Even though he had to make
the trip to have the Coast Guard take his fingerprints, so
much for trying to complete the licensing process “in
person” at the REC. It used to be possible in the past, but
not so today! However, at the end of the fourth week (after
being “promised” clearance in two to three weeks) it was
clear that something was wrong.
When he called us on September 27, 2006, ¢ was at the
end of his rope. He asked what he could do to check on his
security clearance. We gave him the phone number of the
Merchant Mariner Security Services at the National
Maritime Center (202) 493-6807 where he spoke to a LT
Bird. However, as a result he learned that he had obtained
his security clearance several days earlier. However, this
boost to his morale would quickly turn into disappointment.
¢ then called the REC in New York. Although we live
in the age of “electronics” that function at the speed of light,
the Coast Guard’s licensing bureaucracy is controlled by
human beings who operate at a much slower pace.
Apparently, a Mr. Keith Skuches at REC New York who he
spoke to was very rude to him. He then asked to speak with
a supervisor who told him his security check had not yet
been approved by the National Maritime Center in
Arlington. The supervisor asked: “How many times did you
call today”…and proceeded to tell him that there were other
mariners waiting in the office to be taken care of. He was
told bluntly: “Stop calling us, we will call you!” When
would they call? When his life would no longer be on
“hold”? He was left hanging.
In the afternoon of September 29th, ¢ called REC New
York and spoke with a Chief Sullivan who barked, “Didn’t I
tell you not to call this office again.” He answered, “No Sir,
just not to call it three times a day.” Then he was told, “I
sent it out to you today.”
Although ¢ was delighted to hear the news, he had
another immediate worry that he tried in vain to clarify by
calling the REC the first thing the following morning.
However, he was bluntly told by a Ms. Baggett who picked
up the phone, “Didn’t we tell you never to call this office
again? – followed by a hang-up.
¢ only wanted to request that his merchant mariner
document NOT be sent by overnight mail for a specific
reason. Although ¢ and his father have the same first and
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last names, his father has no middle initial. Consequently,
¢ is not identified with a “Jr.” at the end of his name. At
present, his father is not in Florida but is at an upstate New
York address and has the mail from his post office box
forwarded to that address automatically. ¢ called the post
office where his father’s box is located – about 15 miles away –
and was told that no overnight letter had arrived. The following
day, he again called the Post Office and then traveled there to
check in person. He found that his MMD indeed had arrived
and that the Post Office clerk was ready to re-mail it to his
father’s winter address in upstate New York.
After opening the package, he realized that his z-card
was not accompanied by his STCW documentation. He
called REC New York to ask about it – only to be
encountered by his nemesis, the same Ms. Baggett, who
hung up on him again. He placed the call again and spoke
with a Ms. Blackman who he characterized as being very
helpful, saw to it that the document was sent out by DHL
(and not by U.S. Mail this time), and then looked up the
tracking number for him. He called to tell us of this last
twist and commended Ms. Blackman for her outstanding
help and courtesy.
Much of the aggravation and the potential for further delay
could have been avoided if the personnel at the Regional
Examination Center in New York had exhibited a more helpful
attitude. After all, every single one of our mariners pays a user
fee for the service he or she receives from the REC. When this
service is sub-standard, it is our duty as taxpayers to report this
service and ask the Coast Guard to remedy it. Perhaps REC
New York will get the message!
GCMA LETTER TO COMMANDANT ALLEN:
SHOULD AWO’S 15-HOUR WORK DAY
BECOME PUBLIC POLICY?

September 17, 2006
Admiral Thad W. Allen, Commandant
United States Coast Guard Headquarters
2100 Second Street, SW
Washington, DC 20593-0001
Dear Admiral Allen,
The Gulf Coast Mariners Association speaks on behalf of
126,000 “lower-level” licensed and unlicensed mariners who
work on thousands of commercial vessels of less than 1,600
Gross Register Tons throughout the United States as well as
many other mariners who possess no credentials and are
routinely overlooked.
I would like you to consider whether the Coast Guard
supports, as public policy, this statement in the American
Waterways Operators’ (AWO) Responsible Carrier Program
(page V-1) directed to unlicensed crewmen on towing vessels
including deckhands, deckineers, unlicensed engineers, cooks,
and tankermen: “All other crewmembers on a towing vessel
should be permitted to work no more than 15 hours in any 24hour period or more than 42 hours in a 72-hour period, except
in an emergency or drill.”
We already know the “official” Coast Guard answer is that
Congress did not give your agency the authority to regulate
these work-hours. We also understand that the Coast Guard has
a written “partnership” with the AWO that they are using to
give the 15-hour workday a life of its own. Their policy is
perpetuated by the Towing Safety Advisory Committee
(TSAC) working group on towing vessel inspection. That

Ombudsman: The Lesson and the Challenge
Maybe the government may eventually be able to make
their convoluted licensing and documentation system work if
you have the patience of Solomon, are in a sound financial
condition, and can wait weeks or even months for a decision.
Unfortunately, most mariners we deal with live from
paycheck to paycheck.
This true story also shows that the every single Regional
Exam Center should have an Ombudsman, a representative
that can and will speak on behalf of the individual mariner who
pays his “user fee” and expects to receive the service he paid
for. This Ombudsman must have a thorough knowledge and
understanding of the licensing system and should have an active
seagoing background. He should be able to step in with the
authority to resolve minor details. He should be able to give
reasonable explanations to mariners who have problems with
following complex written instructions since the Waterways
Journal recently reported that a majority of all applications are
returned to applicants for corrections. He should be able to
explain complex licensing, security, identification, and related
administrative issues to mariners as well as to corporate
personnel managers.
The Coast Guard should have recognized this problem
years ago. However, back when mariners were a dime a
dozen, it didn’t matter how many people you chased off.
Chase off a few more today and an Ombudsman will have
to fluent in a number of foreign languages as well as an
expert in immigration law. Both the industry and the Coast
Guard mistreated lower-level merchant mariners so long that
these abuses have come home to roost.
working group, composed of over 95% AWO members,
appears unwilling even to support giving our working mariners
six hours of uninterrupted sleep in the same 24-hour period.
We point out that this does not even meet third-world standards.
This only one of the reasons our Association moved beyond
TSAC, where we should have a voice, beyond the Coast Guard
itself, and directly to Congress. Since all of our complaints have
a factual basis, it only a short step to engage the national media.
Unlicensed “deckhands” are only part of the problem. To
understand the problem on line-haul towboats, we ask you to
review GCMA Report #R-375 (enclosed). We posted this
report on our internet website over three years ago as your staff
can tell you. The towing industry also abuses its unlicensed
towboat engineers as GCMA Report #R-412 (enclosed)
clearly shows.
Although the AWO as an Association may observe the
statutory 12-hour work-hour limit for licensed officers, our
website shows that not all its member companies
scrupulously follow their guidance. GCMA Report #R370A (enclosed) is one of a series of reports posted on the
internet that shows how often the work-hour statute is
violated. It took the Coast Guard over four years to
determine that work-hour statutes were violated. Yet TSAC
stonewalled our petition for a regulation to support the
statute in Docket # USCG-2002-13594. We are disgusted!
We believe it is long overdue for the Coast Guard to ensure
that America’s working mariners receive equal representation
with segments of the industry on the Coast Guard’s advisory
committees. In GCMA Report #R-417 (enclosed) we alerted
Congress to the specific problems at TSAC.
As the new Coast Guard Commandant, we can only ask that
you follow a new path and pay greater attention to the needs of
our 126,000 “lower-level” mariners than your predecessors.
Very truly yours, s/Richard A. Block, Sec’y, GCMA
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MORE FALLOUT OVER TWIC
From the U.S. House of Representatives
TWIC program fails to consider small business
The House Small Business Committee issued a press
release stating that the Transportation Worker Identification
Credential (TWIC) program, as currently proposed by the
Transportation Security Administration (TSA), fails to fully
consider the impact on small business, as required by federal
law. Chairman Don Manzullo (R-IL) predicted that, unless
the proposal is altered, "the small business community [will]
successfully challenge it in court." (9/27/06).
From Dennis Bryant, Senior Counsel, Holland & Knight
LLP in Maritime Reporter and Engineering News:
“The TSA has elected to utilize the same Federal
Information Processing System (FIPS) as has been
established for personal identity verification for federal
employees and contractors…..The fly-in-the-ointment is that
the FIPS program has not been completed. While the basic
FIPS standard has been recently approved, numerous details
have yet to be resolved before the program can be
implemented for its intended audience.”
“Members of the information technology (IT) community
correctly point out that issuing the TWIC cards before the card
reader equipment has been built and tested runs a high risk of
failure. If things don’t work out exactly as planned, the readers
and the cards may be incompatible. Since the TWIC program
from commencement assumed the FIPS program would be in
place before the TWIC cards and readers were put into
production, it would be far preferable to delay the TWIC
program until the FIPS program has proven the
technology….An unnecessary rush at this time may only
provide the appearance of additional security and, ultimately,
may prove to be another case of ‘a bridge too far.”

UNFAIRLY TERMINATED:
MARINER REPORTS UNSAFE CONDITIONS
ON HIS BOAT TO GCMA
We expect mariners to work cooperatively with their
employers to correct unsafe conditions on board their vessels.
In early September we received a report from a licensed
Master that one or more unsafe conditions may exist on the
M/V JILLIAN MORRISON, an offshore supply vessel
recently converted into a 155-foot “dive boat” using a fourpoint anchoring system. The Master, with considerable
experience in offshore anchor handling on a variety of
vessels and well known at GCMA, was fired from the job.
We requested to hear the details of his story and interviewed
him in depth on these issues.
Deteriorated Equipment
The Master stated that he did not receive support from the
appropriate company supervisory personnel when he reported a
badly frayed mooring cable on one of the vessel’s “four-point”
anchors. He was subsequently unable to recover the cable
using his anchor winch. When he first noticed the problem, he
expressed concern that divers would be working underwater in

From OMSA President Ken Wells in Oct. 2006
WorkBoat:
“By forcing Mariners to apply and receive a TWIC
before they apply for a Merchant Mariner Document, the
system may create huge delays in getting entry-level
personnel to work. The cost is a problem as well. We are
also concerned about the TWIC being implemented at the
same time the Coast Guard is reorganizing its entire
maritime documentation office. This would set up the
potential for a complete breakdown in the system if TWIC
and reorganization encounter problems.”
“We’d like to see three things happen. First, streamline
the process by combining the TWIC with the MMD
application into one. The mariner would apply once for both
documents, pay one reasonable fee and undergo one
background check.
Second, allow mariners to work
provisionally while their application is being processed.
This is the way it used to be done for MMDs. And third,
bring mariners into the system after the Coast Guard
licensing reorganization has been completed. This would
allow TSA to finalize its rule and work out the kinks before
having to process thousands of mariner applications.”
From Capt. Richard A. Block, Secretary, GCMA:
“To the Coast Guard and TSA bigwigs – Don’t take
advantage of our mariners and use them as guinea pigs in
what is fast becoming another giant government
boondoggle. Our mariners already were victimized by the
insensitive procedures practiced for years at the Coast
Guard’s Regional Exam Centers. This is an ill-conceived,
costly, intimidating, and time-consuming scheme. Our
mariners, their money, and their patience do not grow on
trees. The marine industry is starting to learn that our lowerlevel mariners are not the inexhaustible resource they once
thought and that they cannot continue to mistreat, abuse and
then discard them at will.”

the vicinity of the frayed anchor cable that was likely to part
under strain. Such a frayed cable, or even a cable with only a
few “fishhooks,” has the potential of causing significant
personal injury to a diver underwater.
Rather than to continue to use the cable, the Master of
the vessel cut the damaged cable after it jammed the winch,
buoyed the anchor off for future recovery, took the boat to
shore to change out the damaged cable and return to the dive
site in open water in South Timbalier Block 140. For
making this decision and apparently based on the additional
expense it incurred, he was terminated and replaced by the
company’s management. Because of this action, he was
convinced that this company placed profit above the
personal safety of the divers and of his crew.
The Master also complained that the company does not
use lift bags to support the weight of the steel cable as the
vessel moves into position over an underwater site – in this
case a pipeline valve. It appears that the maneuver ruptured
the valve or pipeline as shown by the accompanying photos
and the “Incident Summary” reported by the supervisor.
The Master cited a superior system used by Cal-Dive on
their vessels. He also mentioned that workers for Cal-Dive
are not expected to work over the side of the vessel with the
safety implications explained below.
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The most significant item, however, dealt with his
observations of the safety of the four-point mooring system.
The vessel’s four anchors are attached directly to steel
cables and are lowered and raised by winches – one on each
side of the bow and stern. These anchors are held outboard of
the hull by a metal framework called a “cow catcher” and the
anchor shanks are not pulled into a hawsepipe as on a
conventional offshore supply vessel. The four winches spool
the four wire ropes onto four drums and do not use chain.
Therefore, the deck machinery is classified as winches and
NOT windlasses. They work with 7,000 lb anchors.
When the anchor is weighed (i.e., lifted) it is pulled up to
the “cow catcher” with the flukes lodged under the cow
catcher framework. It is secured to the “cow catcher” by
tension in the anchor cable that is held by a handbrake and
by constant air pressure. The handbrake alone will not hold
the anchor. If air pressure fails, the anchor can drop
suddenly. Consequently, when underway or at the dock the
anchor is secured to a padeye on top of the bulwarks and
directly to the swivel on the top of the anchor by a short
length of approx. 5/16-inch chain. This chain is independent
of the anchor and must be put in place manually. On this
particular vessel, the bulwarks have not always been strong
enough to support the weight of a 7,000 lb anchor.
Consequently they have bent, been reinforced by welding,
and have bent again. Part of the strength of the bulwarks has
been lost by cutting a swinging door in the bulwarks.
Our concern is with the reported method of securing
the anchor to the cow catcher. In order to do this on the
bower anchors, a mariner must open a swinging steel door
cut out of the bulwarks. He must step out onto a small
platform about a half-foot below the main deck level while
holding on to the bulwarks. Finally, he must hold onto a
sheave (or roller) over which the anchor cable passes. He
must then go to his knees on the small platform only about
one and one half to two feet wide that is directly above the
anchor secured to the cow catcher. The anchor flukes are
pointing upward to the inside of the cow catcher. The
platform is often reported to be greasy as a result of the
grease used to lubricate the sheave above it. Excess grease
drips or sprays from the sheave onto the small platform.
Once on his knees, the mariner must hold on to the
vessel with one hand while kneeling on the small platform
outboard of the hull and constrained by his work vest. He
must then accept a piece of chain fed to him by another
crewmember on deck, reach down to his full arm’s length
with his other hand and thread the chain through the eye of
the swivel attached to the shank of the anchor. He must then
take the loose end of the chain and, after pulling as much
slack out as possible by hand, rise from his knees and apply
a chain binder so the anchor will remain in place at sea. All
this takes place outboard of the hull of the vessel.
Apparently, three or four men are required to participate
in this process. However, the Master reported that no
restraints or harnesses are used to secure the mariner who
remains outboard of the bulwarks.
Our concern is based on the possibility that a mariner
without a proper restraint harness would slip from the small
platform outboard of the hull and injure himself falling on the
crown of the anchor held in place by the “cow catcher.” We
also understand that this evolution must be performed offshore
in a seaway even though we only asked the Coast Guard to
check its demonstration dockside. Another consideration is that

during cold winter months, the temperature of the Gulf waters
approaches the 59 degree cold water survival threshold of
NVIC 7-91 and that recovery operations may be restricted by
the vessel’s role in offshore construction activities. We also ask
that the use of a safety harness be evaluated under actual
working conditions.
Disclosure of Defects During Inspections
GCMA, out of the concern for both mariners and divers
working from this vessel, passed this information along to
the Marine Safety Unit responsible for inspecting the vessel.
GCMA asked that the Coast Guard ask the crew at the next
dockside inspection to perform this evolution outboard of
the hull so that the Officer-in-Charge Marine Inspection
could evaluate it in its entirety to ensure the safety of all
participating mariners.
We were told that the Coast Guard recently performed a
“topside inspection” on this vessel. We then sought
information on any other questionable items and installations
that could be dangerous to our mariners.
A Coast Guard inspection provides an excellent
opportunity to correct any safety problems on a vessel. In
fact it may be your only chance to enlist the help of the
Coast Guard to fix these problems – as long as they are
covered by a regulation – if your employer continues to
ignore them and make necessary repairs.
GCMA reminds ALL licensed individuals of this statute
– 46 USC §3315(a) that states: “Each individual
licensed…shall assist in the inspection or examination under
this part of the vessel on which the individual is serving, and
shall point out defects and imperfections known to the
individual in matters subject to regulation and inspection.
The individual also shall make known to officials designated
to enforce this part, at the earliest opportunity, any marine
casualty producing serious injury to the vessel, its
equipment, or individuals on the vessel.”
Even a well trained Coast Guard inspector may not catch
everything wrong with your vessel in an annual visit,
especially in the wake of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. At
“inspection time” the Port Captain or other management
type usually accompanies the Coast Guard inspector filling
him with coffee and other goodies. Licensed officers may
find little opportunity to point out “defects” management
may try to cover up. Our warning to licensed officers is
simply this: Do NOT allow yourself to be part of any coverup. At the same time, blurting out that the vessel’s hull was
patched with “Red Hand” or that a broomstick handle
wedged in a hole beneath the engine is all that is keeping
you afloat, is not the best way to notify an inspector and
keep your job at the same time. If you think this could
happen, and if you know of a safety violation that must be
corrected, consider this:
•Be sure you enter the problem accurately in your
logbook and that you tell your office about it as well.
Write down who you notified and when you did so in
your logbook. Know exactly which date you entered it,
and have the logbook handy.
•You only have one opportunity to report the safety
violation. If you think management wants to gloss over the
problem, call the head of the Coast Guard inspection
department before the inspector visits the boat – at least one
or two days in advance – and tell him/her of your concerns.
•Unless the inspector finds the defect and makes the boat
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owner fix it on the spot or gives him a deficiency report
to correct it by a specific date (CG-form 835), you may
have to live with the safety problem until the next
inspection. If someone gets hurt because you failed to
report a correctable problem, you will have to live with
that knowledge.
Congress recognized that reporting safety violations
could be a risky proposition for any employee and drafted
this statute, 46 U.S. Code §3315(b) that states: “An official
may not disclose the name of an individual providing
information under this section, or the source of the
information, to a person except a person authorized by the
Secretary. An official violating this subsection is liable to
disciplinary action under applicable law.”
This is
“whistleblower” protection and may provide you with some
cover if the defects you report are defects subject to
regulation and inspection.
Unfortunately, as for thousands of still-uninspected
towing vessels, there is presently so little that is subject to
regulation and inspection that it allows for all sorts of safety
violations to go uncorrected. That is one of the main reasons
for the new towing vessel inspection rulemaking currently
being drafted – and is why “the good old boys” are so
concerned that it will upset their longstanding methods of
doing business.
Defects Reported to GCMA
A number of other vessel defects were reported to
GCMA. For the safety of the mariners on board the vessel,
GCMA suggested that the Coast Guard check out the
following safety items on the same vessel:
•The laundry room reportedly has a 220-volt junction box
located at or near deck level (about 3” above the deck)
on the second deck. There is concern that if a washing
machine spills water onto the deck that that water could
slosh onto the junction box because it is so close to the
deck and thereby electrocute a crewmember. The drain
to the laundry room reportedly doesn’t always work and
the water often fills the drain pipe.
•In the shower room, there are two hot water heaters. It
was reported that the thermostats are set so high that
there is a danger of scalding.
•The emergency lights that illuminate the vessel’s four
liferafts reportedly do not work and the company
electrician cannot determine why they don’t work.
•The vessel’s single sideband radio reportedly does not
work.
•The compass deviation card does not exist indicating that
the compass may never have been calibrated.
•The tachometers for both main engines are inoperative.
•The cooks complain of electric shocks when they touch
the stove and the deep fryer.
Reminders About Fall Protection & Safety Harnesses
[Source: We recall USCG Safety Alert, Nov. 5, 2003,
Washington, DC. and Suggestion #28 from GCMA Report
#R-419, Aug. 18, 2005, submitted to and ignored by the
Towing Safety Advisory Committee’s Towing Vessel
Inspection Working Group.]
Last spring (2003) an uninspected towing vessel (UTV)
suffered a personnel casualty while engaged in a dredging
operation. The casualty resulted in serious injury to a
crewmember and an undisclosed monetary settlement of a

Jones Act claim against the marine employer by the injured
crewman.
The crewmember was conducting an unscheduled repair
to a navigation light fixture attached to the mast located
above the upper wheelhouse. For personal fall protection,
the crewmember collected a body belt and a positioning
lanyard from a storage location on the vessel.
The crewmember climbed the mast, fastened the lanyard
around the mast, leaned back supported by the belt and
began working. Just minutes into the repair the lanyard
parted. The crewmember fell to the deck approximately 40
feet below and sustained a broken leg, arm, ribs and
contusions to the head and back.
The Coast Guard's investigation focused on the human
element and equipment performance.
Although the
investigation is not yet complete, important regulatory issues
regarding the use, training, and storage of Personal
Protective Equipment (PPE) were discovered. Specifically:
Effective January 1, 1998, body belts were deemed
unacceptable for use as part of a personal fall arrest system by
the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA).
•The manufacturer's instructions for the proper use, care
and inspection schedule for the body belt and positioning
lanyard were not followed.
•The marine employer did not adhere to the requirements
of 29 CFR 1915.159 for personal fall arrest systems.
•The marine employer did not adhere to the requirements
of 29 CFR 1915.160 for positioning device systems.
•The marine employer did not adhere to the requirements
of 29 CFR 1915.152, general requirements for training
and documentation.
Investigators determined that the positioning lanyard was
manufactured in November 1993. The manufacturer's
instructions called for semi-annual inspection and removal
from service no later than November 1998.
Further investigation revealed that company policy
prohibited the use of a body belt for personal fall protection
and required the use of a full body harness; however, the
vessel was never provided with a body harness and instead
retained two body belts and lanyards. The Coast Guard
could not establish that the involved individuals had been
trained on their use, storage and limitations.
Persons owning and operating uninspected vessels are
required to comply with OSHA regulations with regards
topersonal protective equipment (PPE) and are subject to
fines for noncompliance. Owners/operators are strongly encouraged to:
•Visit the U.S. Department of Labor website to view
Directive CPL 2-1.20 - OSHA / U.S. Coast Guard
Authority Over Vessels at: http://www.osha.gov .
•Develop, document and provide specialized crew
training which includes demonstrations to ensure
familiarity with use, storage, and limitations of Personal
Protective Equipment.
Questions related to this information may be directed to
the U.S. Coast Guard Marine Safety Office Hampton Roads,
Investigations Office at (757) 668-5540.
[GCMA-Comment: OSHA regulations for this type of
fall protection need to be incorporated by reference into
USCG regulations not only to protect our mariners on
towing vessels but on other types of vessels as well.]
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WRONGFULLY DISCHARGED
By A Seaman’s Wife
With all my years of being a seaman's wife I have
learned a lot about the way companies treat their employees
– their policies, rules and regulations, especially when it
comes to safety of the crew.
My husband, being a captain, will in no way endanger the
lives of the crew he is responsible for. He follows the policies,
rules and regulations, and then gets fired for it. This time, he
was pulling anchors with a rusty cable. The cable was
beginning to unravel. He called the company and told them
about it and stated that he refused to pull the anchors with the
cable. He asked that they send new cables. He tried to cut the
cable as it continued to unravel. He knew it would be unsafe to
continue. The head diver wouldn't even send his divers down
because of the condition of the cable.
The company told him to bring the boat in and was under
the impression that he was to explain what had happened.
When he got to the office, he was told that they had to let
him go. My husband was fired on the spot for following
company policy and for not allowing an accident to happen.
What a way to show their appreciation!
When my husband started to work for this company they
didn't know anything about anchor handling or how to
position the “cow catcher.” He told the company that if they
would get him the things that were needed on the boat to
handle anchors, he would fix it. They told him to let them
know what he needed and they would get it for him.
However, nothing was ever done. The personnel manager
was glad my husband was working for them because he
knew so much about anchor handling.
If my husband would have continued and someone
would have got hurt or even worse, killed, he would have
been to blame. He would have lost his license and possibly
been sued. The company would not have taken the blame.
These companies that expect their employees to "not
follow policy" in certain situations are wrong. They want to
sit in their air-conditioned offices and expect their
employees on the boat do all the hard work and even risk
their lives and futures for them; and this is the respect and
gratitude they get in return.
This is not the first time my husband was fired for a
company’s wrong doing. He was only trying to follow the
RANDOM EXAMS OF TOWING VESSELS
Subject to Maritime Transportation Security Act Regs.
[Source: Edited summary of two Information Bulletins, one
from U.S. Coast Guard Sector New Orleans and the other from
MSU Morgan City in mid-August. These policies also apply to
the rest of the Eighth District.]
Overview
Maritime Transportation Security Act (MTSA) regulations
in Title 33, Code of Federal Regulations, Part 104 (33 CFR
104) require towing vessels greater then eight meters (26 ft) in
registered length that are engaged in towing or pushing a barge
or barges subject to 33 CFR Part 104 to develop vessel security
plans (VSP) and to be operating under their approved Vessel
Security Plans as of July 1, 2004.

policies, rules and regulations, and got fired for it.
I am only one wife, and I stand behind my husband. But
I'm not the only one. There are many seaman and their
wives that are going through the same things. These
companies don't realize the stress these company practices
put on us all. It makes my blood boil. I have been through
too much to sit back and keep my mouth shut.
With
my husband working offshore, I never know what is
happening to him. My daughter lost her life two years ago,
and I have to raise her two babies. I have one son serving in
Iraq, and I worry about him. I don't know how much more
grief I can take from these boat companies. Every time we
think we are getting ahead, these companies turn around and
knock us 10 steps down the ladder.
I am sick and tired of the lies and B.S. these boat
companies feed their employees. I'm glad we have someone
willing to listen to us and speak out for the seamen and their
families. That someone is trying to put a stop to the abuse
and neglect these companies put their employees through. I
am not including my husband's name or the company
because he was already turned away from one job because of
my letter-writing. The personnel manager happened to be
someone that wrongfully discharged my husband from
another company. He brought up the subject of my letter
that I sent to GCMA about it. He told my husband he didn't
have anything to do with him getting fired, but I feel that if
he or the company wasn't guilty then why bring it up.
Although I have had about all I can take with these
companies, unfortunately it is the only kind of work my
husband knows and wouldn't be able to make it with any
other kind of work. He loves his job as a vessel Master and
does his job well.
I don't think mariners’ families should have to just sit
back and be quiet while these companies do what they do.
When will these companies stop thinking only of lining their
pockets and not respect the good, hardworking men that
make the money for them? When will these pencil pushers
start to respect the men and women that do all the hard work
and risk their lives for them?
Firing my husband was their loss. He was willing to do
everything he could to help them, except risk the lives of his
fellow co-workers. You would think they would have been
proud to have him. But I guess what I think isn't how they
think. So be it. The Good Lord above will tend to them in
the long run. Sincerely, A Seaman’s Wife
In June 2004, Coast Guard Atlantic Area Command issued a
requirement for the Captain of the Port (COTP) to conduct
security compliance examinations of these towing vessels within
two and one half years of the July 1, 2004 implementation date,
establishing a deadline of December 31, 2006.
In order to minimize the impact of these exams on the
towing industry, in January 2005 an Eighth District policy
placed the full responsibility of scheduling exams on the
owner/operators. With only a few months remaining until the
December 31, 2006 deadline, a significant percentage of towing
vessels have not yet had their MTSA compliance examinations.
Action.
The Coast Guard will be conducting random,
unannounced boardings of towing vessels along the lower
Mississippi River within the New Orleans and Morgan City
COTP Zones for the purpose of conducting MTSA exams.
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Although Vessel Security Plan implementation will be the
primary focus of the boardings, Marine Inspectors will also
verify compliance with other regulations applicable to the
vessel and crew. The Coast Guard will try to minimize the
impact on the vessel's schedule, but due to the attention
required of the master and crew, the vessel will not be
allowed to get underway until the exam is completed.
COTP Orders, restricting towing vessels from engaging
in towing barges subject to 33 CFR Part 104, will be issued
to towing vessels that do not demonstrate compliance with
the MTSA regulations or other applicable regulations to the
satisfaction of the attending Marine Inspector. COTP Orders
may also be imposed on vessels found to be in violation of
other applicable regulations.
The towing vessel owner/operator is still primarily
responsible for scheduling MTSA compliance exams, and
these exams can be conducted in any COTP zone. If you
wish to schedule an exam in the New Orleans COTP zone or

PHYSICAL EXAM GUIDELINES FEEDBACK
FOR “OLD GUYS”

have questions regarding this bulletin, please contact the
Inspections Division at (504) 589-6196 ext. 258.
If you wish to schedule an exam in the Morgan City
COTP zone or have questions regarding this bulletin, please
contact the Inspections Division at (985) 380-5350.
[GCMA Comment:
Many mariners “don’t get the
message” because company officials never bother to keep
them informed. This bulletin should come as no surprise –
two and a half years should be long enough for any message
to trickle down. A scheduled “dockside” examination will
be much more convenient that a 2:00AM boarding to
accomplish the same purpose. Those vessels that miss the
December 31 deadline face fines of up to $27,000 per day –
that should attract the immediate attention of towing vessel
owners and operating companies. Our mariners should
heed this notice and, if necessary, inform your company if
they haven’t told you.]

GCMA Comments
(1)

[Introduction: This letter is the very first response to the Coast
Guard posting of their draft NVIC on Medical and Physical
Guidelines for Merchant Mariner Credentials. We edited the
letter slightly for grammar and spelling. If you have a medical
waiver, or suffer from a medical condition now, or believe there
is a chance you might have medical problems before you retire
(yeah, think ahead if you plan to make your career on the
water), review the proposed NVIC and let the Coast Guard
know your opinion – in writing – or forever hold your peace!
“In writing” does not mean bitching about it to your buddies,
because that doesn’t count. Remember, today’s young guys
are tomorrow’s OLD GUYS – and in this business, it’s only the
matter of a few short years! The draft medical NVIC is on the
GCMA website as GCMA Report #R-435-A or on website
http://dms.dot.gov and search for 25080.]
I have been in this business since (I was) 12 years old. I
would like to retire here. I am not 20 years old any longer,
(and) can't lift 500 lbs any longer. I'm 58 years old.
Just what are you trying to do?
There rumors that these new physicals will put us OLD
GUYS out of work! I don't have long to work in this
industry left but would like to finish my years.(1)
You lose the old guys. (When) you can't replace us, your
accident rate hits the ceiling. These first year trainees with
their first licenses are still in training.(2) There are many who
can't run a boat without electronic charts, don't know mile
bends setting currents at various places, (the) good places to
hold up, (and the) bad places not to hold up.(3)
Us OLD GUYS are still holding them by the hand. They
will lose a lot when we retire. If we are held to (the same)
guidelines for our physical requirements (as) a young man
we may be out of here sooner than we want.(4)
The ball is in your court. Our merchant marine fleet was
regulated out of existence. Are we next?(5)
s/Captain Jesty J. Billot
Issue #7 and counting (I hope)

Most mariners would like to finish out their years with the
dignity that their experience warrants. Before considering
making the merchant marine your career, consider whether
that is possible. Unless you belong to a union, does your
company offer you any retirement benefits after a reasonable
number of years service? If not, find a company that does
and stick with it!
(2)

Industry provides very limited training to most lower-level
mariners and depends upon the years of experience you and
other crewmembers like you accumulate to continue in
business. Even if you received very limited formal training,
your years of experience and “on-the-job training” are a
valuable asset to the company you work for.
(3)
The company you work for will pay through the nose to
duplicate your experience – if they can even hire someone to
replace you. It has only been in the past 10 years that the
Coast Guard even recognized the special expertise of
mariners working the western rivers. Mariners let the Coast
Guard know about this “loud and clear” at several well
attended public meetings in the late 1990s.
(4)
With current licensing policies, the Coast Guard may depopulate the ranks of our lower-level mariners even sooner
than they realize. Industry is starting to realize this, too,
Remember, the Coast Guard does not give a hoot about what
YOU want because you are only a lower-level mariner!
(5)

This is a very good question. Ask yourself, what has the
Coast Guard done to assure that you receive adequate sleep
on the job, that you have safe clean potable water, that the
air you breathe is tobacco and exhaust-smoke free, that the
health, safety, and welfare protections provided other
American workers by OSHA are provided to you as a
seaman? Wake up to the fact that your government has let
you down and that your tax dollars taken from your wages
support this. Think about this when you VOTE on
November 7th. If you don’t learn the issues and don’t vote,
you don’t have a voice.

Newsletter 11

hard the NMC worked to arrive at these figures, appreciates the
efforts of Mr. William Chubb in particular, and find the
published figures credible – but only as far as they go.

HOW CLUELESS COAST GUARD HARMS
LOWER-LEVEL MERCHANT MARINERS
An Editorial
The Gulf Coast Mariners Association speaks on behalf of
those merchant mariners who serve on commercial vessels of
less than 1,600 gross register tons. The licensing term “lowerlevel” carries this tonnage in its definition.
Merchant Mariners?
The U.S. Merchant Marine traces its history back to before
the founding of the United States itself and has played a
significant role in our nation’s history.
The U.S. Coast Guard also traces its history back to the time
of Alexander Hamilton and the first revenue cutters. All this
heavy History not withstanding, in recent years a huge gap has
grown between the “upper level” merchant marine officered
increasingly by graduates of various maritime academies and
fully qualified under the Standards of Training, Certification
and Watchkeeping and the “lower-level” merchant marine
populated by our mariners largely without academic degrees but
plenty of savvy and practical experience afloat.
In the closing years of the 1990s, the major maritime unions
attempted to bridge the gap between the “upper” and “lower”
levels by offering to improve the lot of our lower-level
mariners. Each of the four unions operate first-rate maritime
training facilities. Unfortunately, in both cases, management
fought this as an overt and unwelcome effort to “unionize” their
workers. However, these unions were fully capable of
providing our lower-level merchant mariners with the type of
training the maritime industry desperately needs but has been
slow to admit. On June 30, 2003, the unions had no choice and
threw in the towel – leaving only GCMA to speak for the
safety, health, and welfare of our lower-level mariners.
The Lower-Level Mariner Personnel Shortage
The Coast Guard stands aloof from involvement in “labor
disputes” – as it should. What they face today with lower-level
mariners is no longer a “labor dispute” but the stark reality of
nothing less than a maritime personnel disaster that
commissioned Coast Guard officers stood by and allowed to
occur over the past 35 years.
For years, the Coast Guard never even had an accurate
count of how many merchant mariners existed. GCMA and
other associations actively sought that information as early as
1992. At the time of the 9/11 attacks we still had no definitive
count to say nothing of knowing who these mariners were or
where they lived. Finally, in the Spring 2005 issue of
Proceedings, the Coast Guard reported a total mariner
population of 204,835. We accept that figure as being all the
merchant mariners they knew about as of December 31, 2004.
We have seen several figures since then that contain some
minor variations but believe it is a good sign they are finally
keeping count of mariners.
Of Course, the Coast Guard’s Numbers are Wrong!
Using the 204,835 figure, GCMA estimated from the
Proceedings count that 126,000 of all mariners fit into the
category of “lower-level” mariners.
This was a very
conservative estimate based upon the Coast Guard’s own
numbers and breakdown of credentialed mariners in its database
at the National Maritime Center (NMC). GCMA knows how

What About Those
“Completely Forgotten”Lower-Level Mariners?
When Congress in 1972 decided not to inspect towing
vessels, the Coast Guard concentrated on other tasks and put
all towing vessels along with other “uninspected vessels” on
its back burner. After all, if Congress isn’t overly concerned
and does not provide money and resources, the Coast Guard
really has little choice but to withdraw and concentrate on
those missions that Congress considers important and is
prepared to fund.
The first group of “uninspected” vessels to attract national
attention were the nation’s commercial fishing vessels during
the 1980s. An abominable industry safety record crowned by
the sinking of the three infamous “A-boats” was hard to ignore.
The Coast Guard took some ineffective “voluntary” steps that
industry ignored until Mrs. Peggy Barry, the wife of an
Ambassador and a grieving mother of a son lost at sea,
appeared before the House Merchant Marine and Fisheries
Committee. Congress then focused Coast Guard resources on
“uninspected” commercial fishing vessels.
Towing vessels were the second group of “uninspected”
vessels to attract Congressional attention. The human toll of
the bridge allisions at Bayou Canot, the Queen Isabella
Causeway, and Webbers Falls and the pollution at San Juan,
Moonstone Beach, and Buzzards Bay focused Congress on
the “uninspected” and neglected status of towing vessels
after “voluntary” Coast Guard methods of dealing with the
issues failed.
Although it focused on disasters and vessels, Congress
really has not yet focused on the “lower-level” mariners who
make up the vast majority of the U.S. Merchant Marine.
When they do, the Coast Guard will find it has some
explaining to do – and they may be uncomfortable doing so
because of the number of “lower-level” merchant mariners
they neglected to count or even consider for the past 35
years. It has now become a “security” issue as well and that
does have the attention of Congress. After all, the Coast
Guard is expected to “advise” Congress. The Coast Guard
will have difficulty explaining how so many of their officers
ignored so much for so long. There is no need for them to
debate the issue – they can read about it right here!
TWIC & NVIC Backfires on the Coast Guard
The Coast Guard, with its workforce of organized and
uniformed government employees (many hyped by their own
self-importance), wants to show Congress that it is on top of
everything it should be. After 9/11 its ranks swelled and its
budget increased. Its gutsy response to Hurricane Katrina won
the nation’s gratitude. Now, the smoke has cleared and the
taxpayers want to see the results they continue to pay for.
The Coast Guard statistics show 43,339 merchant mariners
with “entry-level” ratings. “Entry-level” means that a mariner
has a Merchant Mariner Document (z-card) with only an
ordinary seaman/wiper rating. However, z-cards are not issued
to most mariners who serve on vessels of less than 100 gross
register tons – and there are thousands of these vessels. Nor are
z-cards issued to most mariners, except tankermen, who serve
on vessels in inland service.
Thousands of “lower-level” merchant mariners work on
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America’s inland rivers, lakes including the Great Lakes, bays,
and sounds. These merchant mariners are not part of the Coast
Guard’s count. The Coast Guard knows little if anything about
these individuals. The exclusions (i.e., <100 GRT and inland
waters) could double the number of “lower-level” mariners the
Coast Guard should be responsible for – but isn’t. However, if
their Homeland Security mission is to protect ports and
facilities, the Coast Guard will have to learn much more about
these “forgotten” mariners. The Coast Guard’s partnership with
the Transportation Security Administration (TSA) shows that
they still have a lot to learn – things they already claim to know.
When the TWIC proposals were being introduced at various
advisory committee meetings attended by GCMA, the
Commanding Officer of the National Maritime Center
somberly stated that every mariner with a merchant mariner
credential (i.e., at least the 204,835 Dec. 31, 2004 figure
previously cited) must obtain TWIC.
While those words may have put the “threat” into words,
the perceived horror felt by many employers was that all of his
mariners working on commercial vessels would have to
negotiate the Transportation Workers Identity Credential maze
in addition to the maze they already had to endure at the broken
Regional Exam Centers (REC).
The Coast Guard, itself, has become almost ruthless in
pushing its criminal checks of existing merchant mariners at
these RECs (i.e., the same 204,835 certificated individuals).
Coast Guard employees hounded our mariners and made life
miserable for many of them by opening old wounds that many
mariners thought time had healed. Flippant clerks at Coast
Guard RECs became “confessors” for many mariners forced to
re-live portions of their past lives that may have best been
forgotten. Each credentialed mariner with a “rap sheet” was
treated as if he or she was a criminal unless he or she could
document the contrary.
At the same time, “Big Brother” also decided he would
become the custodian of every mariner’s medical and health
record. In a draft NVIC(1) The National Maritime Center
identified 202 “potentially disqualifying” conditions that could
prevent a mariner from obtaining or retaining a maritime
credential. In spite of assurances that this was nothing more
than the existing practice, its potential impact upon our mariners
may be devastating. [(1)NVIC = Navigation and Vessel
Inspection Circular. This NVIC was published in the Federal
Register of September 28, 2006 and is available in Docket
#USCG-2006-25080 on the internet Go to dot.dms.gov and
search 25080 or to the GCMA website and look under Research
Reports for GCMA Report #R-435-A.]
Two Coast Guard doctors mariners will never meet, a small
but growing cadre of bureaucrats assembling in the mountains
of eastern West Virginia, and a new “medical advisory
committee” henceforth will hold the career of every single
credentialed mariner in their hands. Each mariner will now
have a medical “confessor” that will tell him which medical
tests to take, the nature of the reports he must make, and when
and how often he must make them. It is questionable how
many of our lower-level mariners will be able to continue in
this line of work until retirement age – and, this industry has
made little if any provision for their retirement.
By contrast, pick up any union newspaper and look at the
list of pensioners that are leaving active employment at sea.
“Union busting” as practiced by the towing industry and the
offshore oil industry sectors in the past two decades left our
mariners to fend for themselves. Although the National

Maritime Center assures mariners that not many more
mariners will be turned down for medical reasons, the
number having to obtain medical waivers and undergo
medical tests that are an out-of-pocket expense is expected
to increase. In a recent edition of the Waterways Journal the
mere mention a possible 2% loss of mariners was
characterized as “devastating” to the industry. However,
neither of these is the largest issue of all.
Will Every Mariner Have to Get a TWIC?
Good question, but there is no answer, yet. If the Coast
Guard has its way, every mariner with a credential will need a
TWIC at a cost of $139 with a small discount if you can prove
you have already been “identified” at one of their RECs.
Will every credentialed mariner have to have his
fingerprints taken at a Regional Exam Center no matter the
cost or inconvenience. Yes. It has already cost much in
time and aggravation – and it’s clear that cost, travel
expenses, and time are of little concern to Coast Guard
bureaucrats if you read a recent rulemaking carefully.(1) [(1)
71 Fr 2559, Jan. 17, 2006, Docket #USCG-2005-22541.]
What about those thousands of “completely forgotten”
mariners without credentials? We can see that obtaining a
TWIC may be necessary from a security standpoint since our
government clearly has lost control of our borders. This
involves the entire group of “completely forgotten” mariners
that the Coast Guard chose to ignore for years. If reports we
keep receiving from our mariners are correct, it also may
involve a number of illegal aliens as well. The Coast Guard
doesn’t know how many there are to say nothing of who
they are and whether they will pose any “security” problems.
These are our mariners, who ever they are and wherever in
America or its territories they may be. They are “lower-level”
mariners because they work on vessels of less than 1,600 GRT.
Unfortunately, nobody in Washington represents these
mariners’ views or acknowledges their significance.
The typical treatment our “lower-level” mariners receive
from the Coast Guard is nothing less than appalling. However,
that’s not our point here. Many feel that the system has always
treated them as second-class citizens and will continue to do so.
Our mariners are at the bottom of the heap and we are
constantly dumped on not only by the government bureaucracy
but also by employers who developed their own “partnerships”
with the Coast Guard and make their political donations to keep
our mariners “in their place.”
The Incarceration Factor
At GCMA, we encourage our mariners to do their best,
give a day’s work for a day’s pay, and live within the law.
However, we do not deceive ourselves that every lower-level
mariner is now or has always been a “choir boy.”
Last year we fielded a vocal complaint from a very unhappy
river pilot who indicated that the entire crew on his boat was
recruited from ex-convicts that the state of Alabama had
somehow subsidized. He opted to get off the vessel because his
crew was incompetent, lazy, and threatened him with physical
harm. Under such conditions, it was wise to leave.
We then did some checking on the internet. We passed
along the question to one of the longest serving employees of
the National Maritime Center who apparently knew nothing
about any such program. If anyone at the NMC should have
known, this person certainly should have.
Then, after the
TWIC program was announced in late Spring 2006, we began
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to receive an increasing number of calls from our mariners to
the effect that “If the Coast Guard makes my crewmembers get
a TWIC, I will lose half of my crew because of their past
criminal records.” Certainly, the Coast Guard already knows
about any misdeed by credentialed mariners, but they know
nothing about those mariners who have no credentials. The
Coast Guard has nothing they can take away from these
mariners under existing Administrative procedures such as
suspension and revocation (S&R).
On January 20, 2004 in his State of the Union Address,
President Bush uttered these words: “…Tonight I ask you to
consider another group of Americans who need help. This year,
some 600,000 inmates will be released from prison back into
society. We know from long experience that if they can’t find
work, or a home, or help, they are much more likely to commit
crime and return to prison. So tonight, I propose a four-year,
$300,000,000 prisoner re-entry initiative to expand job training
and placement services…America is the land of second chance,
and when the gates of prison open, the path ahead should lead
to a better life.”
George Bush ought to know about “second chances.”
Many ex-convicts seek work on commercial vessels,
most as “lower-level” mariners. The U.S. Department of
Labor through its Work Opportunity Credit program
provides businesses with a tax incentive to hire individuals
from groups that have a particularly high unemployment rate
or other special employment needs. These groups include
ex-felons, veterans, high risk youth that live in certain
disadvantaged communities, food-stamp recipients, or
recipients of assistance under Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF). Employers, who hire “lowerlevel” mariners from these groups wonder if their
government, who provides opportunity with one hand – even
to the point of bonding their conduct for up to a year to help
them secure meaningful employment, will take it away with
the other hand and, in doing so, put employers out of
business.
If senior Coast Guard officials in charge of Merchant
Marine personnel don’t have a clue about the “Work
Opportunity Credit” program and continue to offer cavalier
treatment to ALL lower-level mariners and treat them like the
scum of the earth, they may well run large segments of the
marine industry out of business. They already screw so many
of our mariners that it is at least in part to blame for the growing
personnel shortage that ties a number of boats to the dock and
causes others to run short-handed. Can it get worse? Of course
it can unless the Coast Guard changes course.
Incompetent Management of Merchant Marine Personnel
is Clearlya Coast Guard Trademark
Following the PELICAN disaster in 1951 with the loss of
45 lives, the Coast Guard began nationwide inspection of small
passenger vessels and licensing their operators in 1958. Twelve
years later, the Coast Guard licensing program still had made
little impact on licensing crewboat operators in the Gulf of
Mexico. Push came to shove; the Coast Guard pushed, and
industry shoved.
At industry’s request, Senator Russell Long stepped in and
the Coast Guard gave in and was forced to undertake a more
reasonable approach to understanding and working with our
lower-level mariners. The Coast Guard had to actually stop and
consider our “lower-level” mariners’ educational attainment
level and the nature of the jobs they performed. Left to their

own devices, the clueless Coast Guard would have shut down
the offshore oil industry or arrested most of its personnel for
unlicensed operation.
During the next eight years (1972-80) many lower-level
mariners at least obtained minimal training and earned licenses
and MMD endorsements. The following five years, brought
most of the offshore oil industry’s vessels under inspection.
Problem solved – the Coast Guard thought so.
The Coast Guard thought that licensing somehow solved the
industry’s educational problems. By 1980, the clueless
Commander of the Eighth District stated as much in a letter.
Ignorance is bliss! With its hands full inspecting vessels, the
Coast Guard turned its attention away from the lower-level
mariners who manned the vessels.
The Coast Guard appears to be much more attuned to
solving marine engineering problems than it is in solving or
even recognizing social problems. They try to find a technical
fix for everything. However, by the early 1990’s it was clear
that the huge toll of accidents and injuries in the industry were a
result of “human factors” and not mechanical problems.
The Coast Guard is ill-equipped to handle personnel
problems posed by our merchant mariners. As a quasi-military
organization, they have unlimited authority over several
hundred thousand civilian merchant mariners who increasingly
resent their authoritarian treatment. Since the Coast Guard has
its own officer and enlisted personnel manning its “floating
assets,” they readily – but not always accurately extrapolate
their knowledge to the civilian maritime industry. They do not
do it particularly well. Rather than provide their junior officers
with an opportunity to go out in the field aboard commercial
vessels for an adequate orientation, they immediately put them
to work regulating an industry with which they have little or no
first-hand experience. Most of these officers have precious
little first-hand knowledge of our lower-level working mariners.
As a government agency, the Coast Guard doesn’t waste a
great deal of time with mariners who have had drug, alcohol, or
other social problems. They place the entire burden on the
mariner to rehabilitate himself and then prove to the Coast
Guard’s satisfaction that he is cured. The system is daunting,
and many mariners with irreplaceable skills but problems that
could be solved with a little bit of care and guidance never sail
again because they are unwilling or unable to mount the
bureaucratic heights to regain their lost credentials.
The Coast Guard also oversees mariner training albeit a
tardy second thought at best. After it dumped the entire marine
industry into the unfathomable Standards of Training,
Certification and Watchkeeping bureaucracy in July 1995, it left
our “lower-level” mariners to sink or swim. When the Coast
Guard terminated its Merchant Vessel Personnel Division (GMVP) in the mid-1990s and replaced it with the National
Maritime Center, it failed to provide it with the talent and
resources it needed. They did develop a bureaucracy that
cranked out paper as if there was no tomorrow – in the best
traditions of the new STCW that was crammed down lowerlevel mariners’ throats without warning. If it had not been for a
$4,000,000 grant from the U.S. Department of Labor and
copious state training funds, it is doubtful whether many oilfield
vessels would be sailing today.
Few if any Coast Guard or OSHA regulations currently
require basic safety training to protect entry-level personnel
serving on the types of “commercial vessels” listed below. In
fact, “entry-level” personnel ratings of “ordinary seaman”,
“wiper” and “food handler” only appear on Z-cards issued to
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mariners working on certain vessels of over 100 gross register
tons. Nevertheless, Congress required each OSV and towing
vessel be inspected because of serious safety concerns.
In a 1996 memorandum of understanding between the
U.S. Coast Guard and the U.S. Department of Labor, the
Coast Guard accepted responsibility for carrying out the
provisions of the Occupational Safety and Health Act as they
apply to inspected vessels whereas the Department of Labor
remained responsible for OSH-type regulations on
uninspected vessels. Just try to get OSHA to inspect one of
the nation’s 17,000 uninspected dry cargo barges. We did,
and we documented the problem as we have documented so
many other problems! The question is: Who is responsible
for training entry-level personnel on any of the following
vessels to ensure that they can work safely in the marine
environment on these specific vessels…
• Deckhands, deckineers, and unlicensed engineers on small
passenger vessels (SPV) of less than 100 Gross Register
Tons (GRT).
•Deckhands, deckineers, and unlicensed engineers offshore
supply vessels (OSV) up to 100 GRT.
• Deckhands, deckineers, unlicensed engineers, and cooks on
offshore supply vessels (OSV) between 100 and 200 GRT.
Yes, cooks need training in food preparation and sanitation
to protect the health of those they feed.

• Deckhands, deckineers, unlicensed engineers on
uninspected inland and offshore towing vessels up to 100
GRT.
• Deckhands, deckineers, unlicensed engineers, and cooks on
inland and river towing vessels up to 1,600 GRT.
•All crewmembers on uninspected fishing industry vessels
(FIV) to 200 GRT. In 1989, Congress expressed safety
concerns on fishing vessels that fell short of legislation
requiring vessel inspection and licensing.
• There are other entry-level jobs on other uninspected
commercial vessels such as vessels on dredging and
construction work that need basic safety training as well as
some form of protection and guidance on how to advance in
their careers in the marine industry:
The Coast Guard clearly expanded its role and grown its
fat bureaucracy into areas outlined by Congress. However,
like a cancer, shapeless, insensitive bureaucracy also crept
into areas where it was never invited and is metastasizing to
an extent that threatens to kill the nation’s maritime industry.
It is clear that Congress needs to perform some drastic
surgery or the patient will die.
The Gulf Coast Mariners Association believes that
Congress is the only surgeon – and it needs to examine Coast
Guard actions as they affect our “lower-level” mariners with
much more scrutiny than ever before.

ATCHAFALAYA RIVER DEMONSTRATION
CHANNEL ALIGNMENT STRUCTURE (DCAS)

entering the navigation channel. A Demonstration Channel
Alignment Structure was recommended for further
evaluation. The DCAS is considered a channel maintenance
feature and is authorized by the original legislation.

[Source: An edited version of part of the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers Joint Public Notice #MVK-2006-1217 that may be
of concern to many of our OSV mariners.]
Interested parties are hereby notified that the U.S. Army
Engineer District, Vicksburg (MVK), proposes to construct
the Demonstration Channel Alignment Structure (DCAS) in
the Lower Atchafalaya River Bar Channel, Louisiana.
Construction of the proposed DCAS in the Lower
Atchafalaya River Bar Channel would involve placement of
rock in waters of the United States.; therefore, the provisions
of 33 CFR Parts 336 – 338, effective April 26, 1988, are
applicable and issuance of this public notice is required.
Project Authority
The Lower Atchafalaya River and Bayous Chene, Boeuf,
and Black Navigation Channel was authorized by the River
and Harbor Act of 1968 (Public Law 90-483) and described
in House Document 155, 90th Congress, lst Session. Channel
maintenance was also authorized in this legislation.
The navigation channel extends from near Highway 90
crossing over Bayou Boeuf to the Gulf of Mexico via the
Gulf Intracoastal Waterway, Bayou Chene, the Avoca
Island-Cutoff Bayou drainage channel, the lower
Atchafalaya River, and across Atchafalaya Bay to the 20foot contour in the Gulf of Mexico.
The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Vicksburg District,
conducted a Value Engineering study to evaluate the
effectiveness of several structural methods to reduce the
quantity of fluid mud entering the channel. The study
determined that a barrier constructed parallel to the
navigation channel could reduce the amount of fluid mud

Purpose of the Project
The purpose of the project is to determine whether or not
the DCAS will reduce the quantity of fluid mud entering the
bar channel. Fluid mud is defined as a concentrated
suspension of fine-grained, cohesive sediment. The bar
channel had acted as a sink for fluid mud moving east to
west in the shallow waters of the Gulf of Mexico. The fluid
mud is formed in the Lower Atchafalaya River Bar channel
because large quantities of fine sediment, freshwater, and
seawater concentrate.
Approximately, 9,000,000 to
11,000,000 cubic yards are annually dredged from the bar
channel, but the dredging had limited success. In a few
weeks after dredging, fluid mud was re-deposited into the
bar channel.
The proposed DCAS would act as a physical barrier to
fluid mud movement near the bar channel.
Proposed Action
The construction of the DCAS would help maintain the
upper portion of the bar channel located in the Atchafalaya
River and Bayous Chene, Boeuf and Black Project. The
project is a 20-foot-deep by 400-foot-wide navigation
channel between the Gulf of Mexico and Morgan City,
Louisiana. The bar channel is the last 16-mile reach of the
navigation channel in the Gulf of Mexico. The DCAS
would consist of a linear rock barrier beginning south of
Eugene Island and extending a distance up to four miles
along the left descending bank of the navigation channel.
The DCAS would have dimensions consisting of a
varying bottom width according to the depth, 10-foot top
width, and extend 4-feet above the water surface (+4 feet
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Mean Low Gulf) with a 3:1 slope. Toe protection stones,
15-feet wide, 2.5-feet thick, and a varying elevation based
on depth of the bar channel would be on each side of the
DCAS for scour protection
Construction of the proposed DCAS would occur in
phases. Phase I would be an approximately 200-foot-long
test section to determine whether or not the bottom substrate
adjacent to the bar channel would support the rock DCAS.
The test section would consist of placing two barge loads of
armor stone (each rock varying in size from 3,300 pounds to
5,500 pounds). The rocks would be deposited one on top of
another approximately 150 feet east of the existing bar and
south of Eugene Island in the vicinity of Bar Channel Buoy
Number 32.
If Phase I is successful, then Phase II of the DCAS would
be connected to the Phase I section. It would extend up to

COAST GUARD INVESTIGATION FINDS
COMPANY POLICY AT FAULT FOR TOW
GROUNDING AND $124,892 DAMAGE
[Source: USCG Misle Activity #2313647; Misle Case
#223371, Marine Safety Unit, Baton Rouge, LA. GCMA File
#M-548. This accident was classified as a “Serious Marine
Incident” with one barge declared a total constructive loss
and led to an “informal” Coast Guard investigation as
described in GCMA Report #R-429-C.]
The Accident
On 16 Feb 2005, at approximately 0400, the UTV CARL
CANNON was pushing 20 barges northbound on the Lower
Mississippi River en route to Cairo, Illinois. The tow hit the
Left Descending Bank of the Lower Mississippi River at
Mile Marker 254, grounding two barges. The grounding
resulted in damage to the freight barges, ACBL 4348, ACB
0317, ACBL 3221, and ACL 1505.
The UTV CARL CANNON is a 6200 horsepower twinscrew towing vessel operated by the American Commercial
Barge Lines (ACBL). The UTV CARL CANNON was
pushing twenty freight barges loaded with salt, alumina, and
steel coil. The Pilot ¢ ¢ estimated the vessel was running at
about 4.2 MPH heading northbound up the Lower
Mississippi River.
The Lower Mississippi River stage was at 30.6 feet, and
the current was running at approximately 3 to 4 knots.
There was a light fog with approximately three miles
visibility. The wind speed was approximately 8 to 10 knots
from the northwest. The section of the river the Lower
Mississippi River where the grounding occurred is
approximately ½ to ¾-mile wide.
¢ ¢ has been an operator of Uninspected Towing
Vessels for 18 years with another year as a deckhand. He
holds a license endorsed for Western Rivers and has
transited up and down the Mississippi River many times.
¢ ¢ had signed onto the vessel the preceding day (Feb. 15)
at approximately 1500.
¢ ¢ lives in Coward, South Carolina. His rest schedule
prior to the incident was less than adequate. On Feb. 14, he
drove a rental car from his home in Coward, SC to
Memphis, TN, a distance of approximately 746 miles and an

four miles parallel to and 150 feet east of the left descending
bank of the bar channel, beginning south of Eugene Island,
near buoy number 32. Phase II would require approximately
547,646 tons of rock.
[GCMA Comment: 365 barge loads at 1,500 tons per
barge.]
The DCAS would be monitored for two years to
determine its effectiveness in reducing fluid mud in the bar
channel and its effect on water depth, flow velocity, salinity,
turbidity, conductivity, bottom sediment conditions, and
presence, species, and density all related to shellfish. Based
upon the success of Phase II, a final 15-mile long channel
alignment structure would be recommended for construction
(Phase III)….
estimated driving time of 13 hours and 15 minutes. ¢ ¢
turned in his rental car and picked up a company rental car
on the 15th, and then drove from Memphis, TN to Baton
Rouge, LA a distance of 383 miles with an estimated driving
time of 6 hours and 13 minutes. He reported on to the UTV
CARL CANNON at approximately 1500 and soon thereafter
took over the 12 to 6 watches. The Coast Guard report
indicated that ¢ ¢ “…reported onto the vessel in a fatigued
condition. He stood roughly 2 hours of watch in the
afternoon, rested and assumed the watch again at midnight.
¢ ¢ grounded the UTV CARL CANNON at approximately
0400 the next morning. During the investigating officer’s
interview with ¢ ¢ , he admitted he fell asleep just for a
moment and when he woke up he did not have time to steer
around the bend.
Company Procedures Cited
Company procedures on crew change require personnel to
report to their assigned river port in a rested condition.
Personnel can arrive early in order to be rested when they
report to their river port. Once they report in, personnel then
must travel to meet up with their assigned vessel. However,
once the mariner reports aboard his vessel under this policy
he has the possibility of going right onto watch and therefore
only getting 5 to 6 hours rest in the first 24 hours. In a
telephone conversation with Mr. ¢ ¢ ¢ , the Port Captain for
the UTV CARL CANNON stated, “the mariner should have
to travel no more than 5 to 6 hours to meet their vessel.”
The mariner will then rest or go on watch according to their
assigned position.
The Coast Guard investigator believed the causal factors
for the incident are fatigue as a result of a long drive to
¢ ¢ ’s assigned river port. This is compounded by company
policy that has as a mariner drive up to the equivalent of a
full watch prior to reporting in to their assigned vessel, and
then are expected to be rested enough to take control of the
watch immediately. Additionally, ¢ ¢ ’s company required
him to get a physical, where he was determined to have a
sleep disorder that results in poor and fragmented sleep.
The Captain was charged with negligence, and received a
Letter of Warning in his record. The Coast Guard didn’t
even give the company a slap on the wrist.
American Commercial Barge Lines is a GCMA
“brownlisted” company.
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THE USCG APPEAL PROCESS FOR MARINERS
IS A SHAM AND A FRAUD
By Capt. Richard A. Block
Introduction to the Appeal Process
This article is based on my personal experiences over a
number of years as well as the experience of a number of
mariners I have worked with. The opinions expressed here
are my own.
On the surface, the appeal process seems simple enough,
and is one that every mariner needs to become familiar with.
“Appeal” covers any decision regarding any Coast Guard
action you disagree with for any reason and follows a
specific “chain of command” until it reaches the level of
“final agency action.” If you disagree with the “final agency
action,” you can pursue redress by taking the matter to court
if you have the money, patience, and enough money to pay a
good lawyer to bring your case into Federal court. The
Coast Guard changes the appeal process from time to time.
We are in the middle of one of those changes today.
The Regulations Covering Appeals
The regulations covering the appeal process appear in 46
CFR Subpart 1.03 and take up two pages in the Code of
Federal Regulations. Our concern in this article is with
people and NOT vessels so I will pick and chose from these
regulations and underline points I want to emphasize:
46 CFR §1.03-20 Appeals from decisions or actions of an
OCMI.
Any person directly affected by a decision or action of an
OCMI may, after requesting reconsideration of the decision
or action by the cognizant OCMI, make a formal appeal of
that decision or action, via the office of the cognizant OCMI,
to the District Commander of the district in which the office
of the cognizant OCMI is located, or in the case of the
Officer in Charge, Activities Europe, to the Atlantic Area
Commander, in accordance with the procedures contained in
§1.03–15 of this subpart.
[USCG–2006–24520, 71 FR 35818, June 22, 2006]
46 CFR §1.03-25 Appeals from decisions or actions of a
District Commander.
Any person directly affected by a decision or action of a
District Commander made pursuant to §1.03–20 of this
subpart, may make a formal appeal of that decision or
action, via the office of the cognizant District Commander,
to the Commandant, in accordance with the procedures
contained in §1.03–15 of this subpart. (see below).
46 CFR §1.03-45 Appeals from decisions or actions of
the National Maritime Center.
Any person directly affected by a decision or action of an
officer or employee of the National Maritime Center (NMC)
involving any of the marine safety functions listed in §1.01–
15(c) of this subpart may, after requesting reconsideration of
the decision or action by the NMC, make a formal appeal of
that decision or action, via the NMC, to the Director of
Inspection and Compliance, Commandant (G–PC), in
accordance with the procedures contained in §1.03–15 of
this subpart. The decision of the Director of Inspection and

Compliance, Commandant (G–PC), on such an appeal will
constitute final agency action.
[USCG–2006–25535, 71 FR 48482, Aug. 21, 2006]
Appeal it!
For mariners appealing a licensing decision made by
their local Regional Exam Center (REC), it would appear
that the next step up the line should be to the National
Maritime Center (NMC). However, at the moment, it isn’t.
At present, the REC is under the control of the local Officerin-Charge Marine Inspection. So a mariner must first appeal
in writing to his local OCMI. He must wait for an answer in
writing from the local OCMI and, if necessary, write another
letter addressing the Coast Guard District Commander. If
the reply is not to his liking, he must send another letter
carrying all of these denials to the Commandant – who
shuffles it off to a designated staff officer.
Each Coast Guard office tries to be scrupulously correct
in telling the mariner who to send his/her appeal to in each
case – in other words, who that office is “passing the buck”
to in their chain of command.
More Selected Regulations
Appeals can cover a wide variety of issues, some of
which appear below. Here are some selected general rules
you must follow:
46 CFR §1.03-15 General.
(c) When making a formal appeal of a decision or action,
as permitted by this subpart, such appeal must be submitted
in writing and received by the authority to whom the appeal
is required to be made within 30 days after the decision or
action being appealed, or within 30 days after the last
administrative action required by this subpart. Upon written
request and for good cause, the 30 day time limit may be
extended by the authority to whom the appeal is required to
be made.
[Comment: You have 30 days to write your appeal. The
Coast Guard is usually understanding of unavoidable
delays – but the rule says “30 days.” However, notice
that there is no place for verbal arguments as you move
forward in the appeal process. That slants the process
against many lower-level mariners.]
(d) A formal appeal must contain a description of the
decision or action being appealed and the appellant's
reason(s) why the decision or action should be set aside or
revised.
(e) When considering an appeal, the Commandant or a
District Commander may stay the effect of a decision or
action being appealed pending determination of the appeal.
(f) While a request for reconsideration or review or a
formal appeal is pending, the original decision or action
remains in effect, unless otherwise stayed under paragraph
(e) of this section.
[Comment: As a mariner, you are stuck with the decision
until it is overturned by higher authority. You may be
“stuck” with the decision for many months until the
review process runs its course. Mariners are left to
adjust their lives accordingly.]

Newsletter 17

(g) The Commandant may delegate authority to act on
administrative appeals under this subpart to the Assistant
Commandant for Marine Safety and Environmental
Protection, and appropriate office chiefs within Marine
Safety and Environmental Protection.
(h) Formal appeals made to the Commandant shall be
addressed to:
(1) Commandant (G-MOC) for appeals involving vessel
inspection issues, load line issues, and vessel manning
issues;
(2) Commandant (G-MS) for appeals involving vessel
plan review or tonnage measurement issues;
(3) Commandant (G–PC), for all appeals involving
suspension or withdrawal of course approvals, and all
marine personnel issues that are appealed from the National
Maritime Center or from an OCMI through a District
Commander;
(4) Commandant (G–PSE), for appeals involving the
recognition of a classification society; or
(5) Commandant (G-M) for appeals involving decisions
or actions of the Director, Great Lakes Pilotage.
[Comment: The letters in italics after “Commandant”
designates part of the Commandant’s staff at Coast Guard
Headquarters. We have no idea who Commandant (PC) is
who was assigned to look into Maritime Personnel Issues
after September 30, 2006 in a recent regulatory change.
However, GCMA will find out.]
(i) Failure to submit a formal appeal in accordance with the
procedures and time limits contained in this subpart results in
the decision or action becoming final agency action.
(j) Any decision made by the Commandant, or by the
Assistant Commandant for Marine Safety and
Environmental Protection, or by an office chief pursuant to
authority delegated by the Commandant is final agency
action on the appeal.
[CGD 88–033, 54 FR 50376, Dec. 6, 1989, as amended by
CGD 89–007, CGD 89–007a, 58 FR 60265, Nov. 15, 1993;
CGD 96–041, 61 FR 50725, Sept. 27, 1996; CGD 97–057,
62 FR 51040, Sept. 30, 1997; CGD 95–010, 62 FR 67532,
Dec. 24, 1997; USCG-1998–4442, 63 FR 52188, Sept. 30,
1998; USCG-1999–6216, 64 FR 53222, Oct. 1, 1999;
USCG-2000–7790, 65 FR 58457, Sept. 29, 2000; USCG2001–8894, 66 FR 31844, June 13, 2001; USCG 2003–
15137, 68 FR 37093, June 23, 2003; USCG 2006–25535, 71
FR 48482, Aug. 21, 2006]
[Comment: All these numbers in italics show how often
the appeal process has changed since 1989 and when and
where each change appeared in the Federal Register.
Until it went on line in the mid-1990s, most working
mariners had no access to the Federal Register except at
a number of federal depository libraries.]
Why is the Appeal Process a “sham”?
A “sham” (def.) is something that is not what it purports
to be. It is a cover or the like for giving a thing a different
outward appearance. It is a false show of something.
For our lower-level mariners, an appeal may be a false
outward show of fairness and gives the appearance that a
complaint, whatever it is will be treated fairly. A great many
lower-level mariners are concerned that submitting an appeal

will go into their record and cause the Coast Guard or their
employers to blacklist them. Most mariners have no access
to these mysterious personnel records that often produce
unexpected surprises at renewal time.
There are probably hundreds of appeals made each year.
So why is the process a “sham” as it affects our lower-level
mariners?
First, the appeal process is a written process. As
Secretary of the Gulf Coast Mariners Association, I know
first-hand how difficult it is to have our mariners write
anything. The vast majority of our lower-level mariners, our
“appellants,” are not college graduates. Most write very few
business letters, compositions, or narratives of any sort in
their world of work or in their personal lives. For many, it is
an extremely difficult task to organize their thoughts into a
logical sequence, use the correct grammar and punctuation
to undergo the scrutiny of a Coast Guard officer or civilian
employee who is a college graduate. Most mariners who
believe they have a good argument will simply “back off”
and accept the inevitable.
Many lower-level mariners are incapable of preparing any
written response whatsoever and are left out of the appeal
process unless someone helps them compose and submit the
letter. This is one reason that the Coast Guard needs to institute
an Ombudsman process at each and every Regional Exam
Center that would be available to every mariner who has trouble
working his way through the “certification” process and the
appeal process. These mariners often have no place to turn
when the Coast Guard’s increasingly cavalier and insensitive
merchant marine personnel system discards them with the
attitude, “if you don’t like it, then appeal it!” This is why the
system is a sham.
The Coast Guard’s own (and largely forgotten) Newman
Report that closely examined lower-level mariners in the
Gulf Coast area in 1972 clearly documents the low
educational attainment level of the mariners in this area.
Low educational attainment explains why many mariners
grapple with a 40-page application book that contains all the
forms necessary to complete just about any personnel action.
The size and complexity of the paperwork blizzard
overwhelms many mariners and, according to a recent article
in the Waterways Journal, leads to a majority of applications
being rejected for one reason or another. The initial
rejection is often accompanied by an extended turn-around
time of up to sixteen weeks.
The Newman Report, although a truthful and forthright
report by a senior active-duty Coast Guard Captain, could
not be located by personnel at Coast Guard Headquarters a
decade after it was written. Fortunately, I preserved my
copy of the report and plan to publish it on our GCMA
website. The Coast Guard largely ignored the report since
the early 1980s when the then-District Commander declared
that the region’s educational attainment problems were in
the past. They ignored the report just like they continue to
ignore the problems of lower-level mariners in the principal
federal advisory committees set up to deal with them as well
as throughout the Coast Guard. The Coast Guard has its
head firmly planted in the sand as regards lower-level
mariners, but its butt sticks so far in the air that it invites a
good, swift kick into reality.
Second, thirty (30) days is a long period for any of our
mariners to put his life on hold, especially if the decision he
awaits also affects a job opening, a pay raise, or the future of
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his paycheck itself. However, the same 30 days is nothing in
the life of a government office worker (military or civilian)
and often seems as an unreasonably short response time for
that drone to turn around a written response to some
unknown mariner, have it approved by a superior, and put
into the mail – although e-mail can speed up the process to
some extent.
Third, there is no guarantee that any of the pundits at any
level of the Coast Guard chain of command has any experience
comparable to the appellant. Few in the Coast Guard have ever
worked on small commercial vessels like tugs, towboats, OSVs,
small passenger vessels etc. While many are academy
graduates, their experience may not really be comparable. Most
job openings, especially at the national could never be filled by
most lower-level mariners. Out of the entire roster of Members
of Congress, it is reported that only one holds a lower-level
mariner’s license. At the latest Towing Safety Advisory
Committee meeting in St. Louis, in response to a probing
question by Captain Bill Beacom, not a single Coast Guard
appointee to the TSAC committee present at the meeting
admitted to being a “working mariner.”
Why I Believe the Appeal Process a “Fraud”
On a personal level, I have had occasion to make a
number of appeals to the Coast Guard. I will mention only
two of them that affected a number of lower-level mariners.
I have filed more recent appeals for individual mariners I
will address at another time.
On July 18, 1988, I received a letter answering an appeal
to a decision to withhold the questions and answers from the
Coast Guard’s exam question databank for merchant marine
licensing examinations from RADM A. Bruce Buran, Coast
Guard Chief of Staff.
In granting my appeal, his letter begins, “This is a
response to your letter of April 19, 1988…” – precisely three
months earlier.
I don’t quibble with three months.
However, my April letter was only the last of many appeal
letters stretching back seven years on this issue.
At the time of the appeal, this was a “hot” issue with
hundreds of mariners who had been screwed by faulty
questions or answers on various licensing examinations.
Mariners had no access to the Coast Guard’s bank of
questions and answers that went into making up their license
or MMD exam. At the same time, the Federal Aviation
Administration, an agency of the U.S. Department of
Transportation (just like the Coast Guard at the time)
published the exam questions and answers for commercial
airplane pilots. Why was the policy different for agencies
within thes same government department? We asked and
fully expected a prompt answer…and waited, and waited.
Were the Coast Guard questions on examinations given to
members of the public correct and were they appropriate for the
exam they were selected to become a part of? If you were a
mariner, you never knew until you went to the exam room, took
the exam, failed it, and then went through a final administrative
hurdle of submitting a written protest that was only valid if
submitted before you walked out of the exam room.
I drafted the “appeal” on behalf of the National Association
of Maritime Educators (NAME) informally representing many
maritime training schools. After the questions were released
and published, NAME by itself questioned 1,500 exam
questions and obtained changes and corrections in at least 750
of them.
However, the process took seven years of

perseverance and patience while the exam process ground on
for all of our mariners without the public ever being permitted a
view into the workings of the system.
I drafted another “appeal” on behalf of the American
Inland Mariners Association representing a number of
western rivers mariners who questioned the 1996 Eighth
Coast Guard District ruling that made every single pilot
endorsement on the Mississippi River system above Baton
Rouge meaningless. Hundreds of western rivers towboat
pilots had spent a great deal of their time and effort to sit for
various time-consuming “pilotage” examinations to enhance
their licenses. In effect, these endorsements were used to
enhance their personal qualifications in a tight job market
and to prove to the Coast Guard, to prospective employers,
and fellow river pilots that they were more than just
minimally qualified “towboat operators.”
It was a
manifestation of their pride, their training, and and their
interest in their job.
Suddenly, the Coast Guard changed the regulations. I
suspected that the Regional Exam Centers simply grew
weary of tying up their staff grading license exams they
really knew very little about. They combed through the
regulations and found where such licenses were not
“necessary” – and eliminated the process. All it took was a
couple of sharp Coast Guard officers, a project officer, and a
District Commander who couldn’t care less for the average
mariner to flush a hundred years of western rivers tradition
and the hard work of hundreds of conscientious mariners
down the drain. We proposed alternatives, but the Admirals
didn’t want to consider them.
The mariners with pilotage endorsement were allowed to
continue to show the pilotage on their licenses, but those
endorsements no longer had any meaning. The RECs were able
to better utilize their clerk-flunkies in processing other licenses,
and the Coast Guard slipped out from beneath a burden that
might have required that they hire a qualified, experienced
mariner familiar with the river to grade pilot exams.
Our appeal sought to determine exactly who made the
decision to eliminate the pilotage and on what basis they
made that decision. In the Spring of 2006 I received a call
from Coast Guard Headquarters asking if I was still
interested in proceeding with the appeal. I was. Several
months later I received three heavily redacted pages out of
about the dozen I wanted that successfully covered up the
whole decision-making process.
Several years earlier, despairing of the appeals process, I
confronted RADM Robert North, the Eighth District
Commander in 1996 and then serving as Assistant
Commandant for Marine Safety, Security, and
Environmental Protection in a question before a Towing
Safety Advisory Committee meeting in Coast Guard
Headquarters. In his reply, he shifted responsibility for this
action (that I described as above) to his junior officers. If
nothing else, the appeals process provided a cover and a
seven year cushion of time and anonymity for the Coast
Guard to continue with “business as usual.” Both of the
junior officers in question, his former Chief of Staff and his
project officer retired to cushy jobs in the marine industry.
[Comment: It appears that the entire appeal system is
bogged down. Years ago, I was told that the second appeals
was #103 on their list. If this is a correct assessment, the
Coast Guard needs to ask Congress for the funds and
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personnel to clear the backlog – or let the world know the
appeal system has become a maze with no exit point.]
As for the river pilots, there was no formal protest.
Those who complained privately were told, “Well, see, you
never needed the pilotage endorsement anyway.” Their
time, effort, time spent in learning the river so well that they
could “draw it from scratch” was wasted and then derided.
The most experienced mariners were made to look like fools
in comparison to others who only had done the minimum the
Coast Guard required of them. The legend that the Coast
Guard knows very little about the rivers they are supposed to
superintend has a very concrete basis in fact.
This demotion of our most experienced river pilots played
an unspoken role in the Pilots Agree strike of 1998 that almost
shut down the river industry. It became part of the
overwhelming dissatisfaction and malaise that grips the industry
today – except that it is no longer just the river industry. Very
few lower-level mariners recommend work on the water to their
friends or their relatives for this and many other reasons. The
Coast Guard’s cavalier treatment of merchant marine personnel
in their Regional Examination Centers is one of the first things
that plays a large role in this story.
However, a large number of mariners, especially those
serving on inland waters and on vessels under 100 gross
register tons offshore never pass through the RECs and are
truly the “forgotten” mariners (although probably not for
much longer if the TWIC program goes into effect to bilk
each of them of $139 and subject them to the scrutiny of the
Transportation Security Administration).
Reorganizing the National Maritime Center
[Source: The gobbeldygoop that follows is a portion of a
notice announcing a technical amendment that appeared in
the August 21, 2006 Federal Register on p. 48480 and is
part of Docket # USCG-2006-25535 effective Sept. 20. It is
not supposed to have any direct impact on the public]
Summary
This technical amendment authorizes the Commanding
Officer, National Maritime Center, to perform certain mariner
credentialing functions in addition to Officers in Charge,
Marine Inspection, who currently perform those functions. At
the end of a transitional period, most credentialing functions
will be consolidated at a centralized location. The amendment
also makes technical changes to the mariner credentialing
appellate process. This rule is organizational in nature and
will have no substantive effect on the regulated public. The
amendment also will have no effect on any other Coast Guard
regulatory projects or policy initiatives.
If you have questions on this rule, call Gerald Miante,
Project Manager, Maritime Personnel Qualifications Division
(G-PSO-1), U.S. Coast Guard, telephone 202-372-1407.
Background and Purpose
Mariner credentialing functions are currently performed
at the Regional Examination Centers (RECs). The Coast
Guard is authorizing the Commanding Officer, National
Maritime Center (NMC) to perform these functions in
addition to the Officers in Charge, Marine Inspection
(OCMIs).
This is the first step in an incremental
restructuring and centralization plan that will eventually
streamline the RECs and bring them under the authority of
the NMC. During implementation of this plan, some REC

credentialing functions will be gradually transferred to the
NMC, and some OCMIs will continue to have authority to
issue credentials.
When the restructuring and centralization is complete(1),
the Coast Guard will notify the public in the Federal
Register that the NMC will make decisions on applications
and authorize the issuance of mariner credentials. The NMC
will also be the central location for mariner records and a
processing point for associated fees. RECs will remain
open(2) and continue to assist mariners to complete
applications, take fingerprints, verify mariners' citizenship
and identities, administer examinations, administer oaths,
and conduct oversight for approved courses. [(1)Plans call
for the Martinsburg, WV, facility to be operational by Fall
2007. (2)Saving their government jobs is the name of the
game. But, who represents the mariner in the Coast
Guard’s personnel system?
We need an effective
ombudsman to stand up for mariner interests. The system is
far too complex for our mariners to deal with.]
These future changes are designed to improve service to
mariners and address national security concerns.(1) The
restructuring and centralization will:
•Enhance security by implementing consolidated system
controls for the credentialing process;
•Improve the consistency of information, procedures, and
mariner evaluations; and
•Improve program efficiencies and customer service
through economies of scale and increased use of
technology.
[(1)It’s sad, whenever we hear of these changes it is “to
improve service to our mariners.” We know the tune,
having heard it often enough in the past.]
Some of the Changed Regulations
46 CFR §1.01-15
Organization; Districts; National
Maritime Center.
(c) The Commanding Officer of the National Maritime
Center(1) has been designated and delegated to give direction to
Coast Guard activities relating to marine safety functions
consisting of the licensing, credentialing, certificating, shipment
and discharge of seamen; referring to the processing of
Regional Examination Center (REC) or cognizant OCMI
violations of law, negligence, misconduct, unskillfulness,
incompetence or misbehavior of persons applying for or
holding merchant mariner's documents, licenses, certificates or
credentials issued by the Coast Guard; suspension or
withdrawal of course approvals; and recommending possible
suspension or revocation under 46 U.S. Code Chapter 77 of
licenses, credentials, certificates and merchant mariner's
documents. Applicants for merchant mariner's documents,
licenses, certificates or credentials may apply to the Coast
Guard National Maritime Center or any of the Regional
Examination Centers. Applicants may contact the National
Maritime Center at 4200 Wilson Boulevard, Suite 630,
Arlington, Virginia 22203-1804, or by telephone at 202-4931002. A list of Regional Examination Locations is available
through the Coast Guard Web site at http://www.uscg.mil.
The current Commanding Officer of the National
Maritime Center, who held this position for several years,
appears to have an excellent grasp on the issues and the
ability to carry out the planned reorganization program.
However, the Coast Guard has a number of chronic

Newsletter 20

problems that it must overcome at the highest level, namely:
•The Commanding Officer of the NMC holds the careers
of at least 204,000 licensed and credentialed merchant
mariners in his hands. He needs to hold the rank of Rear
Admiral or at least comparable rank as a civilian
executive. Otherwise, whoever holds this position lacks
the “clout” to move the program forward and correct
errors before they destroy what remains of the system.
•Merchant Marine Personnel never has been a job that most
Coast Guard officers envy. In the past 35 years, only one
officer I recall, ever achieved flag rank after serving as the
head of the NMC or its predecessor G-MVP. That was
RADM George Naccara, and he stayed in the position long
enough to learn and appreciate the issues. In fact, it is a
god-awful, thankless, unrewarding dead-end job, even for a
person like the current officer who has done an
FALL 2006 MERPAC MEETING
By Captain Bill West
[GCMA member Captain Bill West attended the Fall
meeting of the Merchant Marine Personnel Advisory
Committee at MITAGS in Linthicum Heights, Maryland on
September 13-14, 2006 as a member of the public. His
report on the meeting follows.]
I will start with what strikes me as the most grievous
subject covered at the meeting. Captain French, M.D., gave
a presentation on the new medical process and centralization
of the National Maritime Center. While the centralization
sounds good, Captain French admitted that about 10% of
the mariners currently on "medical waivers" would lose
their licenses and that many more mariners would
require medical waivers who now do not have them.
In my mind, an even bigger threat is the "medical
advisory committee" that will be made up of physicians and
a few mariners. This is very scary and apparently is aimed
at cutting down on the number of mariners who sneak
through the cracks in the existing system. While he said this
was some years off, I can see some very unreasonable things
coming out of such a group.
Some discussion was also held on the expanded list of
"disqualifying conditions" and the required tests and
procedures required to obtain a "waiver.”
Many of us expressed grave concerns about the cost of
those tests to our mariners (as most would be literally “out of
pocket”) but this was dismissed with the same flippant and
childish "we do what ever we want" attitude that prevails in the
U.S. Coast Guard in its treatment of mariners. The CG-719
medical exam form will also go through some major revisions.
Mariners intending to make a career out of the merchant
marine, considering the stress, poor diet, long hours,
fragmented sleep etc. may wonder how they will survive
until age 65, or possibly 67 or 68 considering the cost of
Medicare, without some form of retirement or disability.
This is a problem that every mariner needs to consider now.
The Coast Guard does not intend to take any responsibility –
leaving that to the industry to pick up. But how many nonunion “lower-level” mariners have disability or retirement?
Mariners also must keep in mind that the current scheme is
for civilian contractors to take over a lot of this process, and we
all know about what we can expect from the lowest bidder.
The TWIC is moving ahead at mach speed and will soon
he implemented without the card reading equipment. There
again, common sense, the out-of-pocket cost, down-time and

exceptionally good job trying to oversee the sorry collection
of misfits that civil service rules allowed to populate many
of the local RECs. Unfortunately, we learned that he will
retire next Spring. If this takes place, I have no confidence
in the Coast Guard’s ability to find a suitable replacement.
Even so, the move to the boondocks of West Virginia seems
to be politically inspired and recalls the late 1980s when
personnel issues were divided between Oklahoma City and
Headquarters in Washington.
• The current system is broken and dysfunctional and may
already be beyond the point of repair. The Coast Guard
needs to “back off,” look at personnel issues (like the
real reasons behind crew shortages and providing for
mariner training) instead of continuing to aggravate the
system with new irritants like TWIC and the new
medical NVIC.
lost wages were totally ignored.
The voluntary training for unlicensed deck and engine
personnel was tabled until the TSAC regulations come out.
There was a lot of confusion and considerable conversation
about any recommendations becoming de facto regulations,
as the Coast Guard does now. I do feel that the absence of
Chief Engineer Glenn Pigott (on a marine salvage job
recovering the lost tug VALOUR off the Carolina coast) and
my inexperience in these proceedings may have contributed
to this being less a less productive session as Task Statement
#55 was tabled until next time.
On another front the task force on recommendations for
the redesign of Merchant Mariner Credentials unanimously
recommended using a booklet similar to the current U.S.
Passport. The key here is the ease of upgrade, literally just a
paste in, and the "sensitive information" being encoded in
the back and not open for public display.
GCMA and MERPAC member Father Sinclair Oubre
attempted to make some headway for shore leave for
merchant mariners.
Because of the current security
regulations, many foreign seamen are deprived of shore
leave, union visits, clergy visits and in at least one case
deprived of medical treatment. We must keep in mind this is
totally against international law and completely barbaric.
A presentation was given about the upcoming STCW
review. Concerns were expressed about the mess and
confusion about implementing the STCW-95 convention.
Again, these concerns were totally ignored.
On what I consider to be a positive note the Martinsburg,
WV, facility is now processing a limited amount of applications
for the New Orleans REC. They are in a temporary facility
with minimal staff but it is making progress.
The transfer of all-licensing issue and evaluation processes
(including medical) will commence next year and is slated to be
complete in 2008. This will progress at the rate of three (3)
RECs at a time leaving only a skeletal "store front" to do
fingerprinting and to pick-up or drop-off forms. A 1-800
number, internet and e-mail progress check. supposedly will be
set up to check on individual application packages.
On another positive note the Coast Guard Auxiliary is
assisting with fingerprinting in many areas of the country.
This is supposed to help with the workload and prevent
some mariners from having to drive great distances simply
to be fingerprinted.
This is not all that took place at the meeting, of course,
but only what I thought were the highlights.
[GCMA Comment: We are indebted to Captain Bill
West for taking time off work to attend to Association
business and to report on this meeting.]
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the mariner, hence, traditional test subjects for second mate
and master were relocated into the third mate and chief mate
exams respectively.

IMPORTANT INFO FOR 500/1600 TON
LICENSE APPLICANTS
National Maritime Center Responds To
GCMA Letter on License Exam Policy
September 8, 2006
Dear Mr. Block:
This is in response to your letter of August 24, 2006, [in
Newsletter #42] in which you have expressed concern over
examination subject matter that is not listed in 46 CFR Table
10.910-2, License Codes, yet has appeared on the Master,
Oceans, 500/1600 Tons examination that was administered to a
mariner you are in correspondence with regarding this matter.
The mariner contacted Mr. Robert Kenney, Deck
Examination Team Leader, to ask about the subjects he
would be tested by the Master, Oceans, 500 Ton
examination. He claimed that he had heard there were topics
on the examination not specifically stated in Table 10.910-2.
Mr. Kenney explained that the discrepancies the mariner
may have been "hearing about" were related to the Master
500/1600 Ton, Near Coastal examination. He reminded the
mariner that since he was sitting for an Oceans endorsement
he would be required to know
• Estimated Time of Arrival,
• Determination of Compass Error by Azimuth (Sun Only)
• and, Amplitude(Sun Only).
These three topics are earmarked in Column #3 of Table
10.910-2 with a "1" to indicate "For ocean routes only."
Mr. Kenney does not recall talking to the mariner about any
topics or subjects that would include Sailings, but believes
instead that he and the mariner had been discussing
Estimated Time of Arrival which is within that group under
Ocean Track Plotting.
Two topics not covered in Column #3 are
• Speed by RPM and
• Fuel Conservation
Mr. Kenney recalls having related to the mariner that
although these topics were not specified in Table 10.910-2, they
are required by the incorporation of STCW Table A-II/2,
Specification of minimum standard of competence for masters
and chief mates on ships of 500 gross tonnage or more, in
determining professional competence of seafarers. In Table AII/2 under the Competence, Plan a voyage and conduct
navigation, although it is not explicitly stated, it can be reasonably
expected for the Master of a vessel, as part of his daily voyage
planning, to have the knowledge to calculate a vessel's fuel
consumption and distance run on an Ocean passage.
On February 1, 2002, changes to the exam format were
implemented based upon recommendations to the Coast
Guard by its Merchant Marine Personnel Advisory
Committee (MERPAC). The recommended changes in the
subject content of deck licenses were implemented to
comply with the requirements of STCW. Accordingly, Deck
Officers are now required to qualify for an STCW
Certificate at the "operational level" or "management level"
for near coastal and ocean operations in addition to the
relevant U.S. license. Under the examination scheme as of
February 1, 2002, a mariner, for example, may upgrade their
third mate license to a second mate license based solely
upon sea service, and without further examination. In a
similar manner, a candidate having successfully tested for a
chief mate license may obtain their Master's license based on
service only. Therefore, it was determined that a more
comprehensive examination was required to adequately test

[GCMA Comment: By this time, the Coast Guard as well as
MERPAC should understand that there are very few “lowerlevel” mariners interested in obtaining “upper-level” third or
second mate licenses. Consequently, comparison with upper
level licenses is meaningless to most of our mariners.]
You may relay to your organization's members that the
following topics may appear on their Master, Near Coastal,
500/1600 Ton examination:
• Determination of Compass Error by Azimuth (Sun Only)
•Amplitude (Sun Only)
• Estimated Time of Arrival
• Speed by RPM
• and Fuel Conservation.
Applicants for Master 500/1600, Near Coastal are
required to satisfy the competency requirements in the
STCW Code, Table A-II/2, Specification of minimum
standard of competence for masters and chief mates on ships
of 500 gross tonnage or more.
Listed under the
Competence, Determine and allow for compass errors, in
Table A-II/2, the candidate needs to demonstrate the "ability
to determine and allow for errors of the magnetic and
gyrocompasses." According to 46 CFR §10.103, Near
Coastal is defined as "ocean waters not more than 200 miles
offshore." Therefore, it is expected that the Master of a
vessel that can travel up to 200 miles offshore is able to
ascertain gyro error through an azimuth or amplitude of the
sun in the absence of any terrestrial objects. [GCMA
Comment: Use GPS or even Loran-C; it’s more accurate
than celestial navigation.]
Under the competence, Plan a voyage and conduct
navigation, one of the criteria used to evaluate competence is
through the calculation of positions, courses, distances and
time. This is satisfied through estimated time of arrival
problems on the license examination. The supporting
statement for Speed by RPM and Fuel Conservation has
been discussed above and includes vessels that have the
ability to travel up to 200 miles offshore.
Although we are aware that Table 10.910-2 may not at
this time definitively present the topics as discussed, these
examinations have been administered to the public for more
than four years, yet without our knowledge or other report of
"hardship and unwarranted and unexpected expenses" to
your members or other candidates who have taken these
examinations during this time frame.
[GCMA Comment: Is it fair just because the Coast
Guard got away with it for the past four years? At what
cost in wasted time and failed examinations to individual
mariners?]
We have been actively working on updating Table
10.910-2 to present more detailed information that reflect the
requirements of the STCW Code. Accordingly, the exams
have been thoroughly reviewed and we are satisfied that they
meet the requirements of the STCW competencies. In order
for the U.S. to continue to remain in compliance with STCW
it is necessary for the exams to remain in effect as they have
during the past four years. If you have any additional
questions, please contact Mr. Robert Kenney at 202-4936797 or Robert.F.Kenney uscg.mil.
s/PERRY A. STUTMAN, Chief, Examination and Course
Approval Branch, U.S. Coast Guard, By direction.
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PLEASURE BOAT COLLIDES WITH TOW
WITH ONE FATALITY
[Source: Misle Activity #2409334; Misle Case #233679.
MSO New Orleans. GCMA File #M-573]
On May 28, 2005 at 10:45, the 50-foot towboat LEAH
CENAC was westbound on Bayou Norman turning
northbound into the Barataria Waterway pushing one tank
barge ahead when a collision occurred with a small pleasure
craft.
The pleasure craft hit the front of the barge causing five
persons on board to be thrown into the water who
subsequently were picked up by a nearby pleasure boat.
Two passengers sustained minor injuries and were released
within 24 hours. However, one 12-year old passenger died
from injuries including multiple skull fractures and rib
fractures sustained during the collision with the barge. He
was not wearing a life jacket, and his body was discovered
two days after the accident. Other nearby boaters came to
the assistance of the people in the water, entering the water
themselves, and even diving in a futile attempt to find the
missing youngster. At least three people and possibly all
five people in the damaged pleasure boat also were not
wearing PFDs.
The pleasure boat, valued at about $18,000 was a total
loss while the barge only sustained minor scratches. Drug

PUTTING OUT THE TRASH
By Capt. Richard A. Block
While GCMA often focuses upon how difficult it is to
obtain and renew a license and attacks the roadblocks the
Federal bureaucrats put in our way, it is almost as difficult
an exercise for the same bureaucrats to take a license away
from a mariner. There are some times when we wonder why
this is the case. Is it to protect the mariner and his rights?
Or is it just to make more work for the bureaucrats to shuffle
papers across their desks and justify their paychecks?
Case in point. Captain ¢ is a mariner who is on the fifth
issue of a 100-ton near-coastal Master’s license. He was
serving as the Master of a 43-foot aluminum crewboat that
ran aground on a marshy island near Port Fourchon, LA, at
full speed, in broad daylight, and in clear weather. The boat
left the waterway and slid up on the island until the stern of
the boat was 6 to 8 feet away from the water. A spectacular
color photograph showed the boat up in the marsh grass
completely out of the water.
A passing fishing boat witnessed the accident and called
the Harbor Police. The police patrol boat rescued the
Master, who was the only person on the boat, and took him
to his Company dispatcher’s office in Port Fourchon. The
police officer told him to wait at the dispatcher’s office –
something Captain ¢ decided not to do.
The dispatcher notified the boat owner who then left to
drive to Port Fourchon. In the meantime, Captain ¢ asked
to borrow the dispatcher’s truck to go to the store –
reportedly a three-minute drive. He never returned from the
store and never returned the vehicle to the dispatcher.

and alcohol tests were performed on the towboat crew and
the deceased passenger with apparently negative results.
The apparent cause of the collision was an operator error
by the operator of the pleasure boat who allowed his four
grandchildren to sit on the bow of the boat, failed to
maintain a proper lookout that prevented him from seeing
the towboat and barge turning into the channel. The towboat
crew noted that three passengers on the pleasure boat were
signaling the operator of the outboard to turn away from the
approaching tow. When the Master of the towboat noticed
the risk of collision existed, he went full astern to slow his
vessel and was making 4 mph at the time of the collision.
One witness on a pleasure boat that witnessed the accident
observed the boat strike the barge at a speed he estimated to
be between 35 and 45 mph.
[GCMA Comment: Most automobile drivers do not
allow passengers to ride on the hood of their car even
though the view and access to the fresh air are
unimpaired. However, you need to obtain a license and
pass a road test before you are allowed to drive a car but
not a recreational vessel in most states.]
[GCMA Comment: Since recreational and commercial
craft share today’s increasingly congested waterways, we
believe Congress should encourage each state to mandate
recreational boating safety courses such as those
currently offered by the U.S. Coast Guard Auxiliary.]
Stolen Truck
An hour or so later, the dispatcher became concerned
about his truck and called the Harbor Police. About five
hours later, a friend of the dispatcher called and reported the
dispatcher’s truck was parked at a bar about 10 miles up the
road in Golden Meadow. The local police were called, but
when they arrived, the truck was not there.
Several days later, Captain ¢ called his company office
and demanded his paycheck. By that time, the truck was
reported stolen and a Judge in Terrebonne Parish issued an
arrest warrant. The Sheriff arrested Captain ¢ when he
went to the company office to pick up his paycheck – not in
the stolen truck but with a “friend” who drove him in
another vehicle. The stolen truck was recovered with drug
paraphernalia found inside.
Of Interest to the Coast Guard
Several years ago, GCMA representing concerned
mariners, asked to be notified of every hearing before an
Administrative Law Judge held in the Morgan City zone.
Since then, GCMA members attended hearings in their
Morgan City hearing room as well as cases presented in
Federal Court in Houma and in Lafayette, LA. We reported
on a number of these cases in this newsletter – the good, the
bad, and the ugly.
The Coast Guard Marine Safety Unit in Morgan City
investigated the matter and prepared a case against Captain ¢ .
Captain ¢ as master of the vessel, failed to report the accident
to the Coast Guard either immediately over the radio or by
telephone as required by 46 CFR 4.05-1(a) or in writing within
5 working days as required by 46 CFR 4.05-10(a). Nor did
Captain
¢
make
himself
available
for
drug
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or alcohol testing after the accident. Although the police officer
said Captain ¢ did not appear to be intoxicated at the time.
Later, one empty and one partially-filled bottle of vodka were
found on the boat and were later presented as evidence.
Expedited Hearing
46 U.S. Code §7702(d)(1) states: “The Secretary may
temporarily, not for more than 45 days, suspend and take
possession of the license…or merchant mariner’s document
held by an individual if (A) that individual performs a safety
sensitive function on a vessel as determined by the
Secretary; and (B) there is probable cause to believe that the
individual – (i) has, while acting under the authority of that
license, certificate, or document, performed the safety
sensitive function in violation of law or federal regulation
regarding use of alcohol or a dangerous drug; (ii) has been
convicted of an offense that would prevent the issuance or
renewal of the license, certificate, or document; (iii) within
the 3-year period preceding the initiation of a suspension
proceeding, has been convicted of an offense described in
section 30304(a)(3)(A) or (B) of Title 49: or (iv) is a security
risk that poses a threat to the safety or security of a vessel or
a public or commercial structure located within or adjacent
to the marine environment.
46 U.S. Code §7702(d) goes on to state in subsection (2)
“If a license, certificate, or document is temporarily
suspended under this section, an expedited hearing under
subsection (a) of this section shall be held within 30 days
after the temporary suspension.
Here Comes The Judge
Administrative Law Judge Peter Fitzpatrick flew down
from Norfolk, Virginia, to hear the case. The judge was
prepared to conduct the “expedited hearing” as provided for
by law, the witnesses were assembled, the hearing room
prepared, and the date of the hearing was set with the
cooperation of the “respondent,” Captain ¢ . Captain ¢ was
fully informed as to what was expected of him.
After hearing both witnesses, the judge opened and
sniffed the partially empty vodka bottle. He then accepted
the vodka bottles as evidence that Captain ¢ had violated
written Company policy by allowing alcohol on his vessel,
but he did not accept it as evidence that Captain ¢ was
intoxicated at the time of the accident. The lesson here, as
repeated in other cases we have attended, is that a mariner
can be punished for violating Company rules established by
his employer – i.e., “Misconduct” as per 46 CFR §5.27. Pay
attention as you read the company rule book!
Other Charges and Evidence
In order to “temporarily suspend” Captain ¢ ’s license, a
pair of empty vodka bottles was not enough. The Coast
Guard had to delve into Captain ¢ ’s past record to satisfy 46
U.S. Code §7707. In doing so, they discovered an
impressive rap sheet and evidence of manipulating the
system in the past that led to other charges detailed below:
• Violation: 46 CFR §5.27 – Misconduct for failing to
declare all convictions on his latest license application.
• Violation: 46 CFR §5.35 – Previous conviction for a
dangerous drug law violation, use of, or addiction to the
use of dangerous drugs.
• Violation: 49 CFR §40.261 – refusal to test. Leaving the
scene of an accident to evade a drug test is just one of a

number of examples of “refusal to test.”
• Conviction: A 2001 conviction for possession of drug
paraphernalia in St. Mary Parish, LA. He received a six
month suspended sentence on one-year’s probation, a
$350 fine, 10 days of community service from
Louisiana’s 17th Judicial District Court.
• Conviction in Galveston, TX, for theft of property.
• Conviction in Houston for theft of services over $20 and
less than $500, and unlawfully fleeing a police officer
with 45-days incarceration in the Harris County jail.
• A driver’s license suspended for one year.
• A previous drug conviction and “Sweeney” cure after
which his license was returned to him. Although the
Coast Guard will give you a “second chance,”
apparently, they allowed him to go through “rehab”
twice and returned his license to him twice – which is
unusual. We believe the REC was criticized for letting
Captain ¢ put this over on them.
• Grand jury indictment and conviction for a threat to commit
murder and to interrupt public transportation services
resulted in one year’s incarceration in Harris County, TX.
No Show
Captain ¢ did not show up for his hearing before Judge
Fitzpatrick although he promised to do so. However, the harbor
police officer and a representative of the boat owner showed up
in person. This presented a problem for the judge who called a
15-minute recess after learning that the investigating officer had
spoken with Captain ¢ earlier in the morning and he assured
her he would be at the hearing. We heard a comment that
Captain ¢ reportedly said that he would bring Jesus with him,
but He apparently declined the invitation as well.
Administrative law hearings are limited in their scope –
in this case limited to suspending or revoking a mariner’s
license. In order to do this, the conduct of these hearings is
structured to put as little burden as possible on mariners as
well as upon witnesses. In this case, the witnesses appeared
in the courtroom and were heard in their entirety, with
questioning by both the Coast Guard and the judge as
appropriate. The entire hearing was “on the record” and was
recorded electronically by a certified court reporter. In cases
like this, telephonic testimony is also permitted.
According to 46 CFR §5.569, the investigating officer
and the respondent may suggest an appropriate order and
present arguments in support of their suggestions during the
presentation of aggravating or mitigating evidence.
The Coast Guard recommendation was that Captain ¢ ’s
license be revoked and offered “aggravating” evidence,
some of which is listed above. Since Captain ¢ was not
present, he was unable to offer any “mitigating” evidence.
Thereupon, Judge Fitzpatrick issued his decision and order
revoking Captain ¢ ’s license.
Decision and Order
The Judge issued his order verbally, but he must also
provide a complete written opinion. If Mr. ¢ decides to hire
an attorney, he can appeal that decision within 30 days.
Judge Fitzpatrick noted that Captain ¢ had one of the
longest rap sheets he had ever seen. He pointed out the
recidivist (i.e., repeat) nature of ¢ ’s offenses.
However, Judge Fitzpatrick also questioned why the
Coast Guard allowed a crewboat to operate with only a crew
of only one man but didn’t push this line of questioning very
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hard. This is a very basic question that GCMA considers the
Coast Guard consider, not only for small crewboats but also
for small towing vessels. In fact, GCMA has argued such a
case involving a local towing company with the
Investigations Office at MSO Morgan City for over three
years – finally deciding we could do nothing more than
place the offending company on our own “Brown List.” We
temporarily accept this as a sad substitute for allowing a
company to continue 12-hour rule violations until we
succeed in introducing new towing vessel inspection
regulations – that we are working on.
The judge accepted the Coast Guard’s evidence “in
aggravation” of the offense and stated that Captain ¢ was a
danger to life and property at sea. He decried Captain ¢ ’s
“scofflaw attitude” and said that a person of such character should
never have been placed in charge of a vessel. He concluded by
saying that this was “an absolutely terrible record.”
As observers, GCMA can only watch and wonder.
Captain ¢ apparently mentioned to the harbor police officer
that he must have fallen asleep and that the drilling rig he
was running the boat for was driving him 20 hours a day. In
the recess, we questioned the Coast Guard investigating
officer who stated that the rig had hired two crewboats so it
was covered for 24-hour service and that the vessel logs did
not substantiate Captain ¢ ’s unsupported allegation. While
we could request copies of the logs under FOIA, we were so
disgusted with the testimony and evidence presented in open
court that we declined to do so. Testimony from the vessel
owner could not explain what his crewboat was even doing
in the area where it ran aground.
Drugs, Alcohol and Responsibility
Over the years, we have seen Coast Guard “approved”
license preparation classes emphasize many subjects from
the rules of the road to piloting. One of the subjects that the
exams do not cover is the regulations that cover alcohol and
dangerous drugs. Nevertheless, every mariner must take
pre-employment, random, and post-accident drug tests
throughout his or her career.
These tests, or more
accurately, the refusal to take a drug test, as well as attempts

NEW & REVISED GCMA REPORTS
GCMA continues to publish, revise, and consolidate our
list of GCMA Research Reports. In Newsletter #42 we gave
you a sneak peak at GCMA Report #R-429.
GCMA Report #R-429
This report, titled GCMA Reports to Congress: How
Coast Guard “Investigations: Adversely Affect Lower-Level
Mariners, was released on August 26, 2006 and immediately
mailed to 100 U.S. Senators and Representatives as well as
to the Department of Homeland Security. It accompanies
two earlier Coast Guard reports on “Investigations” (#R429-A and #R-429-B that webmaster Captain J. David
Miller previously posted on our website. Investigations look
quite different as seen through the eyes of our mariners than
they do from the Coast Guard. This report shows the
difference in perspective.
GCMA Report #R-429-C

to adulterate these tests are behind many lost licenses. In
fact, the system became so clogged with drug cases in the
mid-1990s that the “Sweeney” cure was invented to relieve
the administrative burden. Congress recently put its foot
down and specifically authorized the “expedited” hearings
mentioned above.
[GCMA Comment: We recommend that the Coast
Guard require all mariners to read, understand, to the
point where they can take and pass an open book test
covering the most important features of existing drug
and alcohol regulations in 33 CFR Part 95, 46 CFR Part
16 and 49 CFR Part 40.]
The same license prep classes tend to gloss over the issue
of responsibility in their rush to cover other subjects.
[GCMA Comment:
We recommend the National
Maritime Center require “approved” license preparation
courses set aside additional instructional time devoted to
detailing the responsibilities of a Coast Guard-licensed
officer at any level of command.]
Operating a 43-foot crewboat involves at least the same
and perhaps more responsibility than operating a motor
coach that carries the same number of passengers. It is not
just the ability to operate the boat or the value of the boat,
but also the human value of the lives of each passenger and
crewmember – a figure that the government believes the
public is willing to spend to avert the loss of one human life.
That figure currently is calculated to be $2,700,000 and has
appeared in a number of Coast Guard rulemaking projects.
Perhaps we are being selfish if we highlight lost
and injured “crewmembers” but GCMA has felt the pain
through talking with the parents, wives, and brothers and
sisters of mariners lost or seriously injured through
preventable accidents over the years. We do not need to
count Captain ¢ as one of us. We are glad that the Coast
Guard “put out the trash,” cleaned house for us, and rid our
ranks of this deplorable character.
This report titled Coast Guard Marine Casualty
Investigations, and released on July 17th is in reply to a
GCMA Freedom of Information Act request to furnish the
documents that describe various types of investigations that
are conducted on accidents and personnel injuries including,
among other things, definitions of the terms “informal
investigation:, and “data collection activity.” This report
summarized some of the things we learned.
GCMA Report #R-429-D
Issued on October 8th, this report, titled Coast Guard
Investigations: Buzzards Bay Tank Barge Grounding and Oil
Spill, April 27, 2003 includes several articles previously
published in the GCMA Newsletter and excerpts from the
aborted Coast Guard accident investigation and a summary
of the case developed by the United States Attorney.
Unfortunately, the Coast Guard appeared to surrender its
quest for answers that would have been useful in preventing
future accidents (e.g., the type of training the Mate received,
whether he was appropriately licensed to operate in the
Regulated Navigation Area, and licensing’s effect on
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“hours-of-service” regulations) of this nature so that the
Department of Justice could crucify the Mate and put him in
jail. After the successful “kill” (i.e., not referring to the 450
oiled and deceased seabirds who perished as a result of the
Mate’s carelessness), the Coast Guard administratively
suspended the Mate’s license.
In the arena of public opinion and the media, the
gladiators receive much more acclaim with a high profile
“criminal” case than they would experience with a tepid case
decided under Administrative Law regulations. One word to
all our lower-level mariners – BEWARE!
GCMA Report #R-432
Released on August 15th, this report is titled Coast Guard
Inspection SNAFU Leaves Four Dead and Many Injured and
Hundreds of Boat Owners Affected.
This is the story of the small passenger vessel, M/V
LADY D, a pontoon boat carrying its full load of passengers
as authorized by its Certificate of Inspection, that capsized in
Baltimore Harbor.
To the basic story previously reported in the GCMA
Newsletter GCMA added a lawsuit filed by the defendants
against the Coast Guard who, it is alleged, through its
personnel, was at fault for the accident in that the USCG’s
certification for the carrying capacity of the LADY D was
grossly overstated, resulting directly in an overloaded
condition which solely caused of significantly contributed to
cause the accident. The plaintiffs, to their detriment, relied
on the USCG’s certification.”
As litigation continues, we will continue to revise and
update this report.
GCMA Report #R-430, Revision 2
This report, formerly #R-167, was re-released on June
25th. It presents information based on a government
document that may be of interest to mariners working on
offshore supply vessels. It is as dry and uninteresting as
most NVICs and other regulatory drivel but may help
interested OSV mariners to add two and two together and
obtain answers that are neither three nor five.
GCMA Report #R-370-F
This report, titled Crew Endurance Management Systems
(CEMS), was issued on July 6th and previously was
numbered R-362.
Congress instructed the Coast Guard to complete its Crew
Endurance Management Study and reported back late last
Spring. That was important because it now leaves the door
open to the Coast Guard to regulate mariner “hours of service.”
Unfortunately, the “Good Old Boys” in industry want
their “Partners” in the Coast Guard to continue to:
•Allow 15-hour work-days for unlicensed crewmembers;
• Continue to overlook abuses of the 12-hour rules for
licensed officers;
• Not enforce the law calling for six hours of rest before
taking over a deck watch (e.g., the engineroom watch
apparently needs no rest)
• Not push for regulations guaranteeing each mariner at
least six-hours of uninterrupted sleep in any given 24hour period.
Ask yourself: If the Coast Guard “delivers” everything the
boat companies want, what further use do our mariners have for
the Coast Guard.

GCMA Report #R-433
This report #R-433, titled Towing Vessel Fatalities: GCMA
Coverage of Two Accident Reports on TSAC September 2006
Agenda, was issued September 17th. These reports containing
our coverage on the M/V WALLY ROLLER accident that saw
the death of Joseph Hulen, son of GCMA members Bill and
Lisa Hulen present concrete recommendations discussed by Bill
Hulen at a Coast Public meeting. GCMA requested that this
topic be placed on the Towing Safety Advisory Committee’s
agenda last April. TSAC is chaired by Mr. Mario Munoz, a
Vice President of the corporation that owns the M/V WALLY
ROLLER.
The second incident was on the tug M/V SWIFT that was
sunk by the 520-foot bulk carrier M/V A.V. KASTNER in the
Elk River portion of the Chesapeake and Delaware Canal. The
Coast Guard asked to add this to the TSAC agenda. GCMA
reported this fatal accident in a previous newsletter.
Unfortunately, TSAC was not prepared to discuss either
accident although GCMA was. We distributed GCMA Report
#R-433 to all the attendees at the meeting in St. Louis but
received no comments. Nevertheless, we expect the Coast
Guard to consider our formal comments even if TSAC tries to
sweep them under the rug.
GCMA Report #R-435-A
This report, titled Medical and Physical Evaluation
Guidelines for Merchant Mariner Credentials, contains our
commentary as reflected in a previous Newsletter article as well
as the recently released draft text of the Coast Guard’s NVIC
containing the 202 potentially disqualifying conditions that
confront mariners seeking new or renewed licenses, z-cards, or
certificates of registry now conveniently covered by the term
“credentials.” This subject is covered by Captain Bill West in
an article in this Newsletter. Unfortunately, some moron
printed the word

DRAFT
In huge letters across each page making the text of the
document even more difficult to read and understand.
[Notice: Many GCMA Reports are in “PDF” format on
our website and may not be accessible to all our members.
Printed copies are available to our GCMA members free
of charge. We handle other requests through our copy
service at $5.00 (min) per copy including postage. If the
report is long and not covered by $0.20 per page plus
postage, we will notify you. All funds go into the GCMA
general fund. Make checks payable to the Gulf Coast
Mariners Association.]
GCMA Report #R-428
GCMA Report #R-428, titled Report to Congress: The
Forgotten Mariners – Maritime Education & Training for
Entry-Level Deck & Engine Personnel describes how the Coast
Guard over the years neglected to count as merchant mariners
or even insure that minimal training was provided for those
“lower-level” entry-level mariners who are just starting their
careers in the maritime industry. Uncounted, among others, are
individuals who serve on thousands of small commercial
vessels under 100 gross register tons in unlicensed positions
both in inland waters and in coastwise service.
Many employers give only the most minimal orientation
and take few precautions with these new hires. They throw
them to the wolves if they are hurt or fail to perform
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satisfactorily. One offshore employer failed to report 44
injuries that were serious enough for the victims to hire
attorneys and sue their employers. When told about this
situation, the Coast Guard Captain of the Port and his
investigators barely gave the employer – a large drilling
contractor and offshore supply vessel operator – a slap on the
wrist. And, people now wonder why the industry faces a
personnel shortage!
This report, the first in a series, cites incompetent
management of merchant marine personnel as being a Coast
Guard “trademark.” and one of the causes of the shortage.
Many employers think nothing of dumping “green”
deckhands on vessels and expecting the vessel’s officers and
crew to train them “from scratch” as part of their regular duties.
In addition, they often make no distinction between duty on
deck and duty in the engineroom although the latter is fraught
with all sorts of danger for the untrained novice. When we
described the situation to MERPAC, they understood where we
were headed and approved the “task.” Although this was a
GCMA “initiative” and appears complex, we believe that it
should gain widespread support in the industry on a voluntary
(i.e., non-regulatory) basis.
In the past, in 1991 and 1995, the Coast Guard prepared
Navigation and Vessel Inspection Circulars for owners of small
passenger vessels and towing vessels to train their new-hires.
Unfortunately, these documents were always voluntary and
were generally ignored. The Coast Guard never “pushed” them
and hardly ever made inquiries about the training an individual
received following an accident or serious injury. In fact, the
Coast Guard shows very little interest in the personal injuries
mariners suffer or in the general health and welfare of most
lower-level mariners. This is why GCMA has had to approach
Congress on issues like providing safe potable water, the effect
of second-hand smoke, adequate sanitation and similar issues.
GCMA Directors Glenn L. Pigott and Richard A. Block
urged the Merchant Marine Personnel Advisory Committee
(MERPAC) to undertake the task of addressing this issue.
MERPAC accepted the “task” in Task Statement #55 that is
included as an “Enclosure” to the report. Unfortunately, at this
point MERPAC has not taken any further steps on the
“proposal” presented by GCMA and generously encouraged
and supported by Captain Ken Dawson, Marine Superintendent
of Rigdon Marine.
By preparing this report for Congress and emphasizing
the lengthy checklists covering the training we believe
unlicensed and uncertificated “lower-level” personnel must
receive, we want to dispel the notion once and for all that
any hitchhiker standing on the corner can be expected to
perform in even the most basic role as a deckhand,
deckineer, unlicensed engineer, or cook without first
receiving an adequate orientation and basic safety training.
Beyond that point, additional vocational training may be
necessary before an individual can consider obtaining a
MMD or, later, a license.
Clearly, one size does not fit all cases. Some vessels and
trades are more demanding than others. Nevertheless, we
believe that each employer needs to establish a formal training
program based on picking and choosing items from the
checklist that pertain to each vessel and the operation it engages

in. The checklists are not set in stone, and are a “work-inprogress.”
In addition to a valid training program, a “green” deckhand
or “deckineer” should be able to present his Captain with a
truthful picture of his knowledge and skills following his
orientation at the company office at the time when he boards the
vessel. If he is not qualified to sail, he should be returned to the
office.
We presented this paper at the National Offshore Safety
Advisory Committee meeting in Galveston, TX, on October
18th in preparation for distribution to Congress.
GCMA Report #R-417-A
GCMA Report #R-417-A titled Towing Safety Advisory
Committee (TSAC) and the Coast Guard Consistently Ignore
Mariner Suggestions and Initiatives is a 37-page long detailed
complaint.
GCMA is the only broadly based Association that
represents the interests of the nation’s lower-level mariners.
We were not organized as a labor union and do not represent
mariners with their employers. We are concerned about safety,
health, and welfare issues that affect our mariners and have
studied and reported on these issues for a number of years.
Our complaint, as detailed and documented in this report, is
that the Towing Safety Advisory Committee (TSAC), a Federal
advisory committee established by Congress in 1980, and its
Coast Guard advisors have never applied the principle that the
three entities – Government, Management, and Labor – have
the same equality and balance of interests that are commonly
recognized in the maritime industry throughout the world. This
equality is recognized in the major international deliberative
bodies such as the International Maritime Organization (IMO)
and the International Labour Organization (ILO).
Consequently, our mariners are treated as second-class
citizens, and our contributions to TSAC have been denigrated,
delayed, and largely ignored in the administration of this
Federal Advisory Committee.
Since we believe our written comments and suggestions
was largely overlooked and ignored by the TSAC working
groups advising TSAC and by the full TSAC committee in
advising the Coast Guard, we believe all of this written material
deserves to be considered directly by the Coast Guard
regulatory team in carrying out its current rulemaking project
dealing with the Congressional mandate to inspect towing
vessels. This explains why we took considerable time and
effort to collect the result of our work performed on behalf of
TSAC and its assigned tasks and will present it to the Coast
Guard. The Coast Guard has the sole responsibility of
determining its application to various rulemaking projects.
TSAC, as a federal advisory committee, only has the power
to “recommend” to the Coast Guard. They have made their
recommendations. GCMA can “recommend” as well to the
Coast Guard. We have just as much right as the people who
“hijacked” TSAC to have our recommendations considered by
the Coast Guard. In fact, we will insist upon it.
This report also supplements, supports, and further
documents allegations previously cited in GCMA Report
#R-417 seeking greater Congressional oversight over the
activities of TSAC.
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GCMA TAKES AIM AT OVERSIZE TOWS
ON GULF INTRACOASTAL WATERWAY
[An exchange of letters between GCMA’s Captain David C.
Whitehurst and the new Eighth District Commander, RADM
Joel Whitehead.]
Letter to Admiral Whitehead
June 18, 2006
ATTN: Rear Admiral Joel R. Whitehead
Commander, Eighth Coast Guard District
500 Poydras St., Room 1341
New Orleans LA.70130-3310
Subject: Oversize Tows on the Intracoastal Waterway.
Dear Admiral Whitehead,
I recently learned that one or more Captains of the Port
granted permission to American Commercial Barge Line
(ACBL) to transit the Morgan City–Port Allen Route and the
Gulf Intracoastal Waterway with tows consisting of eight (8)
barges configured four barges long by two barges wide.
This would mean a tow length of 800 ft. by 70 ft. plus the
length of the towboat.
As a professional mariner with over forty years
experience working on these waterways, I believe that
moving tows of this size on these waterways will have an
adverse effect on the waterway. Specifically, it will cause
the soft banks to erode at a much greater pace in the future.
Furthermore, a much more serious problem exists in that
these oversized tows pose a hazard to other waterway traffic
in meeting situations.
At present, the USCG permitted six-pack tows (600 ft.
long by 70 ft. wide) can be dangerous to other traffic in
meeting situations. There are numerous close calls on a
daily basis where tows rub together underway although
mariners make few reports because they fear Coast Guard
involvement and losing their licenses and their only source
of income. A sparking danger exists in such a situation
when these tows carry chemicals.
As I understand it, there are horsepower provisions in the
COTP order (that our Secretary requested under FOIA but
has not yet received) that permit these eight-pack (4x8) tows
to transit these waterways. I understand that the towing
vessel must have no less than three thousand horsepower
(3,000 hp). I would appreciate it if you would obtain a copy
of that order, send me a copy at your convenience, and
review it in light of this letter and enclosures.
[GCMA Comment: GCMA received and examined the
requested documents from MSU Morgan City under the
Freedom of Information Act.]
I do not know of any place on the Port Allen route where
3,000 horsepower can be fully utilized because of the depth of
the channel that is only nine to ten feet deep for the most part.
There is an especially bad bank erosion problem at Mile
44 on the Port Allen route. A road that once ran along the
banks of the canal fell into the water and residents of the
area can no longer use it. In addition, there is bank erosion
in the tow re-assembling area on the southeast bank just
south of Bayou Sorrel Lock’s long guide wall. The high
horsepower vessels are a major contributor to worsening
bank erosion along our waterways not only by digging out
the banks but also because the higher horsepower allows

greater speed leading to greater suction.
In the Gulf Intracoastal Waterway west of Harvey Locks
from mile 99.5 west to mile 350 west the depth of the
channel stays at nine to ten feet. However, in the winter
months when the north winds blow the water out the
waterway, the water becomes very shallow and tows have a
hard time moving through the silt on the bottom. In
addition, during the winter, many oversize tows become
“wind-bound” in the waterway.
The only places where a 3,000 horsepower vessel can be
fully utilized from Baton Rouge, LA to Houston, TX are for
about five miles down the deep water in the Atchafalaya
River through the three Morgan City bridges. The next
stretch lies from mile 266 west to mile 288.8 west from
Orange Cut to the West Port Arthur Bridge, a distance of
about 22.8 miles. The final stretch is from the mile 350
intersection with the Houston ship channel to the port of
Houston TX, a distance of about 35 miles to Greens Bayou.
I have to think that your COTPs did not research the
route or the dangers that a vessel with 3,000 horsepower
encounters while pushing a tow of eight loaded or the empty
barges or poses to other tows in these shallow waters. One
point in particular is near the Bayou Sorrel Pontoon Bridge
that lies between two bends that are not easy to make with a
“six-pack” to say nothing of an “eight-pack” tow. This
bridge is a state-operated pontoon bridge and can be
knocked out of service easily, thereby seriously
inconveniencing local residents in Iberville Parish.
[Enclosure #1].
[GCMA Comment: The Bayou Sorrel Pontoon Bridge on
the Port Allen Route was knocked out of commission by
a six-pack tow for a week on January 20, 2005. The
State of Louisiana had to file a lawsuit and is still
awaiting a monetary settlement from Kirby Inland
Marine for the damage that isolated a small rural
community. GCMA File M-532.]
In a meeting or passing situation, the large wheels that a
towboat of 3,000 horsepower or more turns, pull the water out
from under the other vessel’s tow, causing it to ground and
possibly break apart. Some large towboats have wheels with
diameters of between 80 and 105 inches. Many of these vessels
also use kort nozzles that direct the thrust of and/or suction of
the water. Applying excessive power leads to excessive squat
and building mud lumps that lead to “bump-and-go”
groundings referred to in D8(m) Policy Letter 02-2000.
ACBL has used towing vessels in excess of 3,000
horsepower on the Intracoastal Waterway for some time
pushing “six-pack” tows. A “six-pack” tow is manageable.
However, these vessels are like bulls in a china closet
working in the shallow water of the Gulf Intracoastal
Waterway increasing its turbidity and eroding its banks.
I am enclosing as part of GCMA Report #R-361 on
pages 7 & 8 [Enclosure #1] a recent letter that I sent to the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers addressing the erosion
problem at the Bayou Sorrel lock that threatens the integrity
of the levee system that protects the thousands of residents
who live behind those levees. I am also sending you a copy
of our Association’s report #R-340 on oversize and
overloaded tows throughout the Eighth District. [Enclosure
#2]. I believe this report contains important information you
need to know as our newly appointed District Commander.
In closing; I believe that your Captains of the Port should
limit the tow size on the Gulf Intracoastal Waterway to no
more than six 200’ x 35’ barges with cautions written into
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oversize tow permits emphasizing the judicious use of high
horsepower in light of the issue of bank erosion and
infrastructure protection.
Respectfully,
s/Capt. David Whitehurst
Master of Towing Vessels, 7th issue
Member. GCMA Board of Directors
Reply From Admiral Whitehead
October 11, 2006
Dear Captain Whitehurst:
Thank you for your letter dated June 18, 2006, expressing
concern about tow sizes on the Morgan City–Port Allen
Alternate. Route. In May 2006 Coast Guard Marine Safety
Unit (MSU) Morgan City granted American:Commercia1Barge
Lines (ACBL) permission, in accordance with 33 Code of
Federal Regu1ations (CFR) part 162.75, to conduct two transits
of tows consisting of 8 barges (4 barges long by 2 barges wide).
These transits were trial runs to determine if tows of this size
could safely navigate the Morgan City–Port Allen Alternate
route. Both transits were conducted during daylight hours,
contained no red f1ag barges, and were pushed by a line tug
with a minimum of 4,200 horsepower forward and at least
1,200 horsepower breaking. (sic) Additionally, MSU Morgan
City provided an observer during the transits through the VTS
Berwick Bay special area. Both transits were safely conducted.
Subsequently, MSU Morgan City has granted ACBL with
special permission to make additional transits of 8 barges on the
Morgan City–Port Allen alternate route.
[GCMA Comment: We believe that the Coast Guard should
have assigned an experienced observer to view the entire
transit from Baton Rouge to Houston through the ICW.]
You specifically pointed out in your letter that towing
vessels with 3,000 horsepower create excessive bank erosion,
that tows consisting of 6 barges present dangerous meeting
situations where vessel captains or pilots have not reported
marine casualties for fear of losing their licenses, and that the
towing vessels with more than 3,000 horsepower cannot be
used on the intracoastal waterway (ICW) because the channel
depth is 9-10 feet. You also expressed concern that our
Captains of the Port (COTP) were not aware of navigation
safety issues along the Morgan City–Port Allen Alternate
route and that they did not conduct sufficient research of these
issues as they related to tow sizes.
I cannot provide comment on bank erosion as it relates
to tow horsepower. This issue falls outside of our
expertise,(1) therefore, I have forwarded your letter to the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers New Orleans District for
review. I will forward to you any information received from
the Corps of Engineers on this issue. Please allow me to
address your remaining concerns.
[(1)GCMA Comment:
We believe that this candid
admission from the District Commander that identifies the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers as holding the engineering
expertise on bank erosion (and similar channel conditions)
is very significant in understanding the movement of
oversize tows through our inland waterway system. Instead
of dealing with the Coast Guard who has the power to take
away our mariners’ licenses, GCMA should deal with the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers in the matter of oversize
tows because they have the expertise in waterways
maintenance and management. All it took was for someone

in authority in the Coast Guard to admit they don’t have
the expertise in an area they always claimed they did.
Thank you, Admiral Whitehead!]
The Coast Guard has granted, on a case by case basis,
special permission for tows consisting of 6 barges to transit
the ICW. The Sector Commanders of the Eighth District
coastal zone have not brought any concerns to my attention
relating to dangerous meeting situations involving tows of 6
barges on the ICW that could result in potential marine
casualties. Additionally, Sector Commanders have not
reported any problems with lack of reporting of marine
casualties by vessel captains and pilots involving tows of 6
barges due to fear losing their licenses. I will inform the
Sector Commanders of your observations and direct them to
look for these dangerous meeting situations you described
during routine patrols and normal casualty investigations.
[GCMA Comment: We suggest that mariners that
experience problems encountering oversize tows and who
fear losing their licenses report each specific case to
GCMA. We will pass the information along to the
appropriate Coast Guard office and seek the protection
of 46 U.S. Code 3315(b) to protect your anonymity.]
The U. S. Corps of Engineers (sic) maintains a 12 foot
channel depth on the ICW which includes the Morgan City–
Port Allen alternate route. We informed the Corps of Engineers
of your channel depth figures and were assured that the Corps
periodically dredges the ICW:to a depth of 12 feet. We realize
that the project depth along the entire ICW at times varies and is
dependent on factors such as weather and environmental
conditions. It is the mariner’s responsibility to insure that
sufficient water exists to move tows on the ICW, and it is the
mariner’s responsibility to safely meet another vessel on the
ICW. This includes understanding the dynamic effects on
navigation created by a vessel’s characteristics (e.g. screw size
and type, tow dimensions).
I do not agree with your comment about our research and
knowledge of the Morgan City–Port Allen Alternate Route and
the associated navigation safety issues associated with towing
vessels. MSU Morgan City and Sector New Orleans work
closely with all companies requesting permission to travel this
route with oversize tows. It is our observation that oversize 2 x
6 barge tows routinely transit without mishap.
[GCMA Comment: Working with “companies” and
working with licensed mariners are two very different
things. Our mariners will have to live with the risks of
bad decisions like this one on a daily basis.]
Your request for a copy of Captain of the Port Morgan
City order to ACBL must be handled according to the
Freedom of Information Act therefore I cannot personally
provide you with a copy of this order. I recommend
contacting MSU Morgan City directly to check on the status
of your FOIA request.
I appreciate your letter and your concerns. My point of
contact for waterways management issues is Doug
Blakemore, Eighth Coast Guard District Prevention
Division.
Please contact him at (504) 671-2109 or
DouglasABlakemore @uscg.mil if you need further
assistance. Sincerely, s/Joel R. Whitehead, Rear Admiral,
U.S. Coast Guard, Commander, Eighth Coast Guard District
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THEY DIDN’T HAVE TO DIE!
AMERICAN MARINE TRAGEDIES
The “Lady D” and “Ethan Allen” Accidents
By Captain Ronald G. Sinn
Marine Safety Advocate
Member, U.S. Coast Guard 1964-1970
U.S. Coast Guard Master’s License (1963 to present)
RGSinn@aol.com
Congressman Frank LoBiondo and USCG Captain David
Scott are responsible for the deaths of 25 children, women,
and senior citizens in recent small passenger vessel accidents,
the LADY D, in Baltimore Harbor, March 6, 2004 and the
ETHAN ALLEN on Lake George, NY, October 2, 2005.
Deceased passengers are: Daniel Bentrem (6), Lisa Pierce (30)
and Joann Pierce (60) – mother and daughter, Corrine
Schillings (26) and Andrew Rocella (26) – an engaged couple,
Wilma Lejeune (78), Joann Monroe (74), Mary Metz (74),
Margaret Nadvornik (81) and William Nadvornik (82) –
married for 59 years, Marjorie Perry (68), Stephanie
Przybyiski (67), Ruth Renkiewicz (68), Joyce Rochowiak
(69), Louise Greenwald (78) and Navy veteran Charles
Greenwald (83) – married 35 years, Caryl Gilson (76) and
William Gilson (82) – married couple, Joyce Chapman (75),
Beverly Becker (78), Ann Beamish (79), Viola Urbaniak (89),
Francis Wrock (87). In a few seconds, their vessels capsized,
and they were under water fighting for their lives.
The safely of the 200 million members of the public who ride
on passenger vessels each year is disregarded due to the
Congressman’s blind support of the Coast Guard. As Chairman
of the Coast Guard and Maritime Transportation Subcommittee,
Congressman LoBiondo has jurisdiction over all Coast Guard
programs and activities. As quoted on his website, “We are
responsible for insuring that the Coast Guard’s needs are met,
its interests are served, and its voice is heard.”
Chairman LoBiondo’s maritime transportation regulatory
activities include state boating safety programs. He has
never held subcommittee hearings on the LADY D or
ETHAN ALLEN accidents even though two constituents
died from his own hometown of Vineland, New Jersey –Lisa
and Joann Pierce. It is obvious that the USCG does not want
public hearings and is trying to protect Capt. David Scott
and other officers from criminal prosecution by keeping the
truth from the public.
The USCG stability test done on the sister-vessel
PATRICIA P (Activity ID 2023457, 3/12/2004) showed that
three other operating sister-vessels were all unsafe and
would have overturned at the dock if all 25 passengers had
moved to one side. The USCG considered these four vessels
low priority. They were small 36-foot vessels carrying only
25 persons and operated close to shore, but did not operate
in bad weather.
The National Transportation Safety Board investigation
concluded that the original Coast Guard stability test weight
of 140 pounds for each passenger was flawed and contributed
to the accident. The average weight of the passengers on the

LADY D was 168 pounds and the ETHAN ALLEN was 176
pounds whereas the new recommendation was 185 pounds.
Even though the Government was aware of the increase in
passenger weight on January 27, 2003 neither Congressman
LoBiondo nor the Coast Guard took any action to increase the
criteria until April 26, 2006. At this time, they merely posted
a notice in the Federal Register asking passenger vessel
owners and operators for voluntary interim measures to
increase the passenger weight to 185 pounds per person. Only
20% of the Coast Guard sectors have sent letters or provided
any notification to the operators to ensure they were aware of
these measures. The States were never notified of this
dangerous increase in passenger weight until the ETHAN
ALLEN accident in October 2005. Prompt action in 2003 by
the Congressman and the Coast Guard could have saved
theses lives.
There are other examples of their disregard for public
safety including the Delaware River & Bay Authority
(DRBA) ferry vessel TWIN CAPES. The DRBA bribed the
USCG (USC 18 § 201 (b)(c)) in order to get their $27
million major conversion to the vessel to pass inspection. In
exchange the DRBA proposed a $30 million Cape May
terminal project glorifying the Coast Guard. Information
obtained through the Freedom of Information Act confirmed
that the vessel did not meet minimal Coast Guard safety
regulations including fire protection.
It is the most
dangerous large ferry in the United States and especially
vulnerable to terrorist attack. Even though Congressman
LoBiondo and Capt. David Scott were made aware of this
information (and took no action) the DRBA moved this
vessel to Philadelphia in 2000 for the Republican National
Convention.
They endangered Delegates, Senators,
Representatives, dignitaries, guests. and family members.
The guest list may have even included the President and
Vice President of the United States. Capt. David Scott also
allowed unsafe, single-hulled oil tankers with gross safety
violations to operate along the New Jersey coast, Delaware,
and Port of Philadelphia. A massive oil spill would have
jeopardized the State’s tourism, casino industry, eco-system,
beaches, commercial and recreational fishing, ruining our
State’s economy like the EXXON VALDEZ accident did to
Alaska. The EXXON VALDEZ spilled 10.92 million
gallons. Some unsafe tankers allowed passage through our
coastal waters and inland waterways could carry 20 million
gallons or more. No one should be allowed to play “Russian
Roulette” with New Jersey’s environmental treasures.
The actions of Congressman Frank LoBiondo and Capt.
David Scott proved to have failed the public by not
protecting the interests of the people they swore an oath to
protect. Their actions are nothing less that incompetent and
criminal. The public should call for the Congressman’s
resignation and prosecution of Capt. David Scott under: 46
U.S. Code Title §6301, 18 U.S. Code §1018; and failure to
perform his duties under 33 CFR 1.01-20 and 1.01-30.
[GCMA Comment: For additional information on the Lady
D accident refer to GCMA Report #R-432, Coast Guard
Inspection SNAFU Leaves Four Dead and Many Injured and
Hundreds of Boat Owners Affected.]
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SHOULDERS TO LEAN ON
GCMA is pleased to announce that Ms. Claudia
Boudreaux, a support team member and co-founder of the
group “Shoulders to Lean On” whose purpose is to support
families, friends, and loved ones of the incarcerated has
offered to help our mariners who have experience certain
problems related to their employment as merchant mariners.
Ms. Boudreaux’s affiliations include:
• Board of Directors for Louisiana CURE
• Lifetime Member of National and International CURE.
AWO HIJACKED TSAC
By Richard A. Block
[Source: This letter was submitted to the Waterways Journal
following the Towing Safety Advisory Committee meeting in
St. Louis, MO on September 20-21, 2006]
I would like to add some information to the article
Working Group Tackles Inspection Issues by Capt. David
Smith in the September 18, 2006 issue.
While the report accurately reflects the views that the
Towing Safety Advisory Committee’s (TSAC) Towing
Inspection Working Group submitted to the Coast Guard, it
disregarded the fact that at least 95% of the working group
members represented AWO member companies. Hundreds of
other towing companies known to both the Coast Guard and
Corps of Engineers did not participate in the process and their
views were not represented. The views of working mariners
submitted by our Association received no recognition.
The Gulf Coast Mariners Association report submitted
after the last working group meeting was never considered
by TSAC at the meeting in St. Louis although copies were emailed in advance to every TSAC committee member. By
hijacking TSAC itself, AWO deprived significant portions
of the towing industry – including ALL of its mariners –
adequate representation on a federal advisory committee
chartered by Congress. TSAC, through its domination by
the American Waterways Operators, consistently
stonewalled working mariners on important vessel
inspection, health, and safety issues since 2000. Our
mariners brought these issues to TSAC’s attention in GCMA
Report #R-276 posted for years on our website. However,
we also shared these same issues directly with Congress.
[GCMA Comment: Although GCMA may not be able to
travel to every TSAC working group meeting, we
actively review the reports of their deliberations and
offer comments on them. Examples of these comments
representing mariner views on a number of issues
covered by TSAC appear in GCMA Report #R-417-A.]
It is shocking that the AWO’s work-hour provisions for
all of the industry’s unlicensed personnel became part of
TSAC’s recommendation to the Coast Guard. Specifically:
“All other crewmembers on a towing vessel should be
permitted to work no more than 15 hours in any 24-hour

• Board Member and Advisor Council to Land of
Cannanites.
• Re-entry and pre-release programs director at C. Paul
Phelps Corrections.
Ms. Boudreaux is knowledgeable in the federal Work
Opportunity Credit Program, the Federal Bonding Program,
and is experienced in dealing with the Addictive Disorders
Regulatory Authority in Baton Rouge – all problems related to
maritime employment.
Our mariners can reach Ms. Boudreaux at P.O. Box 904,
Gray, LA 70359, at her home (985)876-1671 and on her cell
phone at (985) 688-3931.
period or more than 42 hours in a 72-hour period, except in
an emergency or drill.” These “other crewmembers” are all
unlicensed deckhands, engineers, deckineers, tankermen,
and cooks. Even more ominous for our mariners, is that the
TSAC working group was unwilling to consider granting an
uninterrupted 6 hours of rest to these mariners. This
degrades our mariners to “third-world” status. No wonder
the towing industry has trouble crewing its vessels. AWO
reaps what it sows.
We deplore the fact that TSAC was emboldened to
present this type of one-sided advice to the Coast Guard.
After all, TSAC is a Federal advisory committee chartered
by Congress to represent ALL segments of the towing
industry. Since our mariners wearied of playing doormat for
an industry trade association, GCMA requested Congress to
re-constitute the Towing Safety Advisory Committee to
allow fair and equitable input by working mariners.
For the mariners who attended the TSAC meeting in St.
Louis, the one bright spot were the remarks by Captain Bill
Beacom who, as a member of the audience, offered industry
a well-spoken challenge to change their ways before they
drive even more mariners out of the industry. If a
newspaper reporter had been present at the meeting, he
would surely have reported on these remarks.
What Can We Do About It?
Letter to Admiral Bone
The fact that the AWO wolf in TSAC clothing didn’t
fool Little Red Riding Hood and probably didn’t fool the
Coast Guard either, we are unwilling to see all the hard work
we put in to the towing vessel inspection project for the past
six years go down the drain. Consequently, we picked up
the pieces as quickly as possible and sent the following letter
to Admiral Craig Bone, Assistant Commandant for Marine
Safety, Security, and Environmental Protection:
October 21, 2006
Dear Admiral Bone,
The Gulf Coast Mariners Association has regularly attended
regular meetings of the Towing Safety Advisory Committee
since our Association was chartered in April 1999. However, it
has not always been possible to raise the necessary funds to
attend the extensive working group meetings at distant
locations. However, we have always tried to contribute to and
review the committee work and furnish written comments in a
timely manner before the deadlines.
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GCMA is the only broadly based Association that
represents the interests of the nation’s lower-level mariners
on tugs, towboats, offshore supply vessels, and small
passenger vessels. We were not organized as a labor union
and do not represent mariners with their employers. We are
concerned about safety, health, and welfare issues that affect
our mariners and have studied and reported on these issues
for a number of years.
I enclose a copy of GCMA Report #R-417-A titled
Towing Safety Advisory Committee (TSAC) and the Coast
Guard Consistently Ignore Mariner Suggestions and
Initiatives, which, unfortunately must take the form of a
lengthy complaint.
The basis of our complaint is that the Towing Safety
Advisory Committee (TSAC), a Federal advisory committee
established by Congress in 1980, and its Coast Guard
advisors have never applied the principle that the three
entities – Government, Management, and Labor – have the
same equality and balance of interests that commonly are
recognized in the maritime industry throughout the world.
The major international deliberative bodies such as the
International Maritime Organization (IMO) and the
International Labour Organization (ILO) actively recognize
the importance of this equality and balance. Unfortunately,
it appears that the AWO hijacked the TSAC working group
on towing vessel inspection to pursue their own agenda.
Consequently, our mariners while treated pleasantly and
civilly nevertheless were treated as second-class citizens.
UPDATED GCMA “BROWN-LIST”
GCMA fields a significant number of complaints on
employment issues from lower-level mariners in as fair a manner
as possible. When a mariner gets a “raw deal” we do what little
we can to get to the bottom of the problem. However, we are not
and never have been a labor union, and we have no formal
contractual relationship with any employers.
The vast majority of our “lower-level” mariners work as
“employees at will.” Unfortunately, this means that they do
not work under a labor contract negotiated through collective
bargaining that could control their conditions of employment
and provide the machinery to resolve their grievances.
Without such a contract, most of our mariners can be fired or
demoted at any time, for any reason whatsoever whether fair
or not. There is little recourse for most of our mariners unless
such termination is clearly illegal – and only then with the
help of an attorney.
When one of our mariners is mistreated, we take the matter
very seriously. As a mariners’ Association, we keep track of
these incidents. When our mariners look for a new job, we
want them to obtain jobs with employers who respect them
and will treat them fairly. We assign companies whose names
appear in our records as having mistreated one or more of our
mariners to our “Brown List.”
Mariners must make their own decisions about their
employers. As a service to dues-paying members of GCMA
(only) we can inform you of some of the specific incidents
that led us to “Brown List” a company. Then you can decide
whether you want to learn the same lessons the hard way by
working for one of these “Brown Listed” companies. We can

Consequently, we believe our contributions to TSAC were
denigrated, diminished in value, intentionally sidetracked
and delayed, and largely ignored for a number of years in the
administration of this Federal Advisory Committee.
The purpose of TSAC is to advise the Coast Guard and
make “recommendations” on various assigned tasks. Since
we believe our written comments and suggestions were
largely overlooked and ignored by the TSAC working
groups in advising the full committee as well as by the full
TSAC committee in advising the Coast Guard, we opine that
our written material previously submitted to TSAC deserves
equal consideration directly by the Coast Guard regulatory
team in carrying out its current rulemaking project dealing
with the Congressional mandate to inspect towing vessels.
This explains why we took considerable time and effort to
collect the result of our work performed on behalf of TSAC
and its assigned tasks. In doing so, we acknowledge that the
Coast Guard has the sole responsibility of determining its
application to rulemaking projects.
TSAC delivered its report on towing vessel inspection on
September 18th.
Working as quickly as our limited
capability allows, we assembled the attached paper and ask
you to consider it in the regulatory project along with the
TSAC report.
This report also supplements, supports, and further
documents allegations previously cited in GCMA Report
#R-417 seeking greater Congressional oversight over the
activities of TSAC. s/ Richard A. Block, Sec’y, GCMA
only tell our mariners that those who fail to learn the lessons
of History (as recorded by other mariners) are destined to
repeat them!
We add Chet Morrison Contractors, Inc. of Houma, LA as
the operator of the M/V Jillian Morrison to our Brown List as a
direct result of the complaints raised in two articles appearing in
this newsletter, specifically “Unfairly Terminated: Mariner
Reports Unsafe Conditions on His Boat to GCMA” and
“Wrongfully Discharged.”
Brown Listed Companies:
? Abdon Callais Offshore.
? American River Transportation Co. (ARTCO)
? American Commercial Barge Lines (ACBL)
•BJ Services, Inc.
•Chet Morrison Contractors, Inc.
? Coastal Towing, LLC & TLC Marine Svc.
? Delta Towing.
? ENSCO.
? Five Bs Towing Inc.
? Frazier Towing
? Global Industries Offshore
? Gulf Pride Marine Service, Inc.
? Guidry Brothers/Harvey Gulf Marine
? L&M Botruc Rentals
? Maryland Marine
? Stapp Towing
?Steel City Marine Transportation, Inc.
? Tidewater Marine
? Trico
? Western Kentucky Navigation Company (WK)
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HOW SAFE IS THE TOWING INDUSTRY?
In a major revision to GCMA Report #R-351, GCMA
concludes that the towing industry is nearly as safe as the
industry trade association proclaims and not nearly as safe as
it should be.
At present, the towing industry is in the middle of a major
personnel shortage, largely of its own making but ably
assisted by Coast Guard bureaucrats who really do not
understand our “lower-level” mariners.
After reviewing the evidence, GCMA reached the
following conclusion:
[GCMA Comment: Until the Coast Guard starts to take
the reporting of personal injuries seriously and improves
the personal injury reporting system, GCMA does not
encourage mariners to seek employment in any sector of
the towing industry.]
What we do know is that the Coast Guard’s regulations on
accident reporting must become must more comprehensive
and provide for a method of recording all injuries and then
investigating the cause of the most serious injuries and follow
through on the health care that our mariners receive.
However, the first problem is the problem that the Coast
Guard has been extremely lax in its requirements regarding
the reporting of accidents. We document this issue in GCMA
Report #R-292 titled Enforcement of Existing Accident and
Injury Reporting Requirements. We suggest you read it.
GCMA believes the Coast Guard should use the same type
of reporting standards as the Department of Labor,
Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) uses.
The current use of form CG-2692 which is a combined form
reporting vessel accidents and personal injuries is a sorry
excuse for statistical reporting. In our experience with the
ENSCO case, the Coast Guard really couldn’t care less
whether companies report injuries or not and neither could the
United States Attorney in Lafayette, LA who refused to
protect our mariners.
Our report shows what we have known for a long time –
neither the Coast Guard nor many employers really give a
damn about the health and welfare of lower-level mariners.
This was one of the most vocal complaints voiced in the open
meetings of Pilots Agree in 1998. Nobody listened.
Our lower-level mariners have been dying right and left on
the nation’s 5,200 towing vessels for years right under our
noses – one at a time, here and there. Some of the deaths have
been horrible. The crushing death of ACBL deckhand Joseph
Hulen comes to mind. We brought it up at the TSAC meeting
in April and the committee put it on their agenda along with
the drowning deaths of four towboatmen in the Elk River
collision. Unfortunately, the TSAC committee was not
prepared to discuss either of these accidents at their St. Louis
meeting last month. However, GCMA was and handed out
GCMA Report #R-433 titled Towing Vessel Fatalities.
GCMA Coverage of Two Accidents on TSAC Sept. 2006
Agenda. The report contains recommendations from a “data
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collection” type of investigation that we expect both TSAC
and the Coast Guard to take notice and seriously consider.
We have seen enough death and injury in an industry that
the Coast Guard allowed to operate too long “by the seat of its
pants.” We also watch them screw our mariners who are only
trying to do the job the best they know how until many of
them are ready to pack their bags, change careers, and tell the
Coast Guard to “stuff” their licenses.
In May 1994, eight months after the Bayou Canot bridge
allision accident killed 47 people on the SUNSET LIMITED
outside Mobile, AL, the Coast Guard prepared an internal report
on towing vessel occupational safety. GCMA Report #R-351
presents that report. While the towing industry pointed with pride
to its “enviable” safety record, as the Coast Guard looked closely
into that safety record some interesting facts emerged. We
suggest concentrate on that part of the report.
After the Coast Guard released its report, certain remedial
actions were undertaken. A joint American Waterways
Operators/ U. S. Coast Guard Quality Action Team was
formed and submitted its report on December 30, 1996. We
plan to reprint this report as GCMA Report #R-351-A.
The U.S. Coast Guard Office of Investigations and
Analysis (G-MOA), a Headquarters staff office, is the keeper
of the national statistics on maritime accidents, injuries, and
crew fatalities. The only access the Gulf Coast Mariners
Association has to these statistics is by making a formal
request under the Freedom of Information Act. To obtain
anything meaningful, we must ask the right questions,
determine if the statistics we request have been collected,
compiled, and published, and then patiently wait for an
answer.
While the Coast Guard and AWO were thoughtful enough to
provide us with information on fatalities on the nation’s towing
vessels, we believe that the number of injuries on towing vessels
may be even more significant. Just how many injuries occurred
on towing vessels? We admit that we have absolutely no idea.
However, we took steps to pursue the issue.
In a recent accident reported in this Newsletter, six (6)
mariners perished while working on a tow consisting of the
towboat MISS MEGAN pushing a crane barge and a material
barge that struck a natural gas line in shallow water in West
Cote Blanche Bay, LA. While the accident is still under
investigation, we can picture the towing industry counting
only two (2) of the six (6) deaths as towing vessel related
deaths – the other four mariners that were cremated probably
will be counted as members of the construction crew on the
barge. Yes, statistics can be manipulated.
There are other fatalities and injuries, including frequent
accidents between towing vessels and recreational vessels,
that co-habit the nation’s waterways. These accidents are not
always the fault of the towing vessel, but the licensed officers
on these vessels are usually the first to have the finger of
blame pointed at them. This, in part because of one
particularly unfair investigation and punishment of a GCMA
licensed mariner reported in a previous GCMA Newsletter,
prompted us to prepare GCMA Report #R-429 titled GCMA
Report to Congress: How Coast Guard “Investigations”
Adversely Affect Lower-Level Mariners.
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Lafourche Merchant Marine
Training Services, Inc.
Offers you the courses you need!

License upgrades, radar and celestial endorsements
help you stay at the top of your career!
Let Lafourche Merchant Marine meet your training needs. Here’s a
sample of our Courses:
•500/1600 Gross Ton Master or Mate prep class
•100/200 Gross Ton Master/USCG-approved (testing done on site)
•Upgrade 100 Gross Ton Master to 200 Gross Ton Master/USCGapproved (testing done on site)
•Radar Observer/Radar renewal /USCG-STCW approved (testing done
on site)
•Able Bodied Seaman/USCG-approved (testing done on site)
•Celestial Navigation 200/500/1600/STCW Gross Ton/USCGapproved (testing done on site)
•Basic Safety Training/STCW-approved/USCG-approved (testing done
on site)
Ù The following modules are available: Elementary First Aid and
CPR, Personnel Safety and Social Responsibility.
•Visual Communications (Flashing Light)/ STCW-approved/USCGapproved (testing done on site)
•Shipboard Coordinator (Fishing Industry)/USCG-approved (testing done
on site)
•American Red Cross First Aid and CPR/USCG-approved
•Master of Towing Vessels/USCG-approved (testing done on site)
Assistance with U.S. Coast Guard paperwork $75.00 per consultation.
This service is only $30.00 for those enrolled in LMMTS courses.

CALL US AND ENROLL NOW.
LAFOURCHE MERCHANT MARINE TRAINING SERVICES, INC.
4290 Hwy 1
GCMA members get a 10%
Raceland, LA 70394
discount on courses under $500 &

PHONE: (985) 537-1222 20% discount on courses $500+
FAX: (985) 537-1225

GULF COAST MARINERS ASSOCIATION
P. O. BOX 3589
HOUMA, LA 70361-3589
PHONE: 985-879-3866
Email: info@gulfcoastmariners.org
Website: www.gulfcoastmariners.org

The Voice for Mariners
ADDRESS CORRECTION REQUESTED
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