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PROPOSED RULE CHANGES AFFECT TOWING VESSEL OFFICERS
The Coast Guard proposed a new regulation that would change the training and service requirements for persons
seeking towing licenses. The proposal appeared in the Federal Register of Sept. 17, 2007. The comment period for
this regulation closed on Dec. 17, 2007. No public hearings were held although the matter was discussed at several
meetings of the Towing Safety Advisory Committee. Our mariners have a number of complaints as to the lack of
representation of working mariners on this federal advisory committee that are summarized in our report # R417,.Rev. 1, Report to the 110th Congress: Request for Congressional Oversight on the Towing Safety Advisory
Committee.( TSAC).
The rulemaking including all public comments appears in Docket # USCG-2006-26202.
The rulemaking consists of three major items:
— Separating the expiration date of your radar observer training from the expiration date of the towing license.
GCMA supports this change because we believe it simplifies the licensing process.
— Use of industry training programs to turn out licensed mates. Industry representatives working through the Towing
Safety Advisory Committee have worked on generating some impressive looking training programs. However, the
Coast Guard employees, who “approve” these programs, often have no experience in working on towing vessels.
Further, “training” is not a substitute for experience on the job but it should be an improvement over some of the
practices we have seen conducted with new apprentice mates/steersmen over the past few years. GCMA urges
mariners to submit their comments to the docket to provide the information that belongs on the public record.
— Gives a reasonable road to advancement for mariners who have a towing license limited to 100 tons. Many of
these mariners originally sat for a 100-ton passenger vessel license because it was the only course being offered
and could be obtained with one less year of sea service than a full OUTV license. These mariners were screwed by
the licensing rule that went into effect in 2001. Most have more than overcome the one-year deficit of sea service
but have been trapped on towing vessels of 100 tons or less ever since. GCMA supports this regulatory change
because towing vessels were not built to the same 100-ton limits as passenger vessels and because it simplifies
the licensing process.
The full Coast Guard docket is available to the public on the internet at http://dms.dot.gov When you reach the
website search for “26202” Included in this docket are three petitions for rulemaking by the Kirby Corporation, Delta
Towing Co., and the Mid-America Licensing Workshop. The Towing Safety Advisory Committee (TSAC) discussed
all these petitions. GCMA participated in the TSAC discussions both in Washington and in Houston, Texas more than
two years ago and voiced our reservations about these proposals at that time. Things move very slowly in government
circles even when the industry faces a major personnel crisis.
We believe that our mariners must become much more familiar with and responsive to the rulemaking process!
If you are not a member of a labor union that effectively speaks for you, this is your only voice in how the maritime
industry is governed. For further information in explaining the process, we suggest that you read our Report #R-223,
Rev.2, What the Hell is a CFR. Starting on page 52845, you can compare changes in the “proposed” rules to the text
of the existing rules – if you happen to have a copy of those rules that appear in 46 CFR Parts 10 (licensing) and 15
(manning). If you do not “happen” to have a copy, you can find the latest edition of the Code of Federal Regulations
on the Internet on the Government Printing Office website http://gpoaccess.gov/
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These changes are intended to eliminate confusion and clarify training and service requirements. If you have
questions on this proposed rule, call Mr. Luke Harden, CG–3PSO, Coast Guard, telephone 202–372–1408.
[NMA Comment: As a Lieutenant Commander, Mr. Harden was the third and final “Project Officer” for the
towing officer licensing rulemaking project that went into effect on May 21, 2001.]
(1) Radar-Observer Endorsement
A petition for rulemaking was submitted to the Coast Guard on Mar. 10, 2005 by an industry working group called
the Mid-America Regional Examination Center Workgroup.(1) That petition identified problems associated with
placing the expiration date for the radar observer endorsement on the deck licenses for mariners operating vessels
equipped with radar. The petition, authored by a retired Coast Guard officer, was deservedly blunt in revealing the
stupidity of the existing regulation. The expiration date for the radar-observer endorsement may be different from the
expiration date of the license itself, thereby causing confusion as to the validity of the license. [(1) This is a voluntary
industry group formed outside of the Federal Advisory Committee Act. Refer to file #GCM-208]
A license is valid for a five-year period from the date it is issued by the Coast Guard. A radar-observer
endorsement is also valid for five years, but that period begins after the month of issuance of the certificate of training
from an approved course. For original licenses, unless the radar training certificate was issued the month before the
license is issued, the expiration date of the radar endorsement will be different than the expiration date of the license.
For license renewals,, existing 46 CFR 10.480(k) provided a one time opportunity for a mariner to synchronize the
expiration date of the radar endorsement with that of the license. However, for various reasons, many mariners did
not understand or take advantage of this opportunity. Even if they did, 46 CFR §10.480(k) does not account for
subsequent renewals, which might also bring the dates out of alignment again. The end result is that many licenses
have conflicting radar endorsement dates printed on them.
[NMA Comment: Several of our mariners were seriously inconvenienced by the existing rule. Even the RECs
were confused. NMA supports this change.]
Confusion results when conflicting dates appear on the license, confusion results. Moreover, licenses may need to
be prematurely renewed or reissued with the new radar observer endorsement date when the mariner obtains a new
radar training certificate. This problem can be avoided if the radar observer endorsement date is not printed on the
license.
Changing the requirement would simplify the process of issuing the license and ease the burden on the Coast
Guard, industry, and schools providing the training. However, mariners would still be required to keep their radarobserver training current, but an endorsement evidencing that training would not be printed on their licenses. While
they would still be required to hold current radar training certificates to man vessels equipped with radar, as specified
in 46 CFR §15.815, mariners would have up to 48 hours to produce a copy of their certificate upon request of the
Coast Guard or other appropriate federal agency.
Removing the requirement in for the month and year of the expiration of the radar-observer endorsement to appear
on the license, the change will eliminate the apparent early expiration of licenses when the radar-observer
endorsement expires. The proposed regulatory change would not affect the actual expiration date of either the license
or the endorsement, and would not affect the requirement that the mariner maintain a current radar training certificate.
This change would only eliminate the requirement that the Coast Guard actually print the expiration date of the
endorsement on the license.
This change would allow mariners greater flexibility in managing their training schedules, and cut out some
useless and meaningless work at the hopelessly backlogged Coast Guard RECs. Mariners would be able to submit
their licenses for renewal closer to the actual five-year expiration of the license, rather than the shorter period that
resulted from the need to renew when the radar-observer endorsement expired. A longer effective renewal
requirement is expected to reduce paperwork for both mariners and the Coast Guard. Congress is also expected to
step in on this issue as well.
The Coast Guard also proposes to require “readily available evidence” that each person holds a valid radarobserver certificate. Inspection teams, boarding parties, incident investigators, employers, and any appropriate Federal
agency representative must still be able to see proof that a mariner is currently qualified as a radar-observer. This
change would facilitate enforcement of qualification requirements while providing mariners flexibility in the way they
maintain evidence of training.
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(2) Training programs
A petition(1) submitted by Kirby Inland Marine, Inc. dated Jan. 4, 2006, and a Report of the Licensing
Implementation Working Group of the Towing Safety Advisory Committee (TSAC) dated Oct. 3, 2005, identified
difficulties with the service requirements for certification as a mate/pilot of towing vessels. [(1)These documents are
part of the docket and may be viewed in Docket #USCG-2006-26202 at www.regulations/gov]
According to Kirby and TSAC, the requirements for an apprentice mate to become a mate/pilot of towing vessels
unnecessarily restrict and dampen the use of comprehensive long-term training programs. The proposed change
would provide mariners and their employers the flexibility to use training programs, which the Coast Guard could
accept as meeting a portion of the service requirements for mate/pilot of towing vessels.
[NMA Comment: Coast Guard-approved courses and long-term training programs have been a part of the
new regulations since 2001. Kirby was the first to prepare an acceptable “approved” course. Years later the
rest of the industry worked through TSAC in public meetings to put together a “model course” that would be
available to schools and other companies.]
[NMA Comment: To understand details of any course approval, go to the National Maritime Center website
and search for the organization that offers the approved course in question.]
[NMA Comment: NMA would be more inclined to accept the validity of an “approved course” if we knew that
the people at the National Maritime Center had practical experience in the subject area they were approving
and, at the REC level, if Coast Guard personnel conducting site visits had teaching credentials as well as
practical experience in the subject areas they evaluate.]
The service requirements in 46 CFR Table 10.465–1 would be revised to permit mariners to count time
successfully spent in Coast Guard-approved training programs toward the service requirements for mate (pilot) of
towing vessels.
[NMA Comment: We ask, how much credit? We would not argue with one day’s credit for each 8-hour school
day rather than 2:1, 3:1 or even 6:1 credit.]
The proposed rule would allow applicants for a license as a mate (pilot) of towing vessels to apply time spent in
Coast Guard-approved training courses or programs toward the minimum length of service requirement. The Coast
Guard’s current regulations do not count time spent in a rigorous Coast Guard-approved towing training course
toward the minimum service time requirements. Prospective pilots that elect to take such a course forego a chance to
qualify for their licenses more quickly. The proposed changes would encourage more prospective towing vessel pilots
to enroll in a course and more towing companies and training institutions to establish them.
The Coast Guard believes that increasing the number of approved towing course graduates among towing vessel
officers could increase overall towing safety.
Recent experience indicates that a substantial number of prospective towing pilots could take advantage of the
increased flexibility. Currently the Kirby towing course is the only one approved by the Coast Guard. This course
graduates about 10 to 20 students annually, compared to an annual average of 68 original towing licenses as mates
(pilot) of towing vessels issued by the Coast Guard during 2003–05.
[NMA Comment: Our Report #R-428-D submitted to Congress in February 2007, highlights the point that the
Coast Guard drives off far more experienced mariners in one year than the Kirby program can possibly
graduate – and Kirby is the largest towing company in the inland towing industry.]
Based upon discussions at the Towing Safety Advisory Committee, the Coast Guard believes that several towing
companies would consider setting up towing courses if completion of the course could substitute for required service
time toward a towing license. The Coast Guard already allows applicants for certain engineering and deck licenses to
substitute time spent in a Coast Guard-approved training course toward service time requirements.
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(3) Alternate Progression
Delta Towing Co. seeking an alternate path to obtain a license as mate/pilot of towing vessels submitted a petition
for rulemaking dated Feb. 11, 2005. The petition recommended a path that could relieve a shortage of qualified
towing vessel personnel, as well as provide alternatives to companies that operate diverse fleets of vessels (e.g,.
offshore supply vessels (OSVs) and towing vessels). The proposed regulatory change would provide a path for a
master of steam or motor vessels of not more than 200 GRT to qualify as a mate (pilot) of towing vessels while still
demonstrating the experience and training that the regulations require. The alternate path would be available for any
holder of a master of steam or motor vessels license, of any route and of any tonnage less than 200 GRT, except for
the limited masters licenses specified in §§10.429 and 10.456 of this part (e.g., yacht club, camp, and marina launch
operators, etc.).
[NMA Comment: Captain Joel Milton discusses this in detail in his letter (below).]
This proposed rule would allow a master of steam or motor vessels to count time successfully spent in Coast
Guard-approved training programs toward the service requirements for mate/pilot of towing vessels. The master of
steam or motor vessels of not more than 200 GRT would need :
● three years of service as master(1) of steam or motor vessels less than 200 GRT, [(1)The American Waterways
Operators recommended including licensed mates as well as masters.]
● completion of a Towing Officer Assessment Record,
● completion of the towing vessel license (apprentice mate) exam, and
● 30 days of training and observation on a towing vessel on the route being sought.
The existing regulations describe only two paths to obtain a license as mate (pilot) of towing vessels. The first
proposed path requires an applicant for a license as mate/pilot of towing vessels to complete at least 30 months of
service, a Towing Officer Assessment Record (TOAR) or an approved course, and a 90-day period of training and
observation on a towing vessel on the route for which the mariner seeks approval.
The second proposed path allows individuals licensed as a mate or first-class pilot of inspected, self-propelled
vessels greater than 200 GRT to obtain a license as a mate/pilot of towing vessels on a particular route after
completing a TOAR and a 30-day period of training and observation on a towing vessel on that route.
The third proposed path would allow individuals licensed for three years or longer as a master of steam or motor
vessels not more than 200 GRT, including individuals licensed as a master of steam or motor vessels of any route and
of any tonnage less than 200 GRT (except for the limited masters’ licenses – e.g., yacht club launch operator types),
to obtain a license as a mate (pilot) of towing vessels on a particular route after completing :
● a TOAR,
● the appropriate apprentice mate exam, and
● a 30-day period of training and observation on a towing vessel on that route.
MARINERS RESPOND TO THIS RULEMAKING PROPOSAL
[Source: NMA Newsletter #53, Jan. 2008]
Capt. Joel Milton Responds On Behalf of Working Mariners

[Editorial Note: Joel Milton is known nationally throughout the marine industry for his column “On the Water” that
appears monthly in WorkBoat Magazine. This letter demonstrates his skill in analyzing the problems facing mariners and
responding to the Coast Guard Docket on this important Notice of Proposed Rulemaking. This timely contribution to the
Coast Guard Docket is very likely to receive favorable consideration during the rulemaking procedure. The Coast Guard
Project Officer will respond to “comments” in the Preamble to the Final Rule when it is finally published in the Federal
Register. Joel can be reached at joelmilton@yahoo.com. Emphasis by underlining is ours.]

December 17, 2007
U.S. Coast Guard Docket Number USCG-2006-26202 Training and Service Requirements for Merchant Marine
Officers
To whom it may concern,
I have several concerns regarding the reduction of the standards for deck officers serving aboard towing vessels
that are contained in this proposed rule. I am referring specifically to the proposal that would allow a Master of Steam
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or Motor Vessels of not more than 200 G.R.T. to serve as a mate of towing vessels after a mere thirty days of service
aboard towing vessels. If this proposal is enacted into the existing regulations it will eventually result in a net
decrease of the quality of officers serving aboard towing vessels by lowering the minimum experience requirements.
This will almost certainly result in a concurrent decrease in marine safety.
In the Benefits paragraph of the Alternate Progression proposal it states that "Candidates eligible for a license as
mate (pilot) of towing vessels under this proposed rule change would, in, fact, have the same level of knowledge as
those seeking a license as master of towing vessels because they would be required to pass the same apprentice mate
exam. In addition, such a candidate would have already served approximately five years (sixty months) as a licensed
officer before receiving the endorsement. This period is twice as long as the Coast Guard currently requires .for
candidates seeking a license as a mate (pilot) of towing vessels under the. first progression. The second progression
already allows mariners holding a license as a mate or first-class pilot of inspected, self- propelled vessels greater
than 200 GRT to operate towing vessels on a route if they complete a TOAR as well as 30 days of training and
observation on towing vessels on the desired route. The alternate progression element of the proposed rule would extend
similar flexibility to a sufficiently experienced master of steam or motor vessels not more than 200 GRT"
To start with, the statement that the candidate would have approximately five years of experience as a licensed
officer is factually incorrect. In 46 CFR 10.426 the sea time requirement for Master <200 GRT N/C is 720 total
days (360 as master or mate while holding a license), and in 46 CFR 10.428 the sea time requirement for Master
<100 GRT N/C is 720 total days (0 as master/mate). In the Discussion of Proposed Rule, Section (3) Alternate
Progression, it states that "the master of steam or motor vessels not more than 200 GRT would need three years as
service as master of 'steam or motor vessels not more than 200 GRT" So by adding this proposed requirement of
three years of service to the already required one year as master for the Master <200 GRT license-holder a final
total of as little as 4 years experience on the license is what I come up with. In the case of the Master <100 GRT
license-holders they could have as little as 3 years of total experience on their license. This amounts to a potential
reduction in the actual sea time of these candidates for the Mate of' Towing Vessels endorsement of as much as
20% and 40%, respectively, from the 5-year total cited in the proposed rule. This is significant. It is also highly
probable that the vast majority of the candidates will come from the ranks of <100 GRT masters, so the lower of the
two experience levels would likely be dominant. Furthermore, and most important of all, only 30 days of this total
would have to have been served aboard towing vessels.
Thirty days of training and observation is, by any fair and honest measure, insufficient as a minimum
requirement of experience, and I would also argue that it is insufficient regardless of whether the candidate is the
holder of a six-pack license or a Master - Unlimited upon Oceans. The exception that was made for the holders of
<500 GRT-and-up licenses back when the towing vessel officer requirements were written should not have been.
From a practical standpoint, anyone who presents a completed TOAR with only 30 days of experience is making, at
best, a highly questionable claim and it should immediately arouse the suspicion of a competent license evaluator.
At a bare minimum, not less than 6 months would be a good place to consider setting the minimum experience
requirement.
My own experiences have taught me that, on average, about six to nine months would probably work reasonably
well for most candidates who had at least two or three years of previous experience operating commercial work
boats of one variety or another. There are surely a very exceptional few that could probably do it quicker and with
no reduction in safety. But they are just that, few in number. While it's true that someone going through the
apprentice mate route of advancement could potentially have a total of only 2½ years of sea time when they became
eligible to advance to mate, in most cases all of that time will have been gained on towing vessels. In addition, 1
year must have been spent as an apprentice mate.
I also believe that relatively few people are actually ready to take and pass the apprentice mate written exam
after only 1 ½ years on the job, so it is likely that most who go this route will have even more experience than the
minimum. It is a mistake to minimize the importance and necessity of the good, sound education that can only be
gained from working on the deck of a tug or towboat. In general, poor or inexperienced deck hands make for poor
mates or pilots and, eventually, captains. Those who've never decked at all are highly unlikely to ever amount to
much in the wheelhouse of a tug. They are a danger to their crew, other vessels and the general public.
In addition, because there is no minimum standard for what type of experience would be accepted, candidates
who earned their licenses with sea time gained on charter fishing vessels, party boats, dinner yachts, tour boats,
private yachts and other types of small passenger vessels would qualify for the towing endorsement under this
proposed rule. This kind of experience generally bears little relevance to what we do, nor does it necessarily
transfer over readily to the dangerous and rather specialized world of the tug and barge industry, particularly on the
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still-dominant conventional wire boats. And there are also a few hawser boats still in operation, which require even
greater skill yet to operate safely. It depends on the quality, not just the quantity, of the experience that the
individual trainee brings to the table and that is something best judged by the person conducting the actual training
and evaluation on board the towing vessel. It also takes time. I would agree with the argument that, if there exists
a group of experienced captains that have the potential to be able to lateral over into the towing industry with
relatively minimal adjustment needed, the source would be the crewboat and offshore supply vessel fleets from the
oil fields. Sea time gained in this environment should definitely be given far more weight than that of any of the other
categories. Nevertheless, except in the most exceptional of cases, 30 days is still far too little time. Perhaps 90-120
days would be a suitable minimum training and evaluation period for this category of candidates.
The vast majority of wheelhouse personnel on towing vessels in 24-hour service stand a two-watch system.
This, by its very nature, demands that both the mate / pilot and master be able to hold down their own watches
without each others assistance, except in the event of an emergency, or else they will be operating in violation of
the maximum work hour rules and will become dangerously fatigued quite rapidly. Rounding up on a barge to pick
it up alongside is not an emergency, it's a routine maneuver. So is making and breaking tow. As are entering port,
landing a barge at a terminal, and navigating in reduced visibility or in congested waterways. They happen all the
time. These are not things that a mate should normally ever have to interrupt a captain's legally mandated rest
periods (which are themselves inadequate already) to accomplish safely. In fact, the manning regulations at 46
CFR 15.705 expressly prohibit it. To put it simply, for this system to work safely the mates must themselves
possess minimum captain-level abilities to avoid unduly burdening the captains.
However, if these newly endorsed towing vessel mates were put into a two-watch system (splitting the regular
watches between a fully-qualified and experienced Chief Mate & a trainee 2nd Mate) where the captain didn't stand
a normal watch and could adjust his schedule as needed to observe and train the 2nd Mates, it would be a different
matter altogether. Under such a watch system adequate safety would be maintained while the new mate learned on
the job and got a suitable amount of real-world experience. It would also take the pressure off the Designated
Examiner-certified captains to sign off the TOARs as quickly as possible, which will otherwise undoubtedly
become an additional problem.
I do agree that those who choose to attend an approved course for apprentice mate should be given credit
towards the minimum sea service requirement just as those working towards other licenses arc. But anything more
than day-for-day credit would be overly generous and not in the best interests of safety. Many courses generally
amount to little more than license exam preparation and are geared primarily towards rote memorization so that
individuals may correctly answer the multiple-choice questions. This is hardly a viable substitute for real boots-onthe-deck experience and on-the-job training from veteran mariners. Unless the Coast Guard intends to truly
strengthen the academic standards of such courses (and require high-quality, realistic practical exercises to go along
with it) then it would be unwise to substitute class time for sea time at anything more than a 1:1 ratio. It would also
be unfair to all self-studying hawsepipers, who possess at least the same minimum level of book knowledge after
passing their Coast Guard-administered exam as those who attend a course instead, but must still meet the full
minimum service requirement.
s/Capt. Joel Milton, Master of Towing Vessels, Master of Steam & Motor Vessels <1,600 GRT, Able Seaman – Unlimited,
License #1143797 - Issue #5

Captain Jordan May, Master of Towing Vessel Association Responds
“It is not realistic that a senior tugboat Captain, towing 40,000 barrels of oil would leave the wheelhouse for 12
hours and let a mate with 30 days on a tug take charge; however, it would be well within the proposed regulations, if
they are implemented, and it would undoubtedly happen.
“We also have some concern that should an accident occur involving spilled oil or loss of life, there could be a
severe public backlash if it were discovered that the Coast Guard recently lowered the bar for training requirements,
and the mate at fault had about 30 days on a tugboat under his belt. This could easily cause the pendulum to swing in
the extreme opposite direction, and we could end up with training requirements and regulations stiffer than what we
have today.
“These Coast Guard regulations were not written just to be changed when the industry is short (of) a few people
and ready to lobby. There are between 10,000 and 12,000 towing endorsements currently in the U.S., only a small
percentage of which are being utilized.”
s/Captain Jordan May, Master of Towing Vessels Association, www.mtvassociation.com, P.O. Box 261, South Beach, OR 97336.
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