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Signals
Despite “absolutely treacherous” 

conditions, the recent Arctic 
mission by the U.S. Coast Guard 
cutter Polar Star — the nation’s 
only heavy icebreaker — has been 
deemed a major success by the ves-
sel’s commanding officer.

“I’m incredibly proud of this 
crew,” Capt. William Woityra told 
Professional Mariner in March.

Polar Star left Seattle in early 
December after quarantining and 
double rounds of COVID-19 test-

Polar Star swaps penguins for polar bears, overcomes Arctic hurdles

Polar Star waits 

at anchor in Tay-

lor Bay, Alaska, 

on Feb. 10 prior 

to a scheduled 

logistics stop 

in Juneau. The 

icebreaker was 

on its way back 

home to Seattle 

after spending 

most of the win-

ter in the Arctic.

ing. The icebreaker then made 
its way through the Bering Strait, 
Chukchi Sea and Arctic Ocean to 72 
degrees north, farther than any U.S. 
surface ship had ever gone in winter, 
before returning Feb. 20.

Everything about this trip was 
a departure from normal for the 
45-year-old cutter, which was on 
schedule last fall to head to Antarc-
tica for an eighth straight year to 
clear ice for cargo ships and tank-
ers to resupply McMurdo Station, 

a National Science Foundation 
research facility. But fearing the 
introduction of COVID onto a 
continent with no advanced medical 
care, the NSF canceled the resupply 
mission in October, saying it could 
get by with a skeleton crew and 
occasional airdrops.

“We seized the opportunity to 
deploy into the Arctic instead,” said 
Woityra, whose first voyage as an 
ensign 22 years ago was aboard Polar 
Star. After various global assignments 

U
.S

. C
oast G

uard photos
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Petty Officer 1st Class Wahkene Kitchenmaster, 

left, removes ice from the hull while underway 

in the Chukchi Sea on Dec. 28. Above, the auro-

ra borealis glows over the icebreaker.

and managing the nation’s icebreak-
ing policy, he returned to the ship 
in 2019 and was named captain in 
2020. 

“This was pretty exciting. Instead 
of going south to the penguins, we 
were going to the northern lights 
and polar bears, to an area where 
there’s a lot going on environmen-
tally and geopolitically,” he said.

Woityra said he and his 
134-member crew welcomed the 
change but had no way of know-
ing how many tough circumstances 
they’d confront. For starters, 24-hour 
darkness was challenging, both for 
morale and operations. 

“Even with floodlights and 
searchlights, we could only see out 
a couple of hundred yards,” he said. 
“It was like driving a car down the 
highway but not being able to see 
past your hood ornament.”

The ice was “by far the toughest 

wind starts pushing on a sheet of ice, 
ice starts moving and the ship goes 
with it.” 

Noise produced by that shift-
ing along the hull was sometimes 
nearly unbearable. “It made an 
awful sound, screeching and high-
pitched, and just cut right through 
your stomach,” he said. “The hull is 

engine rooms, pipes froze and burst, 
and oil got so cold it turned to gel. 
At one point the turbines couldn’t 
start, and engineers worked around 
the clock for a week to figure out 
how to pump hot air into the tur-
bine enclosures to raise the tempera-
ture. “It was an extraordinary effort,” 
Woityra said. 

almost 2 inches of steel so we knew 
we were safe, but man, it was really 
uncomfortable.”

Bringing fresh air into the ship 
was necessary to maintain proper 
ventilation, but snow built up in the 

I’ve ever experienced, owing largely 
to really low temperatures,” Woityra 
said. “We had entire weeks that 
never went above zero (Fahrenheit) 
and routinely saw hurricane-force 
winds in excess of 65 knots. When 

Another whopping challenge was 
being COVID-confined for 78 days 
with no shore leave. “This was very 
hard. It’s a testament to this crew that 
they were able to persevere. Their 
resilience through this entire year has 
been astounding,” Woityra said.

Despite the adversity, the captain 
said the crew impressively carried 
out its mission: to defend U.S. sov-
ereignty and conduct training and 
scientific experiments.

After the U.S. fishing fleet in the 
Bering Sea was harassed by the Rus-
sian military last summer, “one of 
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our goals was to project U.S. power 
in the Arctic in a responsible man-
ner, to model good, positive mari-
time behavior,” Woityra said. “We 
were there on standby for search 
and rescue or marine environmental 
response, but also to remind the 
world that the United States is an 
Arctic nation, that we have Arctic 
territory and sea that we not only 
have responsibility for but also have 
rights to.”

In addition to the geopolitical 
aspects of the mission, 10 new ice 
pilots got qualified and a variety 
of other mariners were aboard to 
become “the proficient ones training 
new folks coming up,” from mem-

bers of the United Kingdom’s Royal 
Navy to U.S. Merchant Marine 
Academy cadets. 

To assist scientists eager to bet-
ter understand the Arctic, the Coast 
Guard deployed depth sensors for 
the Woods Hole Oceanographic 
Institution and ice buoys to help 
the University of Washington track 
ice flow; determined how well 
a new satellite communications 
system operated in high latitudes 
and extreme cold for the Defense 
Department; and conducted 
experiments for the Marine Board of 
Investigation looking into the fatal 
sinking of the crab boat Scandies Rose 
near Sutwik Island, Alaska, in 2019.

Polar Star will get $75 million in 
upgrades over the next five years to 
keep it operational through 2029 
or 2030, when the second of three 
polar security cutters is expected to 
be ready. Halter Marine of Pascagou-
la, Miss., is building the new class of 
460-foot heavy icebreakers.

“The Arctic is getting a lot more 
attention, so our investment in polar 
security cutters is coming at the 
right time,” Woityra said.

More immediately, the captain 
is preparing for another Polar Star 
mission in November to McMurdo, 
which soon will undergo its own 
modernization.

Patricia McCarthy
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Mariners across the United 
States are being asked to take 

a confidential mental health survey 
as federal agencies, vessel operators, 
maritime unions and other industry 
stakeholders strive to identify the 
most pressing needs during the pan-
demic and determine what can be 
done to alleviate them.

The online survey, which is 
ongoing through May 31, can be 
completed in 10 minutes. It includes 
questions regarding pandemic-
related stressors such as restricted 
ability to get off vessels, pre-boarding 
quarantines, vaccine hesitancy and 
increased workloads when a crew-
member is ill or quarantining. The 
survey also includes questions that 
screen for post-traumatic stress disor-
der (PTSD), depression, anxiety and 
suicidal thoughts.

“The hope is that we can identify 
pressure points — both related to 
the pandemic and in general — and 
create change for the vessels,” said 
Dr. Marissa Baker of the University 
of Washington School of Public 
Health. She is administering the sur-
vey for a team led by the U.S. Com-
mittee on the Marine Transportation 
System COVID-19 Working Group.

More than 1,200 mariners com-
pleted the survey in the first six 
weeks after it was released in mid-
January, with many participants also 
emailing Baker personally. 

“Often, with worker health and 
safety, the best ideas come from the 
workers themselves,” she said. “I’ve 
already received emails from mari-
ners who have so many ideas about 

Survey of mariners during COVID finds heightened anxiety, isolation

said. “Some people handle the stress 
well — until they don’t. This is an 
opportunity to give them a voice.”

While many mariners report feel-
ings of isolation related to infrequent 
internet or phone access, others 
on more connected vessels feel the 
downsides of connectivity. 

“Knowing everything that is going 
on at home during a pandemic and 
not being able to do anything about 
it is a new stressor,” Gianelloni said. 

Don Marcus, president of the 
International Organization of Mas-
ters, Mates & Pilots (MM&P), 
said that the pandemic and related 
anxieties — including diminished 
opportunities for shore leave — have 
made this “probably the worst time 
to go to sea” since World War II. 

“There is still a great deal of anxi-
ety about whether or not your relief 
will actually show up and whether 
crew change will be possible,” Mar-
cus said. “Crews are small and work-
loads are heavy. Fatigue and anxiety 
build up.”

Amy Paradysz

“We all know 

there’s a problem, 

but I’m not sure 

anybody knows 

how big it is or how 

deep it is,” says 

Catie Gianelloni, a 

licensed mariner 

and instructor at 

MITAGS. “Some 

people handle the 

stress well — until 

they don’t. This is 

an opportunity to 

give them a voice.”

what needs to be done and what 
could be done. Connectivity is a big 
one — without access to the internet 
and telephone to be able to connect 
with family and friends, there’s isola-
tion and feelings of disconnection.” 

Catie Gianelloni, a licensed mari-
ner and instructor at the Maritime 
Institute of Technology and Gradu-
ate Studies (MITAGS) — and the 
wife of a mariner — represents the 
nonprofit Ship Operators Coopera-
tive Program on the survey com-
mittee initiated by the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention.

“We all know there’s a problem, 
but I’m not sure anybody knows 
how big it is or how deep it is,” she 

To participate in the confidential mental 

health survey, go to https://redcap.link/

mariners. You must be:

1) A U.S. citizen or permanent resident;

2)  A merchant mariner who works on 

U.S. vessels.

Take the survey

N
autilus International photo
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America’s first offshore bunker-
ing barge designed specifi-

cally to deliver liquefied natural gas 
(LNG) began operations in Port 
Canaveral, Fla., in March. Q-LNG 
4000 is part of an articulated tug-
barge (ATB) that was constructed 
through an agreement between 
Q-LNG Transport and Shell Trading 
(U.S.) to provide LNG to ships and 
ports in Florida and the Caribbean. 

Nicknamed Q4K, the barge is 
based in Port Canaveral, which is 
the first LNG cruise port in North 
America. One of the vessels it will 
serve is the new LNG-powered 
Mardi Gras, a Carnival Cruise Lines 
ship that will begin sailing from the 
port this year.

“This project has been four years 
from concept to reality, and we are 
excited to welcome Q-LNG 4000 
to fuel the next generation of cruise 
ships,” said Capt. John Murray, 
CEO of Port Canaveral. “We have 
been working closely with our cruise 
partners, all the federal and state reg-
ulatory agencies, and industry leaders 
to promote this industry initiative.”

The barge, measuring 324 feet 

First LNG bunkering barge in US begins work in Port Canaveral
by 64 feet with a 32.6-foot draft, 
has the capacity for 4,000 cubic 
meters of LNG, enough to fuel two 
cruise ships for a seven-day itiner-
ary. In addition to ship-to-ship 
transfers of LNG, the barge will be 
used for small-scale ship-to-shore 
distribution. 

The barge’s ATB companion, 
Q-Ocean Service, measures 128 feet 
by 42 feet with a 21-foot draft. The 
5,100-hp tug is powered by two 
GE 6L250 MDC EPA Tier 4 main 
engines linked to Wartsila z-drives. 

The Jones Act-compliant ATB 
is based at Port Canaveral’s newly 
constructed Cruise Terminal 3. The 
facility was completed in June 2020, 
but at press time it had not yet wel-
comed its first cruise passenger due 
to COVID-19 restrictions. 

Q4K’s first ship-to-ship bunkering 
operation occurred off Port Canav-
eral on March 15 when the barge 
delivered 1,075 cubic meters of 
LNG to Sovcomflot’s Gagarin Pros-
pect. The Aframax tanker, on long-
term charter to Shell, was en route to 
Europe from Corpus Christi, Texas, 
when it stopped to refuel.

Q-LNG awarded the contract to 
build the ATB to VT Halter Marine 
of Pascagoula, Miss., in November 
2017. The shipbuilder collaborated 
closely with Wartsila, which deliv-
ered the cargo handling, cargo con-
trol and cargo containment systems 
for Q4K, as well as the planned 
maintenance systems.

“We are proud to deliver Q-LNG 
4000 to Port Canaveral,” said Chad 
Verret, president of Q-LNG Trans-
port. “LNG is the marine fuel of the 
future; it’s domestically sourced and 
in abundant supply in the U.S. We 
look forward to supplying not only 
cruise ships but trading vessels in the 
future.” 

The barge loads LNG at a distri-
bution facility on Elba Island, Ga., 
and returns there to refuel after 
each bunkering operation in Port 
Canaveral. Ship-to-ship bunkering 
for a cruise vessel like Mardi Gras 
will take place during passenger 
debarking and embarking, the same 
as with conventionally powered 
cruise ships, and will last six to 
eight hours.

Eric Colby

Q-LNG 4000, guided by 

ATB mate Q-Ocean 

Service, can deliver up to 

4,000 cubic meters of 

liquefied natural gas, 

enough to fuel two cruise 

ships for a seven-day 

voyage. P
or
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The Sandy Hook Pilots Associa-
tion is in the final months of an 

unusual conversion project, trans-
forming a deactivated 28-year-old 
oil spill response vessel (OSRV) to 
replace the pilot boat New York, the 
largest and oldest vessel operated by 
the group.

For close to a decade, the asso-
ciation had been considering pos-
sibilities for replacing New York, 
an Ambrose-class station boat that 
is nearly a half-century old. Then, 
when Capt. John DeCruz was in 
Portland, Maine, for an American 
Pilots’ Association meeting in 2018, 
he heard about Maine Responder, an 
OSRV that had been in layup at the 
Union Wharf since 2016.

“Although Maine Responder was 
well maintained and in excellent 
condition, the decline in tanker 
activity in Portland led the vessel 
owner, Marine Spill Response Corp. 
(MSRC), to deactivate the vessel,” 
said Blake Powell, president of JMS 
Naval Architects, the Mystic, Conn.-
based company that provided design 
guidance for the conversion. “The 
timing was fortuitous for the Sandy 
Hook pilots.”

“The main engines had less than 
10,000 running hours on them,” 
said DeCruz, New York president of 
the Sandy Hook Pilots Association. 
“Despite the age of the vessel, it had 
very low hours and was extremely 
well maintained by MSRC. It was 
the most cost-efficient route to take 
compared to if we’d built a station 
boat from scratch.”

The vessel, which is being con-

Sandy Hook pilots converting spill response vessel into station boat

verted by Feeney Shipyard of Kings-
ton, N.Y., has been re-registered as 
a second pilot boat New York and is 
scheduled for delivery in late sum-
mer. The current pilot boat New 
York is the largest station boat in the 
nation at 182 feet, soon to be sur-
passed by its 208-foot replacement.

After the Sandy Hook pilots 
bought Maine Responder from 
MSRC, they hired Ron Shaw, proj-
ect manager at Old Salt Marine 
Consulting Services in Northamp-
ton, Pa., to oversee the conversion 
in conjunction with Ed Burns, port 
engineer for the pilots. An initial 
dry-docking was conducted at Cad-
dell Dry Dock and Repair in Staten 
Island, N.Y. The American Bureau 
of Shipping and U.S. Coast Guard 
surveyed the vessel and its oil recov-
ery equipment was removed. 

The existing crew quarters and 
helicopter pad are being retained. A 
new two-level deckhouse section will 
be connected to the existing house. 
The new section has been built for 
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The former Maine Responder will soon take 

to the water again as New York for the Sandy 

Hook Pilots Association. Modifications include 

removing the vessel’s oil recovery equipment 

and expanding the deckhouse for pilot berth-

ing, a lounge and a crew mess.

pilot berthing and includes a lounge 
and crew mess. The vessel’s bridge 
wing extensions will have floor-
to-ceiling windows facing aft and 
downward, and side windows that 
slide open.

Technology upgrades include 
closed-circuit television cameras, 
two-way speakers and a buzzer sys-
tem for communication between the 
pilothouse and mess and the port 
and starboard boarding areas. Also, 
because New York will hold station 
for up to six weeks before needing to 
come ashore for fuel and fresh water, 
tank capacity has been increased 
from 20,000 gallons of potable water 
to 60,000 gallons.

Other modifications include the 
addition of a port rescue station with 
net recovery system, deck de-icing 
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systems in the boarding areas, a hot 
water/steam system to de-ice pilot 
boats when they come alongside in 
winter, and a new knuckle-boom 
crane to load gear and handle rigid 
inflatable boats.

“The heavy steel work is complete 
and the crew is working on finishing 
coatings, plumbing and carpentry,” 
said Tim Feeney, co-owner of Feeney 
Shipyard, in early April. An average 
of 20 people a day — including fit-
ters, welders, electricians, plumbers 
and carpenters — have been work-
ing on the project since early Sep-
tember.

“Integrating new systems with 
original systems is always a challenge, 

but fortunately there was very good 
documentation,” Powell said. “Other 
modifications had to be made to 
incorporate operational capabili-
ties specific to the pilots’ mission, 
specifically boarding the vessel at sea 
safely.”

The Sandy Hook Pilots Associa-
tion has had a station boat since the 
group was founded in 1694, back 
when New York was still a Brit-
ish colony. New York and a second 
station boat, New Jersey, combine 
to provide pilot coverage 24 hours 
a day, 365 days a year and in all 
weather conditions, serving vessels 
entering or departing the Port of 
New York and New Jersey, the Hud-

son River, the East River, Atlantic 
City, Jamaica Bay and Long Island 
Sound. 

“Our job, as professionals with 
knowledge of the area, environment, 
weather conditions and the channels, 
is to safely bring ships into port,” 
DeCruz said. “But we’re not just 
pilots; we’re here to serve.” 

In the days after 9/11, New York 
served as a command center to com-
municate with vessels evacuating 
people from Manhattan. In 2012, 
Sandy Hook pilots helped the Coast 
Guard and Army Corps of Engi-
neers survey damage after Hurricane 
Sandy.

Amy Paradysz
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Chart 18665 of Lake Tahoe is the first tradi-

tional paper chart to be fully supplanted by an 

electronic navigational chart as part of NOAA’s 

Raster Sunset Plan.

The National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration 

(NOAA) began to phase out 
production of its paper nautical 
charts on Feb. 26 starting with 
Lake Tahoe, the first of 1,700 
charts being converted to 
exclusively digital delivery.

The Raster Sunset Plan 
being implemented by 
NOAA’s Office of Coast 
Survey includes a process 
to notify mariners of the 
transition for each paper 
chart to an electronic navi-
gational chart (ENC). The 
digital charts are easier to 
update and maintain, keep-
ing mariners safer with 
the latest information on 
navigation hazards, NOAA 
said.

The Lake Tahoe chart 
was a “test case (for) all the 
mechanisms and processes 
to make sure we know what 
may need to be modified 
to go ahead,” said Capt. 
E.J. Van Den Ameele, chief 
of NOAA’s Marine Chart 
Division. 

As part of the sunset 
plan, a chart’s cancellation will 
be announced in a local notice 
to mariners from the U.S. Coast 
Guard. A note in the lower left 
corner of the chart will state 
that this is the last paper edition 
and that it will be canceled six 
months later. After Aug. 26, the 
ENC will be the only NOAA 
nautical chart for Lake Tahoe.

Sunset begins for paper charts as NOAA shifts to digital delivery
NOAA has tracked sales of 

paper charts and downloads of 
electronic charts for more than 
15 years. Paper chart demand 
has declined while electronic 
chart demand has increased, with 

from the commercial ship-
ping industry has been positive 
overall, according to Van Den 
Ameele. The American Pilots’ 
Association submitted comments 
in 2019 when the project was 

proposed. 
“APA does not oppose 

NOAA’s five-year program 
to sunset production of all 
raster and paper nautical 
charts,” the group said.

The electronic charts 
will integrate fully with 
electronic chart display 
and information systems 
(ECDIS), allowing for 
alarms and customization 
not possible with raster-
based versions. 

“The electronic charts 
mean improved safety 
because ECDIS cannot 
interact fully with the ras-
ter charts,” said Samuel B. 
Pearson III, an assistant 
professor at California 
State University Maritime 
Academy.

Electronic charts can be 
easily updated, with the 
changes posted online in as 

little as a week, Van Den Ameele 
said. With paper charts, it could 
take as long as two years for new 
information to be added and 
for the updated versions to be 
distributed. Users can download 
electronic charts for free or sub-
scribe to third-party services that 
provide updates as needed. 

Initially, electronic charts 

N
O

A
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 graphic

those requests now outnumber-
ing paper chart sales by nine 
to one, said Julia Powell, chief 
of NOAA’s Navigation Services 
Division. 

Feedback to the sunset plan 
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matched their paper counterparts 
in appearance. But as digitiza-
tion efforts progress, ENCs will 
be re-created on a grid pattern, 
which will improve their per-
formance in a navigation system 

and make it easier to maintain 
the aspect ratio of the chart. 

“When you zoom in, it will be 
seamless to the user like Google 
Maps, where it redraws automati-
cally,” Van Den Ameele said.

ENCs provide the founda-
tion for future products that will 
improve navigation safety, inte-
grate with GPS data and allow for 
better ship positioning. Informa-
tion in the electronic charts can be 
used to send alerts to mariners if 
they are heading into waters that 
may be unsafe for their vessel, for 
example.

“It’s a clear advantage for ENC-
based navigation,” Powell said. “It 
will provide the maritime com-

munity with more intelligence to 
make informed decisions at every 
step.”

If they prefer, mariners can use 
the online NOAA Custom Chart 
tool (devgis.charttools.noaa.gov/
pod/) to create their own paper 
and PDF charts from the latest 
ENC data. Paper charts also will 
still be available through print-on-
demand vendors, Powell said. 

NOAA expects to cancel all tra-
ditional paper and associated raster 
chart products by January 2025. 
All ENCs will be available for free 
download at www.charts.noaa.gov.

Gary Wollenhaupt

ENCs provide the 
foundation for future 
products that will 
improve navigation 
safety, integrate 
with GPS data and 
allow for better ship 
positioning.
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Given the painted area of all 
of the hulls at sea, it stands 

to reason that in the harsh ocean 
environment, some of that coating 
material might come off. According 
to German researchers, the material 
is indeed coming off, and it could 
represent a significant source of 
microplastic pollution.

A recent study by the Univer-
sity of Oldenburg’s Institute of 
Chemistry and Biology of the 
Marine Environment found that 
most of the plastic particles in 
water samples taken from the 
German Bight in the North Sea 
originated from binders used in 
marine paints. The bight is an 
area crisscrossed by shipping lanes, 
including traffic to and from the 
Baltic Sea.

“Our hypothesis is that ships 
leave a kind of ‘skid mark’ in the 
water which is of similar signifi-
cance as a source of microplastics 
as tire-wear particles from cars 
are on land,” Dr. Barbara Scholz-
Bottcher, the leader of the research 
team, wrote in February in the 
journal Environmental Science & 
Technology. 

The testing that formed the 
basis of the study was done in 2016 
and 2017 and focused on particles 
less than 1 millimeter in diameter. 
The collected particles were sub-
jected to a bulk chemical analysis 
to determine the concentration of 
different polymers. The particles 
turned out to consist mostly of 
polyvinyl chloride (PVC), acrylates 
and polycarbonates. Together, these 

Researchers link hull coatings to microplastic pollution at sea
types of molecules represented 
about two-thirds of the total weight 
of the microplastic pollution. The 
balance was made up of polymers 
more typical of the consumer-
goods sector, such as polyethylene 
and polyethylene terephthalate 
(PET).  

The researchers said they had 
expected consumer-goods chemi-
cals to be the primary components 
of the microplastic mass. In some 
coastal and estuary areas, this was 
true — these chemicals were more 
prevalent.

The scientists’ conclusion was 
that most of the “two-thirds” likely 
originated from marine coatings. 
This, and the fact that many anti-
fouling coatings contain toxins, 
is something that should be of 
concern, according to the German 
researchers.

The International Maritime 
Organization (IMO) has developed 
an action plan for microplastics 
and plastic ocean litter in gen-
eral. It includes a large number 
of record-keeping and regulatory 
measures, among them maintaining 
a “garbage record book” on vessels 
of a certain size — despite the fact 
that garbage traditionally refers to 
organic material, not polymers. 
The proposal is slated for review in 
2023 to assess “the effectiveness of 
the actions … against the intended 
outcomes.”

It is not clear whether the Ger-
man study has further energized 
the IMO on this topic. At press 
time, the United Nations agency 

had not responded to a request for 
comment. 

The American Coatings Associa-
tion, which represents the industry 
in the United States, said it could 
not comment on the German 
study. Scott Hunsberger, a spokes-
man for Sherwin-Williams Protec-
tive & Marine, said the company 
“had no comment at this time.” 
PPG Industries, MCU Coatings 
International and DuPont Coat-
ings & Color Technologies did not 
respond to inquiries.                   •

Alan R. Earls

Researchers at the University of Oldenburg 

hypothesize that large ships leave in their 

wake a “skid mark” of microplastics similar 

to tire tracks on pavement. 

Ta
m

ba
ko

 th
e 

Ja
gu

ar
 p

ho
to



14 Professional Mariner  June/July  2021

The outbound 

Sea Falcon 

passes an 

inbound tanker 

on the Galveston 

Bay section of 

the Houston 

Ship Channel. 

Project 11, a 

newly funded 

expansion plan 

for the channel, 

will widen this 

stretch from 530 

feet to 700 feet.

14

by David A. Tyler

ATR UPDATE

A
fter a decade-long 
campaign by 
maritime indus-

try stakeholders, Congress 
has authorized the expan-
sion of the Houston Ship 
Channel for safer and 
more efficient naviga-
tion. The project will 
widen and deepen the 
nation’s busiest waterway, 
which is accommodating 

increased traffic and ever-
larger ships.

The green light came 
on Dec. 27 with enact-
ment of the Water 
Resources and Devel-
opment Act of 2020 
(WRDA), followed three 
weeks later by a “new 
start” designation from 
the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers that provided 

Long-sought Houston Ship Channel expansion gets federal go-ahead

Towing
Louis V

est photo

$19.5 million to begin 
construction. A collabo-
ration between private 
companies and public 
entities was crucial in 
advancing the planning 
and design of the project.

The initiative, known 
as Project 11, will widen 
the channel along its 
Galveston Bay reach 
from 530 to 700 feet and 

will deepen upstream 
segments up to 46.5 
feet, according to Roger 
Guenther, executive 
director of Port Houston. 
The estimated cost of the 
project is between $877 
million and $1 billion.

The channel is about 
40 feet deep and 300 to 
400 feet wide for most 
of its 52-mile length. 



Containerized 

shipping is 

growing at Port 

Houston, leading 

to a correspond-

ing increase in 

the size of the 

vessels calling. 

Despite the pan-

demic, the port 

handled virtually 

the same amount 

of TEUs in 2020 

as it did in 2019. 

www.professionalmariner.comwww.professionalmariner.com

With the expansion, Port 
Houston will be able to 
handle neo-Panamax con-
tainerships that carry up 
to 15,000 TEU, Guen-
ther said.

The channel is lined 
by about 200 private ter-
minals and eight public 
terminals. The public 
terminals are operated by 
Port Houston. The port 
handles more vessel traffic 
than the next three largest 
U.S. ports combined: Los 
Angeles, Long Beach and 
New York/New Jersey, 
according to Port Hous-
ton. In 2020, almost 285 
million tons of cargo 
transited the port.

The approval of fund-
ing in WRDA means 
the project will likely 
start in the second half 
of 2021. “We’re focused 
on turning dirt very 
quickly here,” said Vin-
cent DiCosimo, first vice 
chairman of the Greater 
Houston Port Bureau. 

Proposals for convert-
ing a Port Houston prop-
erty into an area to hold 
dredge material was due 
in March, with a contract 
expected to be awarded in 
April, Guenther said. The 
next step will be adver-
tisements for the first 
dredging contract, which 
is expected to be awarded 
in the third quarter of 

2021. Critically, the con-
gressional authorization 
also provided $55.5 mil-
lion in annual operations 
and maintenance funding 
for the channel.

Local entities played 
an important role in 

15

designation (before start-
ing) the planning and 
design process, it would 
have added a significant 
number of years to the 
project.”  

“It’s nice the way the 
private sector has come 

together with the public 
sector to expedite this 
and get it done,” said 
Bob Blades, owner of 
Houston-based Blades 
International, which spe-
cializes in financial advi-
sory services for exporters 
and foreign-owned com-
panies. Blades is also a 
longtime member of the 
Greater Houston Port 
Bureau.

With the channel 
becoming more crowded 
and the size of ships 
increasing, the Texas 

Legislature passed a bill 
in 2019 that prohibited 
two-way traffic for vessels 
over 1,100 feet without 
approval of the inde-
pendent Board of Pilot 
Commissioners. The 
grounding of the 1,312-

foot containership Ever 
Given in the Suez Canal 
in March underscored the 
importance of the expan-
sion, according to Blades. 

“When I saw what 
happened with the Suez 
Canal, it made me think 
of tight channels and how 
terrible it could be if, 
because we’re too tight, 
we have some kind of 
incident that really messes 
up commerce,” he said.

Ever Given blocked the 
Suez for six days, delay-
ing the passage of more 

moving the initiative 
forward. Guenther said 
Port Houston has spent 
about $53 million since 
2010 to plan and design 
the project and to get the 
Army Corps started on 
the review process. 

“Our foresight to 
work collaboratively with 
the Army Corps … was 
critical to expediting (the 
project),” he said. “If 
we had taken the tradi-
tional route of waiting 
until authorization and 
achieving the ‘new start’ 
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tow ing

than 400 ships. There are 
about 60 deepwater arriv-
als and departures in the 
Houston Ship Channel 
each day and about 80 
ships in port, according 
to Port Houston.

In addition to improv-
ing safety, officials said 
the expansion project 
will lead to an increase 
in cargo. “We do believe 
there is a fairly good 
correlation between the 
increase in traffic and the 
increase in valuations,” 

DiCosimo said. “Our 
anticipation is it would 
open up 15 to 20 percent 
more traffic.” 

Port Houston estimat-
ed that it will take three 
to four years to complete 
the majority of the work. 

In the next 8.3-mile sec-
tion, from Redfish to the 
Bayport Ship Channel, 
the channel also will be 
widened to 700 feet and 
bends eased. 

The expansion of the 
next five-mile section, 
from the Bayport Ship 
Channel to Barbours 
Cut, is not in the feder-
ally approved plan and 
will have to be paid for 
locally. Work will include 
widening the channel to 
700 feet, mitigating oys-
ter habitat loss and build-
ing additional marshes. 
The four-mile-long Bay-
port Ship Channel will 

In the initial 11.5-mile 
section from Bolivar 
Roads to Redfish, the 
channel will be widened 
to 700 feet, bends will be 
eased, a bird island will 
be built and oyster habi-
tat loss will be mitigated. 
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The towboat Dorella Banta 

guides a tank barge along a busy 

upstream stretch of the channel. 

“The vast majority of tonnage in 

and out of Houston is liquid,” says 

Jim Black of Moran Shipping Agen-

cies. “I don’t see that changing for 

another generation.” 

Flexible hoses are used to pump 

sediment from the waterway, an 

ongoing task to maintain sufficient 

depth for oceangoing vessels. 

The tanker Selendang Mutiara 

is moored in the background at 

Vopak’s Deer Park terminal.
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be widened to 455 feet, 
the channel entrance will 
be modified to reduce 
shoaling, and three bird 
islands will be built in 
Galveston Bay. 

The Barbours Cut 
Ship Channel will be 
widened to 455 feet, the 
channel entrance will be 
modified and additional 
marshes will be built on 
Atkinson Island. The 
final stage in the prior-
ity segments will involve 
widening the channel 
from Boggy Bayou to 
Sims Bayou to about 
530 feet, and the chan-
nel from Boggy Bayou to 
Hunting Bayou will be 
deepened from 41 feet to 
46.5 feet. 

It will take five to six 
years to finish the final 
two segments of the 
project: deepening the 
channel to 41.5 feet from 
Sims Bayou to Interstate 
610 and from Interstate 
610 to the Main Turn-
ing Basin. The size of 
the Brady Island Turn-
ing Basin also will be 
increased, according to 
Port Houston.

Despite the abrupt 
interruption of ship-
ping due to COVID-19, 
Houston handled 4 per-
cent more containers in 
December 2020 than a 
year earlier. Overall, the 

port was almost even in 
the pandemic year, han-
dling 2.98 million TEUs 
compared to 2.99 million 
in 2019.

A dramatic increase 
in e-commerce was a big 
driver in channel traffic 
last year. Demand for 
imports is at an all-time 
high in Texas, “creating 
a surge in leasing activ-
ity, construction and 
expansion of e-commerce 
warehouse distribution 
space in the Houston 
area,” Guenther said. 
IKEA bought 143 acres 
in northeast Houston to 
build a 1 million-square-
foot distribution center, 
Dollar Tree is build-
ing a new distribution 
center in Rosenberg at 
a cost of $130 million, 
and retailer Five Below 
is moving into a new 
860,000-square-foot facil-
ity in a Houston suburb. 

Even with the growth 
in this sector, the energy 
market remains dominant 
in the state. “Energy is 
still king in Houston 
and all of Texas,” said 
Jim Black, president and 
CEO of Moran Ship-
ping Agencies. “The vast 
majority of tonnage in 
and out of Houston is 
liquid. I don’t see that 
changing for another gen-
eration.” •

MSC HAS
THEM ALL.

Security. Advancement. Benefits.

MSC careers are some of the best in the maritime 

industry. That’s because we combine job security with 

training and advancement opportunities—to take your 

career further, faster than you thought possible. Every 

position includes federal benefits, paid leave and 

camaraderie. Some even have a sign-on bonus!

Take command of your career today at 

SEALIFTCOMMAND.COM

MSC is an equal 
opportunity employer and a 
drug-free workplace.

877-292-3002
info@sealiftcommand.com



18 Professional Mariner  June/July  2021

M
cAllister Towing 
of Connecticut has 
initiated launch 
service on Long 

Island Sound from Bridge-
port, a deepwater port about 
50 miles from New York City. 
The service began in February 
2020, just before the COVID-
19 pandemic changed the 
rules for just about everything. 
With new protocols in place, 
the launch has provided a less 
congested option for crew 
changes and other services just 
outside the busiest port on the 
East Coast.  

Crew on the  

McAllister launch 

The Hunter, above, 

coil line on the 

bow as the ferry 

Grand Republic 

departs Bridge-

port, Conn., for 

Port Jefferson, 

N.Y. At right, Capt. 

Sherri Surozenski 

takes a turn at the 

helm.

McAllister launch servicing Long Island Sound
with deliveries, crew transfers Story and photos by Will Van Dorp
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After McAllister pur-
chased the Providence 
Steamboat Co. from the 
Mauran family in 2007, the 
boat — named for Duncan 
“Hunter” Mauran — began 
launch service in Rhode 

Island. The 65-by-17-foot 
vessel comfortably accom-
modates up to 36 passen-
gers, or a tugboat crew and 
lots of gear. Built by Halter 
Marine Services in 1970 and 
rebuilt in 2003, The Hunter 
is powered by two Detroit 
Series 60 Tier 2 engines 
generating a total of 1,200 
horsepower.  

Capt. Don Fromm closely 
oversaw the start of the ser-
vice on Long Island Sound 
before passing away in June 
2020. His legendary 40-plus 
years in the maritime indus-
try included duty as port cap-
tain for the Bridgeport and 
Port Jefferson Steamboat Co. 
(BPPJ Ferry), which is owned 
by McAllister.

The Hunter’s port of ori-
gin is also the Connecticut 
terminus of the BPPJ Ferry, 
operating two boats or three 
depending on the season, 
with each making at least 10 
trips daily across the Sound. 
Ferry crew are cross-trained 
so that they can work on 
The Hunter when needed. 

One of the launch’s cap-
tains, Sherri Surozenski, 
learned boat handling on the 
South Ferry serving Shelter 
Island, N.Y. “I worked on 
the ferry during summers in 
high school, really enjoyed 
it, and decided at some 
point to make a career of it,” 
she said.

Launch crew are trained 
in all of the jobs related to 
The Hunter’s operation. “We 

With a cargo capacity 
of 5 long tons, The Hunter 
is ideal for transporting 
stores — ranging from spare 
parts to cleaning supplies to 
food — to vessels on Long 
Island Sound. Foodstuffs 

are often sourced from the 
Hunts Point Market in the 
Bronx, N.Y., 50 miles away 
by truck, with fresh and 
frozen food transiting from 
market to ship in less than 
two hours. 

all pitch in to get the job 
done safely,” said Justin Bal-
lotte, facilities manager for 
McAllister Towing of Con-
necticut. “(Crewmembers) 
fulfill the positions of cap-
tain, mate, deck hand on the 

The Hunter is 

loaded with cargo 

at Barnum Land-

ing in Bridgeport, 

Conn. The 65-foot 

launch can handle 

5 long tons.

Chris Clark,  

port captain for 

McAllister Towing 

of Connecticut, 

joins Capt. Sherri 

Surozenski in the 

passenger cabin. 
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launch, or even forklift oper-
ator.” Ballotte is a graduate 
of Massachusetts Maritime 
Academy and has over 15 
years in the maritime indus-
try, including working on 
tugboats for nine years prior 
to his current position. 

The Hunter operates out 
of Barnum Landing in East 
Bridgeport, across from the 
ferry terminal. The land-
ing is named for showman 

P.T. Barnum, who was a 
financial backer of the BPPJ 
Ferry when it was founded 
in 1883. Barnum Landing 
is an 18.3-acre parcel adja-
cent to a deepwater dock, 
a combination with great 
potential.

With offshore wind farm 
construction in the off-
ing throughout the region, 
playing a role in the new 
industry is on everyone’s 

mind. “We are looking 
forward to supporting the 
offshore wind industry with 
services including vessel sup-
port, terminal services and 
employing future genera-
tions of mariners,” Ballotte 
said. Chris Clark, port cap-
tain for McAllister Towing 
of Connecticut, added that 
the company is “opening the 
door to an industry that does 
not yet exist here.” 

Meanwhile, the launch 

The Hunter crew, 

from left: John 

Kenney, assistant 

terminal manager 

and deck hand; 

Justin Ballotte, 

facilities manager; 

Sherri Surozenski, 

captain; Chris 

Clark, port cap-

tain; Mike Plumb, 

assistant opera-

tions manager and 

deck hand.

Port captain 

Chris Clark stands 

alongside one of 

the boat’s two 

Detroit Series 60 

engines. The Tier 

2 diesels deliver 

a combined 1,200 

horsepower.

service is up and running, 
handling personnel trans-
fers, agent interfacing, 
assisting with emergency 
services and more. Barnum 
Landing is being utilized, 
problems are generating 
solutions, ideas are being 
spawned, and of course, 
stores are getting out to 
vessels on the Sound. 

“We are proud to be 
serving the maritime indus-
try throughout Connecticut 
and Long Island Sound,” 
Ballotte said.                   •
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I first met Capt. Chris 
Common about 25 

years ago when I rode out 
with him on the tug Coos 
Bay to put a pilot up on 
a ship. As the ship fol-
lowed us back in across 
Oregon’s Coos Bay Bar, 
he told me of the time 
when the Coast Guard 
saw his tug lay over on 

its side so far that they 
could see his prop. On 
board, water sprayed 
through the keyhole 
in an old-style wooden 
wheelhouse door. 

Common also spoke 
of his father, the late Jim 
Common, who was then 
a pilot in Long Beach, 
Calif., but had begun 

Book Review

Veteran ocean captain serves up tug tales with side of adventure

by Alan Haig-Brown

his career ferrying Miki 
tugs across the Atlantic 
to Europe in World War 
II. I later met Jim in Los 
Angeles — he was retired 
then — but his tales 
of ocean towing were 
the stuff of a mariner’s 
dreams. 

Chris retired from 
his work with the pilots 
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Snapshots from the logbook, clockwise from left: 

Capt. Chris Common on the Mobil Oil dock in San 

Pedro, Calif., in 1999, with the tug Mauna Loa in the 

background; plotting position in the wheelhouse; pos-

ing with a mahi mahi on the aft deck of Mauna Loa off 

the coast of Mexico; at the helm of the tug Skookum.

in 2016. He had often 
taken time off to do a 
long ocean tow, and now 
with retirement, he has 
had even more time for 
the long voyages of his 
choosing. Coos Bay is a 
small port, but it is home 
to some remarkable tow-
ing companies. One of 
the pilots he knows owns 
a series of big classic tugs 
and often hires Common 
to embark on ocean tow-
ing jobs. 

Like most skippers, 
Common keeps a per-
sonal log alongside the 
ship’s log. Recently, with 
the aid of these logs, he 
wrote accounts of voy-
ages on eight remark-
able tugs between 1999 
and 2016. The result is 
“Go South ‘Till The But-
ter Melts: My Seafaring 
Adventures on Oceangoing 

Tugs.” Each long ocean 
tow reported in the book 
has unique aspects, with 
a variety of tugs, weather 
and routes. 

As most tugboat-
ers know, the work can 
be long days of tedium 
punctuated by intense 
and urgent labor. On 
more than one occasion, 
Common introduces 
us to the Orville Hook. 
Invented in Coos Bay, this 
simple apparatus can be 

suspended in the water 
and towed in circles until 
it catches the pigtail or 
bridle chains of a barge or 
tow that has broken away. 
This generally happens 
in heavy weather when 
work on the low-slung 
afterdeck of a tug can be 
particularly dangerous. 

Common has made 
several passages through 
the Panama Canal. On 
a number of occasions, 
he towed surplus ships 

from San Francisco or 
Hawaii to the breakers 
at Brownsville, Texas. 
When possible, the tug’s 
owners would pick up 
return tows from the 
Gulf Coast to the West 
Coast. On one occa-
sion in 2006 with the 
143-foot Marine Com-
mander, powered by a 
single 20-cylinder EMD, 
Common towed two 
large tugs from Louisiana 
around to Coos Bay. The 

book  rev iew
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tow, a contract for Sause 
Bros., involved the 121-
foot Tecumseh and the 
136-foot Nakoa. Both of 
the twin-screw tugs had 
their props removed and 
stowed on deck for the 
voyage. 

Another challenging 
job was towing a concrete 
dry dock from San Diego 
to Peru with the 122-foot 
Roughneck. Both the dry 
dock and tug had been 
sold to a Peruvian fish-
ing company. Somewhere 
off the coast of South 
America, the tug took on 
fuel from a tuna seiner 

before proceeding to the 
delivery port. 

The final voyage cov-
ered in the book was 
to deliver, light boat, 
the Coos Bay Towing 
Company’s 121-foot tug 
Teclutsa. The immacu-
late boat had been sold 
in 2016 to a Canadian 
buyer in Thunder Bay 
on Lake Superior, the 
port that is the very 
head of shipping on the 
Great Lakes. The deliv-
ery required Common 
to take the boat up the 
East Coast of the United 
States to Halifax, Nova 

Scotia, on up through 
the St. Lawrence Seaway, 
then through four of the 
five Great Lakes. This 
was an exciting departure 
from the challenges of 
taking pilots out over the 
Coos Bay Bar. 

On all of his voyages, 
Common took photos of 
the boats and the ships 
that he towed, and he 
has put a good number 
in the book. He also has 
supplied detailed speci-
fications for each of the 
eight tugs on which he 
sailed. With his engag-
ing style of reporting, 
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Common has shown the 
way for other tugboat 
captains to share their 
experiences through a 
self-published account. 
The result is a rewarding 
read for mariners who 
long for the challenges 
and discoveries of ocean 
towing.                       •

“Go South ‘Till The 
Butter Melts: My Seafar-
ing Adventures on Ocean-
going Tugs” is available for 
purchase for $35 plus ship-
ping. Email cjcommon@
charter.net or call (541) 
297-8213.  
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Oil has fueled the Texas economy 
since the Spindletop field near 
Beaumont began gushing at 

a rate of 100,000 barrels per day in 
1901.

This year, Breaux’s Bay Craft of 
Loreauville, La., delivered Spindletop, 
a 90-foot pilot boat, to the Sabine 
Pilots of Port Arthur, Texas. Spindle-
top was conceived and built to keep 
pace with growth in the petroleum 
trade, including liquefied natural 
gas (LNG), in the Sabine-Neches 
Waterway.

The waterway is being expanded 
in large part to handle an increase 
in tanker traffic at the region’s ports. 
The Sabine Pilots needed a larger 
and faster boat with the ability to 
transport up to 14 pilots quickly 

over an additional 14 miles being 
tacked on to the current 20-mile 
transit to the sea buoy.

On a March morning, Leslie 
Tucker, port captain for the Sabine 
Pilots, guided Spindletop through 
Sabine Pass into a 3-foot sea in the 
Gulf of Mexico. The newbuild — 
the largest all-aluminum pilot boat 
in the United States — has a deep-V 
hull developed by Breaux’s Bay Craft 

Story and photos by Brian Gauvin

that knifes through waves. Hum-
phree Interceptor trim tabs provide 
extra stability and motion control.

The four pilots aboard, headed 
for ships anchored at the sea buoy, 
were comfortably ensconced in Nor-
sap gas-spring chairs, of which there 
are 15 in the pilothouse. Boat opera-
tor Dylan Simmons, who was moni-
toring ship traffic, sat on the port 
side of the forward control console. 
Tucker, in a Norsap captain’s chair 
equipped with a boatload of features, 
brought the vessel up to 27 knots.

“Really there’s nothing I don’t like 
about this boat,” said Tucker, who 
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Larger, faster Sabine pilot boat built 
to go the distance
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At Work

Spindletop, top, cuts through the Gulf of 
Mexico outside Port Arthur, Texas. Capt. Leslie 
Tucker, above left, mans the helm from a 
Norsap captain’s chair.
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joined the Sabine Pilots on deck 32 
years ago. “I especially like the fuel 
efficiency, the electronics, the FLIR 
camera and the creature comforts.” 

Simmons echoed the comment 
and said, “The other day we made 
20 knots in a 9-foot sea and the ride 
was very comfortable.” 

Spindletop is awash in safety fea-

Spindletop
 SPECIFICATIONS

Owner/operator: Sabine Pilots, Port Arthur, Texas 
Designer/builder: Breaux’s Bay Craft, Loreauville, 
La., and C. Fly Marine Services, Mandeville, La./
Breaux’s Bay Craft
Dimensions: L: 90’ B: 23’ D: 12’4”
Mission: Pilot boat

PROPULSION
• (4) Scania DI16-82M diesel engines, 800 hp 
each at 2,100 rpm
• (4) Twin Disc MGX-5146 gears
• (4) HamiltonJet HM461 waterjets
• (2) Northern Lights 38-kW gensets
• Humphree HA-1100 interceptors
• Centek Vernalift mufflers
• Performance: 30.6 knots top speed, 27 knots 
running speed 

NAVIGATION/COMMUNICATIONS
• (2) Furuno DRS12A-NXT radars with 4-foot 
scanners
• (4) Furuno TZT19F 19-inch monitors
• (2) Furuno MCU004 remote control units for 
multifunction displays
• Seatronx sunlight-readable touch-screen monitor
• Furuno SCX20 satellite compass
• Furuno FA170 AIS transponder
• Furuno DFF3D sonar
• (3) Icom M605 VHF radios with Icom microphones
• KVH TracVision 3 satellite TV system
• FLIR M400XR multisensor thermal camera
• (4) FLIR thermal and visible imaging cameras

ADDITIONAL EQUIPMENT
• (15) Norsap 1600 chairs
• Norsap 1700 captain’s chair
• Hiller fixed CO2 fire suppression system
• SeaLift rescue platform
• Transom jib pole with electric winch
• Harken tight radius rail system

www.professionalmariner.com

Pilots and passengers ride 
in comfort on the one-
hour-plus transit from the 
Sabine Pilots’ dock in Port 
Arthur to the sea buoy. 
Four Scania diesel engines, 
left, anchor the propulsion 
package. Safety equipment 
includes a SeaLift rescue 
platform and jib pole, 
below, with electric winch 
at the stern.

tures, comforts and advanced equip-
ment. There are boarding platforms 
port and starboard forward of the 
pilothouse, with two more platforms 
on the cabin top. The roof is also 
fitted with a FLIR thermal-imaging 
camera. The electronics in the 
pilothouse could serve as a mobile 
Furuno showroom. 

Other nods to safety include LED 
lighting that adds protection during 
night operations, as well as a Harken 
tight radius rail system for pilots and 
crew walking outside the pilothouse 
while underway. For relaxation, there 

are two double-bunk staterooms 
below deck.

The propulsion chain consists of 
four 800-hp Scania diesel engines 
coupled to Twin Disc reduction 
gears shafted to HamiltonJet water-
jets. 

Capt. Ken Hurd, boat super-
intendent, has high praise for the 
newbuild. He is especially satisfied 
with the safety features and the com-
fort the boat provides for the long 
transits out to the sea buoy, and the 
capabilities it brings to pilotage for 
the future.                           •
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Five people died and eight others 
remain missing after a liftboat 

capsized in the Gulf of Mexico near 
Port Fourchon, La., after encoun-
tering hurricane-force winds while 
underway.  

The 234-foot SEACOR Power 
rolled over at about 1630 on April 
13, roughly 7 nautical miles from 
the port. The vessel came to rest on 
the seafloor partially submerged. 
Winds had exceeded 80 mph and 
seas were 7 to 9 feet in the area fol-
lowing a band of thunderstorms.  

Five die, eight missing after liftboat capsizes near Port Fourchon
“That’s challenging under any 

circumstance,” said Capt. Will Wat-
son, commander of Coast Guard 
Sector New Orleans. “We don’t 
know the degree to which that con-
tributed to what happened, but we 
do know those are challenging con-
ditions to be out in the maritime 
environment.” 

Good Samaritan vessels rescued 
four people after the vessel rolled 
over, and the Coast Guard rescued 
two others. Five people were found 
dead in the days that followed the 

accident, and at press time eight 
people remained missing.  

Authorities identified the vic-
tims as Capt. David Ledet, 63, of 
Thibodeau, La.; Anthony Hart-
ford, 53, of New Orleans; James 
Wallingsford, 55, of Gilbert, La.; 
Ernest Williams, 69, of Arnaud-

M A R I T I M E

Casualties
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A U.S. Coast Guard response boat crew heads 

toward the capsized SEACOR Power on April 13 

south of Port Fourchon, La., during the search 

for mariners from the liftboat. The Coast Guard 

suspended its search on April 19 with eight 

people still missing.
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ville, La., and Lawrence Warren, 
36, of Terrytown, La. 

The cause of the accident is 
unknown and likely will remain 
that way for some time. The 
National Transportation Safety 
Board (NTSB) is leading the federal 
investigation, which could last up to 
two years.  

SEACOR Marine of Houston 
owns and operates SEACOR Power, 
which was working under contract 
to Talos Energy of Houston. The 
vessel was about one month into a 
multi-month platform service proj-
ect, according to John Gellert, SEA-
COR Marine’s president and CEO. 

SEACOR Power left Port Four-
chon at about 1330 on April 13 
with nine crew and 10 contractors 
on board. It was bound for a Talos 
platform in Main Pass, roughly 25 
nautical miles east of Port Four-
chon. The vessel capsized onto its 
starboard side in roughly 55 feet of 
water.  

It is not known what happened 
on the vessel or exactly what condi-
tions it encountered. Video taken 
from other vessels operating in the 
area that afternoon showed intense, 
confused seas with strong winds and 
near-zero visibility.  

SEACOR Power’s legs were 
lowered roughly 5 feet from their 
fully retractable position. Gellert 
said that “leads us to believe the 
captain was starting to jack down 
on position for safety.” Gellert 
said the legs typically lower at 5 
feet per minute, suggesting Ledet 
began lowering them shortly 
before the vessel capsized.  

SEACOR Power is a 265-class 

liftboat, meaning it has legs 265 
feet long that can be lowered to the 
seafloor to lift the vessel out of the 
water to function as a floating plat-
form. Its top speed underway is 4.3 
knots.  

Liftboats are required under 
federal regulations to be designed 
to withstand heavy weather. Most 
Gulf of Mexico liftboats, for 
instance, must be able to withstand 
winds of 70 knots (80.5 mph) while 
afloat and 100 knots (115 mph) 
while elevated in safe harbor, said 
David Bourg, managing partner of 
the naval architecture firm MiNO 
Marine in New Orleans. 

“Liftboats having tall legs pres-
ent relatively increased sail area and 
high center of mass,” said Bourg, 
who emphasized he was speaking in 
general terms and was not address-
ing SEACOR Power. “Generally, 
for ships, large sail areas and high 
centers of gravity are detrimental to 
afloat stability. That said, liftboats’ 
barge-like hulls tend to improve 
their stability characteristics. 

“All these facts are accounted for 
in their design, the criteria by which 
their stability is measured, and their 
operations,” Bourg continued. “It’s 
a careful balance.” 

Port Fourchon and surrounding 
areas were under a severe thunder-
storm watch starting at 1206 on 
April 13. At 1427, the National 
Weather Service (NWS) issued 
the first of several special marine 
warnings forecasting strong thun-
derstorms and winds exceeding 34 
knots (39 mph). These warnings 
were in effect until 1800. 

NWS meteorologist Lauren 

Nash said a strong line of thunder-
storms created a weather phenom-
enon known as a “wake low.” 

“That is (what) happens on the 
back side of some of these strong 
lines of thunderstorms,” she said. 
“The air kind of rapidly sinks 
behind (the line) and creates very 
strong winds.” Wake lows typically 
last less than 10 minutes.  

The victims’ friends and families 
have called into question the deci-
sion to sail from Port Fourchon. In 
a prepared statement, Talos Energy 
said the decision to leave port fell to 
the vessel’s captain and SEACOR, 
who had full control of the vessel.  

When pressed by reporters at a 
news conference, Gellert said several 
times that the “go, no-go” decision 

Crewmembers aboard the Coast Guard cut-

ter Glenn Harris pull a person from the Gulf 

of Mexico on April 13 during the multiagency 

SEACOR Power search and rescue effort.
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rested entirely with the captain, 
but that SEACOR supported his  
decision to sail. It’s not clear if any 
records of these communications 
exist. One person rescued from the 
vessel was a senior crewmember 
who likely has knowledge of those 
discussions, Gellert said. 

“The captain had almost 50 years 
of experience — he was a very vet-
eran captain,” Gellert said. “He was 
one of our best captains and very 
prudent and conservative, so we 
were very confident he would not 
have gone out if he had any doubt 
whatsoever.” 

Gellert added that weather 
conditions in the Gulf described 
by the Coast Guard far exceeded 
known forecasts for the area. “The 
weather they were forecast to 
encounter was well within the lim-
its of the vessel, and the weather 
they ultimately encountered was 
well beyond the forecast, as far as 
we know,” he said.  

Watson, the Coast Guard sector 
commander, said separately that 
conditions were more severe than 
anticipated.  

The Coast Guard learned of the 
capsizing from a good Samaritan 

vessel. Unidentified commercial 
vessels operating in the area rescued 
four people soon after SEACOR 
Power rolled over. The Coast Guard 
cutter Glenn Harris, which had not 
yet been commissioned, arrived 
within 30 minutes and rescued one 
person. A 45-foot response boat 
from Station Grand Isle rescued 
another.  

The Coast Guard led a massive 
search and rescue operation, often 
in trying conditions, that included 
state and local resources as well 
as numerous commercial vessels. 
The cutter Amberjack recovered a 
deceased person on April 14, and 
crew aboard the cutter Benjamin 
Dailey recovered another victim the 
following day. Donjon Marine div-
ers recovered two people on April 
16 and a fifth person was recovered 
April 18.  

The Coast Guard suspended 
the search April 19. The operation 
via air and water covered more 
than 9,000 square nautical miles 
and lasted more than 175 hours, 
Watson said. Authorities have not 
released specifics on the rescues or 
where the bodies were recovered. 

“The overriding factor (in sus-

pending a search) is the time a per-
son can survive given the conditions 
they are experiencing, in this case 
at sea, over a given time,” Watson 
explained. “In fact, we extended the 
search because we could not be cer-
tain, given the conditions out there, 
when someone might have entered 
the water.” 

NTSB investigator Andrew 
Ehlers said the agency initially 
would explore three key areas: the 
people involved at sea and ashore; 
the vessel and its equipment; and 
the conditions on the day of the 
accident. 

Other organizations that will 
assist with the investigation include 
the Coast Guard, the NWS and 
the American Bureau of Shipping. 
Ehlers said the NTSB is also seek-
ing information from mariners who 
were on the water that afternoon, 
or who previously worked aboard 
SEACOR Power. 

“People really are the heart of 
what we do, and it is why we focus 
on getting the answers right and 
making sure … we prevent an 
accident like this from happening 
again,” he said.

Casey Conley

SIGNIFICANT
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The speed of a tanker was a 
primary factor in a T-bone col-

lision in the Houston Ship Chan-
nel that nearly tore a barge in half 
and caused a chemical spill, federal 
investigators determined. 

The 754-by-122-foot Genesis 
River struck a barge pushed by the 
towboat Voyager at about 1515 
on May 10, 2019 near the Bay-
port Ship Channel. Genesis River 
hit 30015T at 9 knots, tearing it 
open. More than 11,000 barrels of 

the inbound liquefied gas carrier 
BW Oak near the Bayport Flare. 
The Houston pilot conning Genesis 
River lost control of the ship, which 
crossed the channel into the path 
of the 1,700-hp Voyager and its two 
barges, the NTSB said.  

“The combined effect of the 
speed of Genesis River and the pass-
ing of another large vessel in the 
asymmetrically shaped channel at 
the southern terminus of the Bay-
port Flare resulted in an uncontrol-

lable sheer to port by Genesis River, 
initiating a chain of events that led 
to the collision,” the report said. 

In a prepared statement, the 
Houston Pilots said it is working 
with stakeholders to address key 
NTSB findings. However, the group 
said a Genesis River crewmember’s 
failure to activate an engine override 
soon after meeting BW Oak contrib-
uted to the outcome.  

“The failure of the ship to pro-
vide the 17 available rpms requested 

Tanker’s speed, hydrodynamics cited in Houston T-bone collision 

Genesis River, 

shown inbound in 

the Houston Ship 

Channel in 2018, 

was moving at 

9 knots when it 

struck a Kirby Inland 

Marine barge on 

May 10, 2019. A 

screen shot from 

wheelhouse video 

on the towboat Voy-

ager captures the 

moment of impact. 

G
abriel B

edo/N
TS

B
 photos

gasoline blending stock spilled into 
the waterway. 

Damage to Genesis River, 
30015T and another barge in the 
tow totaled about $3.2 million, 
while cleanup costs exceeded $12 
million, the National Transporta-
tion Safety Board (NTSB) said in its 
accident report. Vessel movements 
within the channel were impacted 
for five days. 

The incident happened after 
the outbound Genesis River passed 
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by the pilot some three minutes 
before the collision played a part in 
the incident, and we are working on 
a recommendation to prevent that 
in the future,” the pilots said. 

The mate did not activate the 
engine control button out of con-
cern that doing so would damage 
the main engine — an outcome 

the NTSB suggested was unlikely. 
Yet the report also said additional 
engine rpms cannot be counted on 
when engines are operating at sea 
speed, as was the case.

The Panama-flagged Genesis 
River, operated by K-Line Energy 
Ship Management, got underway 
from a terminal just east of Houston 
at about noon after loading liquid 
propane. It departed with an even 
keel. Two Houston pilots were on 
the ship to split the voyage, a prac-
tice common on wide-body vessels. 

The first pilot conned the ship 
during the transit through the upper 
channel. He combined large rudder 
angles with numerous engine com-
mands, typically ranging from dead 
slow ahead to half ahead, to control 
the ship. Its speed during this period 
never exceeded 9.6 knots.  

The pilot experienced moder-
ate control issues after meeting two 
inbound ships. The first incident 
occurred at 1411 when Genesis 
River swung to port after passing 
the 580-foot tanker Stolt Inspiration, 
which was partially laden. The pilot 
increased the engine speed, increas-
ing water over the propeller, to 
regain control — a move he called 
an “engine kick.” 

The second incident occurred 
at 1440 just before the second 
pilot took the conn as Genesis River 
met the 600-foot tanker Marvel at 
8 knots. As before, the first pilot 
increased the engine speed to stop 
the ship from swinging.

“Y’all over the place?” the second 
pilot asked his counterpart at 1444, 
just after taking the conn. “Yup,” 
the first pilot said, adding, “She’s 

•  Maintaining stern trim while under-

way would have improved the 

handling characteristics of Genesis 
River.  

•  Wide-beam, deep-draft vessels 

meeting in the Houston Ship Chan-

nel in the vicinity of the northern and 

southern terminuses of the Bayport 

Flare have a higher risk of loss of 

control due to complex and varying 

hydrodynamic forces.  

•  Once Voyager and its tow began 

the turn to port, the collision was 

unavoidable.  

•  An increase in engine rpm to arrest 

Genesis River’s initial sheer, even 

if promptly executed after it was 

ordered by the pilot, would not have 

prevented the collision.  

•  The Genesis River pilot’s decision 

not to use emergency full astern or 

the anchors to avoid the collision 

was reasonable.  

•  The actions of the Voyager relief 

captain to attempt to avoid the col-

lision by crossing the channel were 

reasonable, given the information 

available to him at the time he had to 

make the decision to maneuver.  

•  The Genesis River pilot’s early and 

frequent communications with Voy-
ager mitigated the impacts of the 

accident and likely prevented loss 

of the towing vessel and injuries to 

its crew.

Key NTSB findings

takin’ lotsa wheel ... typical Japanese 
ship, got a little bitty rudder on 
her.” 

The second pilot requested full 
ahead on the ship’s engine at 1446. 
He also asked for the engine to be 
moved from maneuvering mode 
to full navigation mode. The set-
ting is normally reserved for the 
open ocean and typically requires a 
10-minute notice for speed changes. 

Genesis River’s speed increased to 
12 knots as it approached the 740-
foot BW Oak, which was conned 
by another Houston pilot. The two 
ships met at the southern edge of 
the Bayport Flare, an area where the 
Bayport Ship Channel meets the 
Houston Ship Channel. Pilots on 
both ships considered the area safe 
to meet. 

Genesis River’s heading began 
swinging to port before passing 
BW Oak at 1512. The second pilot 
issued a series of rudder commands 
to “check” the ship’s movement. At 
1513 he requested additional engine 
rpms from the mate, who did not 
override the engine. Sensing trouble, 
the second pilot warned the relief 
captain helming the approaching 
Voyager, roughly seven-tenths of a 
mile away, that he was struggling to 
control the tanker. 

“She’s not checkin’ up, Voyager,” 
the second pilot said moments 
later, according to the NTSB 
report. “What do you need me to 
do, captain?” responded the relief 
captain. “Go to the greens,” the sec-
ond pilot said, meaning the Voyager 
tow should cross to the western side 
of the channel marked by green 
navigation beacons. 
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Voyager’s captain told investiga-
tors he had no good options once 
Genesis River started bearing down 
on his tow. A submerged obstacle 
was off to starboard, and stopping 
the tow would risk becoming stuck 
in the tanker’s path. “With Genesis 
River’s bow pointed directly at him, 
he felt that his only course of action 
was to cross the channel to the west-
ern side,” the report said. 

The tow slowed to less than 4 
knots while turning across the chan-
nel. The second pilot aboard Gen-
esis River repeatedly urged the tow 
along, requesting that the vessels cut 
straight across the waterway. “Go, 
Voyager, go! Go, go, go!” the second 
pilot said, according to the NTSB 
report. Voyager’s relief captain 
responded, “I’m hooked up, hard 
over there, brother.” 

Genesis River began swinging to 
starboard as the tow cut across the 
channel. The ship’s second mate 
repeatedly urged the second pilot 
to turn to port, but he did not 
acknowledge the requests. The ship 
briefly touched bottom in the east-
ern barge lane as it turned back to 
starboard.  

The second pilot recognized a 
collision was likely and warned Voy-
ager’s relief pilot to sound the alarm 
early on — an action that investiga-
tors said reduced the risk of injury 
aboard the towboat. Genesis River’s 
master, who had been called to the 
bridge, ordered the engine to emer-

gency full astern moments before 
the collision.  

The impact between the fully 
loaded ship and the 297-foot tank 
barge was violent. The ship’s unique 
hull form, without a bulbous bow, 
tore a 23-by-30-foot triangular gash 
through 30015T, breaching its No. 
2 port and starboard cargo tanks. 
Voyager heeled significantly star-
board and a broken starboard face 
wire snagged in the starboard prop. 
Barge MMI3041, outboard from 
the ship, rolled over upon impact 
but did not breach. 

Reformate, a gasoline blending 
stock, spilled into the waterway. 
Local residents complained of a 
petrochemical smell and testing 
confirmed the presence of benzene 
or similar organic compounds in 
the air. Between 100 and 1,000 
fish, shrimp and crabs died along a 
nearby stretch of shoreline.  

NTSB investigators zeroed in on 
the meeting between Genesis River 
and BW Oak. They determined 
suction and bank effect yawed Gen-
esis River to port, “overwhelming 
the full starboard rudder applied 
to counter this port yaw. The ship 

continued port across the channel, 
where the encounter with the east 
bank curved the ship’s path star-
board and into Voyager’s barge,” the 
report said. 

The pilot’s decision to set the 
engine to full navigation mode lim-
ited his ability to regain control of 
the ship. The “engine kicks” used by 
the first pilot when the ship began 
to swing were unavailable to the sec-
ond pilot at this setting.  

The ship’s higher speed also sub-
jected it to greater hydrodynamic 
forces than would have been the 
case at slower maneuvering speeds, 
the NTSB determined.  

Kirby Inland Marine praised the 
“heroic” actions of Voyager’s crew, 
who the company said were “exon-
erated” by the NTSB’s findings.

“Faced with a large ship careen-
ing toward them, out of control, 
they took the action they could to 
avoid a collision or minimize its 
impact,” Kirby spokesman Matt 
Woodruff said. “We are grateful 
for the professionalism displayed 
by our mariners under the most 
trying of circumstances.”

Casey Conley

Genesis River almost split barge 30015T into 

two sections, causing it to spill more than 

11,000 barrels of reformate. Its sister barge 

in the tow, MMI3041, capsized and came to 

rest just outside the channel.
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Federal investigators determined 
that crew inattention was the 

probable cause of a barge accident 
at the Jamie Whitten Lock and 
Dam on the Tennessee-Tombigbee 
Waterway that spilled nearly 2,800 
barrels of crude oil. 

al Transportation Safety Board 
(NTSB) determined the tow moved 
out of position while locking down. 
Exactly how is unknown. But the 
agency said towboat crew “did not 
effectively monitor and maintain the 
vessel’s position during its descent, 

Tow operator disputes NTSB findings after barge breach at lock
dam at about 0345. The towboat 
positioned the barges stern to stern 
inside the 600-foot chamber, with 
PBL 3422 aft. The two barges 
together were 595 feet long. 

Crew secured each barge to float-
ing mooring bitts that rise and fall as 
the water level changes in the lock. 
Several crewmembers told investiga-
tors the barges were clear of a yellow 
line warning of the submerged sill.  

With the barges secured, Savage 
Voyager moved to the starboard side 
of PBL 3422. Crew reported the 
maneuver went smoothly and the 
vessels did not shift as the towboat 
repositioned alongside the barge. 

The rake of barge 

PBL 3422 bent 45 

degrees after getting 

hung up on the upper 

gate sill at the Jamie 

Whitten Lock and 

Dam, breaching an 

oil tank on the vessel 

and causing a spill. A 

photo diagram, right, 

from the NTSB report 

shows a tow with 

a similar arrange-

ment locking down 

in the chamber after 

the accident, with 

a newly repainted 

warning line. N
TS
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resulting in the aft barge becoming 
hung on the upper gate miter sill.” 

Savage, in a prepared statement, 
called the NTSB conclusions “spec-
ulative.”  

Savage Voyager was downbound 
pushing two loaded crude oil barges 
when the tow entered the lock and 

“If it wasn’t where it’s supposed 
to be, I would have seen it,” said the 
deck hand on watch, who like other 
crew was not identified in the report. 

“The tankerman also reported 
that there was no shifting of the 
barges,” the NTSB said. “The pilot 
stated that he kept the starboard 

Savage Inland Marine, then the 
operator of the towboat Savage Voy-
ager and the barges SMS 30056 and 
PBL 3422, disputed those findings. 
The company has filed a lawsuit 
against the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers, which operates the lock 
and dam, alleging negligence. 

The accident happened at about 
0355 on Sept. 8, 2019 within the 
lock located at mile 411.9 of the 
waterway near Dennis, Miss. The 
rake on barge PBL 3422 became 
caught on the lock’s upper gate sill 
as the water level dropped. The rake 
bent and ultimately failed, breaching 
a tank carrying crude oil.  

Authorities closed the lock for 18 
days to allow for a cleanup that cost 
almost $4 million. The barge needed 
about $400,000 in repairs. The six 
crewmembers aboard Savage Voyager 
were not injured.  

In its accident report, the Nation-
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engine in neutral and the port 
engine ahead in order to keep Savage 
Voyager tight alongside the barge.” 

Crew reported to the lock opera-
tor that the vessels were secured. 
The operator then reviewed the 
camera feed to confirm the aft barge 
was in position inside of the sill 
warning line before closing the gates 
and beginning the process for lock-
ing down 83 feet. 

The deck hand, who was aboard 
PBL 3422, noticed the barge’s rake 
hung up on the concrete miter sill 
as the water level fell. He radioed 
to the towboat pilot, who pushed 
ahead to try and free the barge. 
The pilot then heard a loud noise 
and notified the lock operator, who 
began the nearly two-minute process 
of closing valves to stop the outflow. 

“As the water continued to lower 
in the lock chamber, the rake of the 
barge was held in place while the rest 
of the barge descended, and the rake 
bent 45 degrees,” the report said. 
“As the deck hand stepped onto 
Savage Voyager, PBL 3422’s rake end 
slipped from the concrete miter sill 
and dropped into the water.” 

Crew smelled crude oil while 
still inside the lock. Authorities 
closed the Tenn-Tom upriver and 
downriver and initiated a local spill 
response. The NTSB said 2,786 
barrels of oil spilled, with 22 barrels 
unrecoverable. 

Regulations and lock procedures 
give the lock operator control and 
oversight of the chamber. The lock 
operator also is required to ensure 
that vessels within the chamber are 
properly moored before starting the 
locking process. 

There was 23 feet of water above 
the miter sill when locking started. 
Investigators determined it would 
have taken almost four minutes 
from the start of locking until the 
barge touched the sill. They com-
pared that with the deck hand’s 
assertion that the barge hit the sill 
“maybe a couple seconds after” lock-
ing began.  

That discrepancy suggested to 
NTSB investigators that the deck 
hand was not carefully minding 
the stern line. They also noted the 
tankerman did not realize the barge 
had shifted until after it was stuck.  

“Had the deck crew been vigilant-
ly monitoring the vessel’s position, 
they would have noticed the barge 

was out of position before it became 
stuck on the sill and could have 
alerted the pilot,” the report said.  

Savage alleges the lock operator’s 
negligence caused the incident. Spe-
cifically, the company asserts that 
he failed to supervise the mooring 

Although locking operations can seem 

routine, the margins for safety are 

frequently low. Maintaining vessel posi-

tion and communication with the lock 

operator are critical practices to ensure 

safe lockage. Crews should avoid com-

placency and vigilantly monitor lines at 

all times to prevent “running” in a lock.

National Transportation 
Safety Board

Locking vigilance  

of Savage Voyager within the lock 
chamber and failed to monitor the 
clearance between PBL 3422 and 
the north miter wall. 

“Voyager was in the care, custody 
and control of the lock operator, and 
there was nothing the crew could do 
to avoid the accident short of not 
entering the lock,” the company’s 
statement said.  

The Army Corps of Engineers 
declined to comment on the Savage 
lawsuit, which is still pending. The 
agency has no formal opinion on 
the NTSB findings, according to a 
spokesman. 

Utah-based Savage sold its inland 
tank barges and towboats to Kirby 
Corp. in a deal that closed in April 
2020. Savage retained its dry cargo 
and offshore fleets.

Casey Conley

A depiction of the Savage Voyager tow prior 

to locking down, with the towboat positioned 

alongside barge PBL 3422 (towboat position 

approximate).
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closely mirrored an incident aboard 
another Jantran towboat, Leland 
Speakes, in February 2018. The 
NTSB determined “the vessel’s lack 
of a fixed fire-extinguishing system 
for the engine room and lack of 
redundant fire pumps” also con-
tributed to the severity of that fire. 

City of Cleveland got under-
way from New Orleans on Feb. 24 
with 15 barges carrying fertilizer 
and steel, with three empty barges 
also in the tow. Crew reported the 
initial leg was uneventful until the 

captain heard the sound akin to a 
log hitting a prop.  

The situation became serious in 
a matter of seconds. Wheelhouse 
crew saw flames coming from the 
engine room ventilation housings 
on the upper deck. At about the 
same time, the engineer looked 
through an interior window into 
the upper engine room space and 
saw it was engulfed in flames. The 
generator that was running soon 
stopped and the vessel lost power.  

The towboat’s fire pump 

The 140-foot City of Cleveland 
was pushing 18 barges up the 

Lower Mississippi River when the 
captain heard a sound similar to a 
log hitting a propeller.  

Moments later, the port engine 
stopped and flames erupted from 
the engine room. The nine crew-
members on the towboat escaped 
to a barge and were later rescued 
by a good Samaritan vessel. No one 
was injured and no pollution was 
reported.  

National Transportation 
Safety Board (NTSB) investiga-
tors attributed the fire, which 
occurred at about 1600 on Feb. 
26, 2020 near Natchez, Miss., to 
a catastrophic failure of a connect-
ing rod on the port engine. They 
believe oil and fuel then sprayed 
from the engine and ignited 
on a hot surface before spread-
ing throughout the engine space 
and adjacent rudder room. 

“Contributing to the severity of 
damage to the vessel was the lack 
of a fixed fire-extinguishing system 
for the engine room, as well as the 
loss of electrical power to the single 
fire pump,” the NTSB said in its 
accident report. 

The 37-year-old City of Cleve-
land sustained nearly $2 million in 
damage. Jantran Inc. of Rosedale, 
Miss., which owned and oper-
ated the 6,000-hp towboat, did 
not respond to inquiries about the 
NTSB findings. Tracking informa-
tion indicates the vessel has been 
idle since the fire. 

The fire aboard City of Cleveland 

Crew escapes after engine rod failure leads to towboat fire 
C
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City of Cleveland 

guides a barge on 

the Lower Missis-

sippi River near 

Destrehan, La., 

in 2013. A photo 

from the NTSB 

report shows 

flames erupting 

from the rudder 

room’s starboard 

door after the 

crew had evacu-

ated the towboat.
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fuel shutoff on the governor, 
the NTSB said. The remote fuel 
shutoff for the starboard main 
had failed to shut down the 
engine. The flames were extin-
guished at about 1900. 

“The ball valve in the fuel line 
connected to the remote shutoff 
cable was later found to have been 
pulled past its closed position,” the 
NTSB said. 

Investigators found extensive 
damage to the General Electric 
7FDL12 port main engine. The 
right No. 4 piston head and con-
necting rod clamp were on the 
floor starboard to the engine, while 
the left No. 4 master connecting 
rod lay on the floor with the piston 
pin bolt missing.  

“The initial failure was likely 
with the connecting rod clamp 
or the bolt that held the piston 
pin,” the report said. “Regard-
less, the force of the driven-loose 
connecting rods inside the engine 
was enough to puncture a hole in 
the side of the crankcase on the 
port side and eject the piston head 

through the No. 4 right cover on 
the starboard side.” 

Ignition likely happened soon 
afterward as hot oil and fuel 
sprayed from the engine. The 
fire spread up the port side of the 
engine room and into surrounding 
mechanical spaces. The crew quar-
ters within the superstructure were 
not seriously damaged.  

Monthly firefighting drills were 
held for crew aboard City of Cleve-
land, but that training had limited 
effect in the early stages of the fire. 
The fire pump could not be activat-
ed once the generator failed, and the 
extinguishers were either inaccessible 
or too damaged to use. Investigators 
said the extinguishers likely would 
not have put out the fire.  

“The engine room was not 
equipped with a fixed fire-
extinguishing system, nor was 
it required to be by existing 
regulations,” the report said. “If 
City of Cleveland had a fixed fire-
extinguishing system in the engine 
room, as well as a means to close 
the ventilation and open windows 
in the engine room from the out-
side, the fire may have been able to 
be extinguished.”   

Casey Conley

couldn’t run without electrici-
ty. Crew opened the starboard door 
to the engine room and attempted 
to use semi-portable extinguishers 
to fight the fire, but the discharge 
hose ruptured on the starboard 
unit. The port unit was inaccessible 
due to heat and flames.  

“With no electrical power 
available to run the towboat’s fire 
pump, the vessel adrift in the river 
and the fire spreading beyond the 
engine room, the captain ordered 
the crew to evacuate to the tow’s 
barges,” the report said.  

The towboat Susan K. reached 
the drifting tow at about 1700 and 

pushed it to the left descending 
bank. Another towboat, Jackson 
Platte, took the nine displaced crew 
on board at about 1800. City of 
Cleveland and Jackson Platte crews 
worked together to fight the fire 
while Susan K. held the tow in 
place along the bank.  

City of Cleveland’s starboard 
engine continued running during 
much of the fire response. The 
chief engineers from City of Cleve-
land and Jackson Platte reboarded 
the burning towboat and ulti-
mately used a pole to reach the 

City of Cleveland’s deck layout included semi-

portable fire extinguishers port and starboard 

in the upper engine room, but no fixed fire-

extinguishing system.
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The fire pump could 
not be activated once 
the generator failed, 
and the extinguishers 
were either inacces-
sible or too damaged 
to use.
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Salvage crews begin 

lightering the 418-

foot Bridgeport, 

above, on April 12 

south of Jackson-

ville, Fla. The barge 

grounded three 

weeks earlier after 

being pulled from 

a jetty and towed 

south. Salvagers 

assess the situation, 

left, on March 30.

The U.S. Coast Guard is inves-
tigating the incident but has not 
determined a cause, according to a 
spokesman in Jacksonville.  

Margery and Bridgeport were en 
route to the Port of Jacksonville 
after a routine voyage from Puerto 
Rico. Exact sea conditions were not 
known, but a National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA) weather station located 
inside the jetties registered winds 

A barge carrying coal ash hit a 
jetty marking the entrance to 

the St. Johns River east of Jack-
sonville, Fla., with the breached 
vessel ultimately grounding more 
than a mile south on the Atlantic 
shoreline after being towed away. 

The tugboat Margery had the 
418-foot Bridgeport under tow 
when the barge hit a submerged 
section of the south jetty at about 
1440 on March 22. The impact 
damaged the barge’s port side but 
did not cause any pollution. 

“They were shortening the 
towline and apparently got out 
of shape with the heavy weather 
and seas and the barge struck the 
south jetty,” said Andrew Legge, 
compliance manager for Dann 
Ocean Towing, which operates 
the 4,500-hp Margery. 

Crews partially refloated the 
barge with the rising ride, albeit 
with a heavy portside list from 
flooding into the void spaces 
near the hull breach. Later in the 
day, Margery was attempting to 
pull the barge off the jetty when 
the towing wire parted. Another 
Dann Ocean Towing vessel, 
Stephen Dann, diverted to Jack-
sonville to assist in the effort. The 
3,600-hp tugboat towed Bridge-
port away from the navigation 
channel late on March 22.  

“They towed it directly south 
of the jetties along the beach,” 
Legge said. “It ended up ground-
ing a mile and a half south of the 
jetties in sand about a mile off 
the beach.” 

Barge hits St. Johns River jetty, grounds after being towed away
ash is typically used as landfill cover 
and construction fill. None of the 
cargo escaped into the waterway. 

Bridgeport is typically towed off 
the stern of a tugboat while at sea. 
The barge has a notch in its stern, 
allowing tugs to push it when 
approaching port facilities. Margery 
does not have a coupling system to 
pair with the barge.  

Global Diving & Salvage over-
saw efforts to refloat the barge. 
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Lightering began on April 12 with 
the arrival of the Farrell 256 crane 
barge and the 2,000-ton hopper 
barge JMC 171. About 800 tons of 
cargo had been removed as of April 
14, although the barge remained 
aground pending further work. •

Casey Conley

between 23 and 30 mph at about 
the time of the grounding. Legge 
said the northeast winds pushed 
the barge toward the south jetty. 

The barge was carrying more 
than 28 million pounds of fly ash, a 
byproduct of burning coal for elec-
tricity. Also known as Agremax, the 
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Access to the 

internet can prove 

difficult while 

aboard a ship, 

leading to a com-

mon cybersecurity 

mistake: the use 

of a shared com-

puter terminal. 

Antivirus updates 

that are neglected 

and carelessly 

used USB ports 

can open the door 

for malware.

M
ariners spend less time 
online than the average 
landlubber with con-

stant access to Wi-Fi and 5G cell 
towers, but they often rely on 
the internet more for managing 
their lives. Paying bills, shop-
ping or connecting with family 
and friends during months-long 
assignments are all done online 
— using the spotty and often 
sluggish remote access available to 
seafaring crews. And while going 
about this business, mariners, like 
everyone else, are susceptible to 
attacks by cybercriminals.

Trained technologists-turned-
con artists and online robbers from 
around the world continually con-
coct malware and schemes to steal 
sensitive information for financial 
gain. Without good cyberhygiene 
or maintenance of online security 
systems, any internet user is sus-
ceptible to these threats. 

Mariners are subject to “the 
same spectrum of threats that tar-
get any other person or business,” 

Cybersecurity 
101: Playing 
it safe when 

logging in  
at sea

by Nick Keppler

said Alex Soukhanov, manag-
ing director of Moran Cyber, a 
consulting firm for the maritime 
industry. “If the computer is acces-
sible, it will be a ripe target for it.” 

However, mariners typically 
lack control over the systems they 
use, and they lack consistent con-
nections that allow a target to 
address a security breach quickly. 
A hacker would have a better 
opportunity to splurge using sto-
len credit-card information before 
any unusual activity is noticed, 
one of the complications of mari-
ners’ inconsistent internet access.

Professional Mariner spoke with 
industry experts who provided 
five tips for maintaining cyberse-
curity while at sea:

1) Get to know your company’s 
IT setup and IT person.

For some mariners, internet 
access might come via a shared 
terminal on their vessel. John 
Jorgensen, chief scientist for cyber-

t r ends  &  cu r ren ts
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Whether ashore or at sea, passwords are one 

of the most vulnerable gateways exploited by 

hackers. Cybersecurity experts recommend 

frequently changing passwords or using an 

encrypted password manager.

remember password to cover all 
of them. This is one of the worst 
habits computer users can have, 
according to cybersecurity experts. 

“When someone gets your 
password to one, that means they 
get your password to all,” Jor-
gensen said.

Encrypted password managers 
— they can concoct random pass-
words and automatically insert 
them when a website is called up 
on the device on which they are 

security and software at the Ameri-
can Bureau of Shipping (ABS), 
recommended that before logging 
in, ask some questions. “When was 
the last time they installed antivi-
rus software?” he said. “When was 
the last time they updated it?” The 
maintenance of a shared computer 
can be a neglected task, he said, 
and crewmembers may be jam-
ming USBs and connecting per-
sonal devices into that computer 
— each of them a potential source 
of information-stealing malware.

More generally, Jorgensen said 
mariners should take an active 
interest in the ship’s cybersecurity 
setup. “You should ask, ‘Who is 
the IT person in charge at cor-
porate?’” he said. A little pressure 
may act as a reminder for them to 
update their programs or invest in 
improved ones. 

2) Don’t bite on email phishing 
scams.

Jorgensen said many common 
online crimes involve phishing, 
where a perpetrator sends an email 
that appears to be from a legiti-
mate entity, like a bank or email 
service, and asks the target to 
“verify” security information in an 
attempt to steal it. Be distrustful 
of any email or communication 
that asks for usernames and pass-
words outside the usual portals. 

3) Mix up and change your 
passwords.

Due to the accumulation of 
protected internet accounts, 
people often have one easy-to-

curity setups and risks on com-
mercial vessels. “What we discov-
ered during the first few years of 
our field work aboard ships was 
rather remarkable,” said USMRC 
President Brian Holden.

Personal devices were con-
nected to critical shipboard sys-
tems. Crews engaged in highly 
visible posting or sharing of login 
credentials. Some expressed a 
false belief that the vessel was 
not connected to the internet, or 
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that systems were “air-gapped” in 
some manner. USBs were used 
wantonly. Unauthorized or unsu-
pervised vendors had access to 
shipboard computers. 

“These are all relatively easy 
fixes,” Holden said. However, 

installed — are a free, reliable 
solution to the problem, he said. 
Some web browsers come with 
them.

4) Be mindful of how you 
spread your tech setup.

In 2015, the United States 
Maritime Resource Center, 
a nonprofit industry research 
group, began examining cyberse-
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A study conducted by the 

United States Maritime 

Resource Center found a 

slew of “rather remark-

able” cybersecurity lapses 

on commercial ships, 

according to USMRC 

President Brian Holden. 

Connecting personal 

devices to critical ship-

board systems was 

among the most serious 

mistakes.

mariners tend to become lax 
about cybersecurity, their minds 
occupied by other stresses and it 
not being an area of their exper-
tise. There also can be confusion 
about who is responsible for 
securing computer systems — 
crewmembers, captains or central 
management. 

Everyone should insist on 
tighter standards and greater 
mindfulness, Holden said. There 
is no reason for equipment to be 
left in the open or for passwords 
to be shared, he said. These 
actions can allow one person’s 
carelessness to lead to a breach.

“The vast majority of mariners 
are not cyberwarriors,” Holden 
said. “(Cybersecurity) work will 
likely require engagement with 
shore-based subject matter experts. 
However, the ship will still need 
to be operated safely, and that is 
where mariners are at their best.”

t r ends  &  cu r ren ts
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5) Don’t engage with Nigerian 
princes or lonely singles.

Those notorious “Nigerian 
prince” emails — from suppos-
edly deposed royalty or a legally 
hamstrung executive who will 
give you a cut of some bureau-
cratic money in exchange for 
your banking details — are still 
floating around online, Jorgensen 
said, and so are countless other 
fictions that feed off the appetite 
for easy money. 

Other emails exploit more inti-
mate desires. Some cybercriminals 
engage in catfishing, posing as 
someone else, possibly a warm 
or sympathetic person. They also 
can offer explicitly sexual engage-
ment. These scammers build a 
bond of trust and then ask for 
financial information. For people 
stuck at sea for months at a time, 
the emails can be a siren call.

“Not mariners specifically 
but lonely people are susceptible 
to catfishing,” Jorgensen said. 
“There are grifters and thieves 
looking for lonely people. If you 
keep people engaged and creative, 
they will do better with loneli-
ness.”

This leads to a chief reason 
why cybersecurity is so crucial 
at sea. Mariners need to be able 
to use the internet confidently 
because it helps maintain their 
well-being, providing them with 
a connection to home and the 
ability to maintain their onshore 
lives.

“The internet is really a key 
to morale and mental health,” 
Soukhanov said. “Morale and 
mental health are really impor-
tant to the safety of the crew, and 
when they are not working at full 
capacity, the ship is not working 
at full capacity.” •
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Correspondence by Joshua Padeti

Taking on climate change: Carbon capture for marine applications

The United Nations Frame-
work Convention on Climate 

Change adopted the Paris Agree-
ment in 2015 with the intent 
to peak and then sharply reduce 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
in order to keep the average global 
temperature rise below 2 degrees 
Celsius and preferably limited to 
1.5 degrees above pre-industrial 
levels. In response to the U.N. ini-
tiative, the International Maritime 
Organization (IMO) recently set 
ambitious targets for decarboniza-
tion of the global fleet, aiming to 
reduce carbon dioxide (CO2) emis-
sions from shipping by at least 50 
percent by 2050 compared to 2008.  

GHG emissions reduction 
can be achieved in several ways, 
including carbon capture and 
storage (CCS). This is the process 
of capturing waste CO2, usually 
from large point sources such as 
power plants or cement factories, 
and transporting it in liquid or 
vapor form to a storage site. The 
Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change considers CCS an 
important method of reducing 
global CO2 emissions. 

Most studies concerning carbon 
capture focus on onshore power 
plants that use fossil fuels, but it 
is also a potential supplemental 
solution for reducing the overall 

carbon footprint of a vessel or 
offshore unit. Unless the vessel or 
unit is using a zero-carbon fuel 
such as ammonia or hydrogen, 
other fuels — including liquefied 
natural gas, liquefied petroleum 
gas, methanol, biodiesel and 
renewable diesel — will release 
CO2 as a byproduct of combus-
tion. CCS for shipboard applica-
tion refers to a set of technologies 
that can be used to capture CO2 
from the exhaust gas of a vessel or 
offshore unit and store it for sub-
sequent disposal or use. 

Carbon capture methods
Over the past 20 years, many 
research groups around the world 
have explored carbon capture tech-
nologies to increase efficiency and 
reduce the size and cost of the sys-
tems, which are typically designed 
for electric power plants. CO2 has 
been safely transported and used 
in many industries for decades and 
can be moved by ship, truck or 
pipeline. Maritime deployment of 
CCS is now being researched and 
piloted by multiple firms. 

There are three major types of 
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cor respondence

Carbon cap-

ture and storage 

involves taking waste 

CO2, typically from power 

plants or cement factories, and 

transporting it in liquid or vapor form to 

a storage site. Most initiatives to date have 

focused on shoreside applications, but the 

technology also has the potential to reduce the 

carbon footprint of vessels and offshore units.

CO2 capture systems: post-com-
bustion, pre-combustion and oxy-
fuel combustion. Pre-combustion 
and oxy-fuel combustion remove 
carbon from the fuel prior to use 
and produce hydrogen and oxy-
gen, respectively, for combustion. 
Consequently, the pre-combustion 
and oxy-fuel combustion systems 
require integration into the fuel 
supply and power generation sys-
tems and call for a total redesign. 
The post-combustion method cap-
tures CO2 from flue gas and there-
fore can be added to a conventional 
design with minimal alteration to 
the engine. Retrofitting vessels or 
offshore units as a standalone sys-
tem is relatively straightforward. 

In the most conventional pro-
cess, there are two steps to separate 
CO2 from emissions: capture (sorp-
tion) followed by thermal or pres-
sure-swing desorption, also termed 
regeneration. In capture, the 
CO2 is absorbed into a liq-
uid or solid by contact-
ing the CO2 source 
with the absorber. In 
the desorption/regen-
eration step, CO2 is 
selectively desorbed 
from the absorber, 
resulting in a flow of 
pure CO2 gas with 
the original amine 
sorbent regener-
ated for further 
use.

Rules and standards
Regulations and policies for car-
bon capture are mostly still in 
development, with Europe being a 

notable early adopter. The Euro-
pean Union’s directive on geologi-
cal storage of carbon dioxide came 
into force in 2009, providing 
requirements for this stage of the 
process. In 2005, the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change 
released a special report on CCS 
that covers maritime consider-
ations, including the design, con-
struction, operation, risk, safety 
and cost of systems.

In addition to these initiatives, 
the United Kingdom’s Department 
of Energy and Climate Change 
has projects in motion to support 
the relatively new technologies. 
In the United States, the 
Environmental Pro-
tection Agency 
is working 
on devel-

oping regulations to track national 
carbon-capture activity and ensure 
safe practices. 

Onboard considerations 
The challenge in the offshore envi-
ronment is the handling and stor-
age of captured CO2. The process 
requires significant power to liquefy 
or solidify the captured byproduct, 
and storing it in gaseous form on 
board is not a viable option due to 
space requirements.   

CO2 transforms from gas to 
solid directly when cooled at ambi-
ent pressure and solidifies at minus 

78 degrees Celsius. It also can 
be solidified by interaction 

with other chemicals. 
To transport 

CO2 in a liquid 
state, it needs to be 

contained at a pres-
sure of 0.7 megapascals 

and minus 50 degrees 
Celsius. If the liquefied 
CO2 is to be stored 

on board, the stor-
age space should be 
determined based 
on the expected 

capture during the voy-
age. One ton of liquefied 

CO2 occupies about 1 cubic meter 
of volume. 

Current research 
Offshore CCS initiatives present 
CO2 storage opportunities through 
the use of existing or abandoned 
wells. Research projects in part-
nership with the U.S. Bureau of 
Ocean Energy Management are 
collecting data on offshore storage 

Hothouse Design illustration
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A pipeline moves 

liquefied CO2 to an 

injection well at 

the Quest carbon 

capture and stor-

age facility near 

Edmonton, Alberta. 

CO2 has been used 

in many industries 

for decades and 

can be moved 

by ship, truck or 

pipeline.

complexes along the mid-Atlantic, 
Southeast and Gulf coasts. These 
projects use 3D flow and geome-
chanical modeling to assess sites 
with the potential to store millions 
of metric tons of CO2. 

Mitsubishi Heavy Industries 
(MHI) recently conducted a con-
cept study focused on installing a 

carbon capture and storage unit 
on a very large crude carrier. The 
system was comprised of four tow-
ers for cooling the exhaust, absorb-
ing CO2, treating the exhaust and 
regenerating the CO2, in addition 
to the required liquefaction and 
storage facilities. The objective 
of the project was to investigate 
onboard production of methane or 
methanol by combining hydrogen 
from water electrolysis with the cap-
tured CO2. MHI reported a CO2 
capture rate of about 86 percent 
and a 20-year rate of return due 
to the high capital and operating 
expenses involved. 

The United Kingdom’s Depart-
ment for Transport recently funded 
a project by PMW Technology, 
which has partnered with the 
marine design company Houlder 

Ltd. to study the potential of using 
the A3C carbon capture process 
in shipping. The process involves 
extracting CO2 from exhaust gases 
by freezing and subliming it. The 
CO2 then would be liquefied and 
stored in tanks on board the ship. 

Carbon capture technology is 
facing many technical and eco-

Through the Offshore Sustain-
ability Online Resource Center, 
the American Bureau of Shipping 
(ABS) addresses operational sustain-
ability, environmental sustainability 
and digital sustainability. These ser-
vices are offered in addition to ABS’ 
classification services that cover the 
operational safety of production 
units and unmanned offshore instal-
lations, as well as offshore compli-
ance and regulatory issues. 

ABS is also working with the 
Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology on strategies for emissions 
reduction and CO2 mitigation. The 
studies are taking into consideration 
the size of potential onboard systems 
for many vessel types, as well as the 
modeling of system performance for 
exhaust flow, efficiency and CO2 
reduction potential. For more infor-
mation, visit the ABS sustainability 
portal at ww2.eagle.org.

Joshua Padeti is a 
senior engineer in the 
machinery, electrical 
and systems engineer-
ing group within 
ABS Technology. His 

expertise encompasses a wide variety 
of topics including sustainability, 
alternative fuels, emissions, environ-
mental compliance, ship machinery, 
marine piping, statutory compliance, 
rule development, fire safety, subsea 
mining and the transfer of class pro-
cedures. He has a master of science 
degree in mechanical engineering 
from the University of Michigan and 
a bachelor’s degree in mechanical 
engineering from Osmania Univer-
sity in Hyderabad, India.

nomic challenges for marine and 
offshore applications. However, it 
still has potential to be an effective 
method of reducing GHG emis-
sions from future vessels and off-
shore units, especially in conjunc-
tion with low-carbon fuels. Further 
technical advances are expected to 
reduce the scale, cost and complex-
ity of the technology. 

The role of ABS
Decarbonization is a major com-
ponent of sustainability, but sus-
tainability also means supporting 
businesses in challenging times. 
Strategies include alternative energy 
sources for a lower carbon footprint, 
new approaches to vessel and asset 
design to enhance performance, and 
digital solutions to optimize asset 
management. 
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Transition in the wind as shipping warms to alternative propulsion
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The push toward low-

emission and zero-

emission shipping has 

gained the attention of 

some of the industry’s 

largest cargo carriers. 

Two Norsepower rotor 

sails were installed 

on the 804-foot tanker 

Maersk Pelican in 

2018, resulting in fuel 

savings of 8.2 percent 

during the first year of 

operation, according 

to Lloyd’s Register.

In the light of the current scramble 
for alternative, low-carbon fuels 

that will take until the 2030s to 
substantially penetrate the maritime 
fuel mix, wind propulsion is gaining 
more attention from vessel owners 
and operators. Gavin Allwright, the 
secretary-general of the International 
Windship Association (IWSA), dis-
cusses the uptake of this technology 
and what is behind a spate of recent 
public announcements.

With a lot of attention and invest-
ment going into alternative, low-
emission fuel development, how 
does the return of wind propul-
sion avoid becoming an “also-ran” 
technology segment? 

Allwright: To answer this question, I 
have to start with the fact that IWSA 
and its members welcome the develop-
ments in alternative fuels as they are 
vital to carbon-neutral and ultimately 
zero-emissions vessels. The term “also-

ran” is actually perfect, but in a posi-
tive sense. Wind propulsion systems 
are compatible with all other energy 
sources, and all retrofit installations and 
newbuilds are “hybrid” systems by their 
very nature. As retrofits, they can deliver 
5 to 20 percent of the propulsive energy 
to a ship with the potential to reach 30 
percent (derived on a motorship opera-
tion profile without operational chang-
es), and in newbuilds they can deliver 
50 percent or more. While it is obvious 
wind can’t do the job alone, the same 
can be said about these new fuels that 
we are asking to do some very heavy 
lifting in decarbonizing the fleet.

Whether you are paying $350 a 
ton for heavy fuel oil or $1,000 for 
the equivalent in a “green” alterna-
tive fuel, you are still paying for fuel. 
With a wind propulsion component 
it is possible to decouple a portion 
of your energy requirement from the 
fuel markets, with that zero-emis-
sions energy delivered to the point 
of use at zero cost, with zero need 

for storage on board and zero infra-
structure required on shore, and that 
energy predictably remains at zero 
cost for the lifetime of the vessel.

Your association has this year 
declared the “Decade of Wind 
Propulsion.” Is that just a mar-
keting ploy or is there real sub-
stance behind it?

Allwright: There is of course an ele-
ment of informing the market in 
any announcement, and the message 
there is that wind propulsion is a 
credible, robust and increasingly eco-
nomically attractive solution. However, 
the “Decade of Wind Propulsion” 
announcement is far more than that. 
It is a renewed commitment from our 
130-plus members to deliver on the 
potential of wind propulsion in this 
decade. We already have wind propul-
sion units in the market, with 11 large 
vessels with systems installed, from fer-
ries to bulkers and a couple of tankers 
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Two eConowind 

Ventifoils are 

deployed aboard the 

Dutch containership 

Lady Christina dur-

ing testing in 2018 

in the North Sea. 

Controlled from the 

bridge, the foils can 

be folded out to act 

like sails, automati-

cally adjusting to 

the direction of the 

wind to generate 

maximum thrust.

including a VLCC, and over 20 rigs in 
operation. There is another large “wind-
ready” bulker and three more installa-
tions pending in the second quarter this 
year, along with two newbuilds under-
way. These are alongside 20-plus smaller 
cargo and cruise vessels. 

However, it is scaling these instal-
lations that is the challenge. More 
demonstrator vessels, mass produc-
tion facilities and preparations for 
fleet installations will be vital to 
deliver significant numbers by 2030. 
The foundations for these are being 
laid now and we predict the num-
ber of demonstrators will double 
year-on-year up to 2024 without 
any further commercial orders. We 
are also seeing large industry players 
engaging with wind. The past few 
months have seen announcements 
from Oldendorff Carriers, Mitsui 
O.S.K. Lines, Wallenius Wilhelmsen 
and Cargill, among others.

There is also the need to optimize 

the systems that will be increasingly 
common in the fleet over the next 
few years. This involves better inte-
gration into excursion monitoring 
systems along with improved sup-
port systems, such as weather rout-
ing for wind, satellite forecasting and 
sensors on rigs to monitor perfor-
mance — and even lidar to identify 
wind patterns as they affect the ship 
in real time. All of these technical 
solutions will feed into the third-
party validation and fleet evaluation 
that is also under development to 
assist shipowners identifying the best 
solutions for their fleets. 

Facilitation is the third key area 
and this is a wide one, covering 
everything from working with class 
to continually improve and adapt 
wind-assist guidelines to the setup 
of an accelerator program to cluster 
together expertise to help deliver 
wind propulsion systems from con-
cept to market. This also extends to 

assisting with the rollout of low- and 
zero-emission fuels as mentioned 
before and integrating those in the 
design of new vessels.

On that final point, you recently 
penned a piece suggesting that 
wind propulsion could actually 
fund not only the IMO 2050 decar-
bonization target, but also full 
decarbonization. Can the industry 
really accept that as a credible 
assertion? 

Allwright: Yes, I think the industry 
can. That thought piece adopted some 
conservative assumptions on fuel price: 
no increase this decade and then a 35 
percent increase each decade after that 
as carbon levies are introduced and 
higher-cost alternatives enter the mix. 
It assumed that wind propulsion would 
be rolled out substantially this decade, 
securing 20 percent reductions in fuel 
use and emissions across the fleet in the 
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of our decarbonization efforts so we 
are all pulling in the same direction. 
A review of this kind doesn’t need to 
slow down the market development 
but run parallel. It will ensure that 
we fully appreciate what a hybrid 
approach to decarbonization means, 
and hopefully we can avoid any dead 
ends or stranded assets in the future.

We stand ready to work with 
all stakeholders across the shipping 
spectrum to put these initiatives into 
action. They will be able to draw on 
a lot of fantastic work already under-
way in silos across the industry — 
just in a more collective, transparent 
and urgent manner. •

Gavin Allwright is 
secretary-general of 
the International 
Windship Association, 
a nonprofit group 
that facilitates and 

promotes wind propulsion solutions 
for commercial shipping worldwide. 
IWSA is made up of wind propulsion 
technology suppliers and designers, 
naval architects, engineers, academics, 
NGOs and seafarers. To learn more, 
visit www.wind-ship.org.
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Wallenius Wilhelmsen is developing Orcelle 

Wind, a roll-on/roll-off ship that will have 

the capacity to carry 7,000 vehicles at 10 

to 12 knots under sail, a speed that can be 

increased with a supplemental power system. 

The operator predicts a 90 percent reduction 

in emissions, with delivery in 2025.

2030s with some adjustments in speed 
and routing.  Even using these conserva-
tive assumptions, this calculation would 
yield about $1 trillion in savings by 
2050 with a price tag of roughly $300 
billion, and also decrease the total cost 
of rollout by a margin of 10 to 20 per-
cent. The total cost for decarbonization 
has been estimated by University Mari-
time Advisory Services and the Energy 
Transitions Commission at roughly $1 
trillion to reach IMO 2050 and $1.4 
trillion to $1.9 trillion for full decarbon-
ization, taking a fuel-heavy approach — 
thus wind could in theory pick up the 
tab. This scenario is of course predicated 
on a decision to adopt wind propulsion 
systems at scale this decade, involving 
extensive retrofitting of the existing fleet 
and newbuilds being wind-optimized as 
they enter the fleet.

That brings us to the most recent 
development, an open letter 
released by the IWSA. The letter 
calls on industry decision-makers 
to adopt a level playing field for 
all energy sources and go beyond 
the current narrow “fuel-centric” 
approach. Why now and how do 
you propose to make this happen?

Allwright: Firstly, I would like to 
make the point that the open letter is 
signed by 97 maritime companies, from 
large shipowners to small technology 
developers. Admittedly this is a big ask, 
but our industry is embarking on an 
unprecedented transition far greater 
in scale than the first wind to fossil 
fuel transition — and in a far shorter 
period — meaning at least 50 percent 
decarbonization within the life span of a 
vessel launched today.

That means we need to use all of 

the tools in the energy toolbox and 
they need to be assessed side by side 
in a transparent way, taking in the 
full life cycle and all external impacts 
and costs. Currently wind propul-
sion is under-represented in those 
assessments and thus we are calling 
for wind to be fully integrated into 
all industry reports and decarboniza-
tion pathways going forward. We 
are calling for a multi-stakeholder 
working group to be established 
to ensure we fully understand the 
potential of wind propulsion and 
ensure that all policies and regula-
tions recognize wind as a direct 
energy source.

The challenges facing the indus-
try mean we need to make sure deci-
sion-making is based on clear defini-
tions, credible data and standardized 
assessment criteria, and that is cur-
rently not the case. Thus, the letter 
goes on to call for a strategic review 

cor respondence
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when Congress overrode Presi-
dent Trump’s veto of the National 
Defense Authorization Act. The 
NDAA clearly states that the 
Jones Act applies to all vessels 
involved in the construction or 
operation of offshore wind instal-
lations on our Outer Continen-
tal Shelf (OCS) — an area that 
extends to about 200 miles off the 
U.S. coast. 

A few weeks later, the CBP 
under President Biden reaffirmed 
that all vessels operating between 
a U.S. port and an offshore wind 
energy installation on our OCS 
must be Jones Act-compliant. The 
announcement was celebrated 
throughout the industry. Ameri-
can companies, bolstered by the 
new CBP ruling, could now pro-
ceed at full speed with building 
new U.S.-flag offshore wind sup-
port vessels.  

The first U.S.-flag offshore 
wind support vessels were CTVs 
built for Atlantic Wind Trans-
fers. They are currently servicing 
wind farms off Rhode Island and 
Virginia. The keel also was laid 
recently for the U.S.-flag WTIV 
Charybdis, which is under con-
struction for Dominion Energy in 
Brownsville, Texas. 

A number of other compa-
nies are in the planning stages 
to obtain new U.S.-flag offshore 
wind support vessels. Great Lakes 
Dredge and Dock has contracted 
for a new inclined fallpipe ves-
sel, a dynamic positioning (DP) 
ship designed to load, carry and 
unload 24,000 tons of rock to 

continued from page 48 secure turbines to the seafloor. 
Crowley Maritime’s New Energy 
division has announced plans to 
build three Jones Act-compliant 
SOVs, while Vard Marine in 
Houston will build two SOVs of 
its own. 

No question about it, when 
it comes to jobs for American 
merchant mariners, offshore wind 
energy is the “next big thing.” 
The U.S. Coast Guard currently 
doesn’t require any special certi-
fication for mariners to work on 
ocean wind support vessels, so no 

additional STCW classes or train-
ing are needed. The Global Wind 
Organization (GWO), a non-
profit industry group, does offer 
a number of non-STCW/USCG 
classes that are geared toward 
wind energy professionals, and 
there are many places around the 
country providing these courses. 

With offshore wind energy 
employment on the horizon, 
some U.S. merchant mariners are 
being proactive and are attending 
GWO classes on their own. K.J., 
a second engineer I know, has 
his sights set on working aboard 
one of the new U.S.-flag offshore 
wind energy vessels when they 

start operating. He’s already taken 
a GWO safety course at a school 
in Houma, La., and has plans for 
more. 

Of the four-year maritime 
academies, Massachusetts Mari-
time is the only one to offer wind 
energy-related classes. Students 
can take GWO courses at the 
academy’s training facility, which 
is also equipped with an instruc-
tional wind turbine mock-up. I 
think it’s time for all of the acad-
emies to step up and develop their 
curriculums as the offshore wind 
energy sector takes its place in the 
domestic maritime industry.  

It’s an exciting time to be a 
U.S. merchant mariner, as the 
coming months and years will 
offer once-in-a-lifetime opportu-
nities to work aboard U.S.-flag 
offshore wind support vessels. 
Now that President Biden has 
eliminated any uncertainty about 
whether or not the Jones Act 
applies, we can prepare and get 
to work. Those willing to ride the 
winds of change and embrace this 
emerging sector of the industry 
could soon find themselves get-
ting one of the tens of thousands 
of jobs that offshore wind energy 
will generate.

Till next time, I wish you all 
smooth sailin’. •

Kelly Sweeney holds a license of 
master (oceans, any gross tons), and 
has held a master of towing vessels 
license (oceans) as well. He sails on 
a variety of commercial vessels and 
lives on an island near Seattle. You 
can contact him at captsweeney@
professionalmariner.com.

Considering all the 
vessels involved, 
what does this 
mean for merchant 
mariners? Jobs, jobs 
and more jobs.

mar ine r ’ s  no tebook
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My wife and I were 
at a late summer 

dinner party hosted by 
Martin, a retired civil 
engineer friend of ours. 
At our table enjoying 
the barbecued salmon, 
we were seated next to a 

well-dressed 
middle-
aged guy 
and his 
wife. Seeing 
us, Martin 
came over 
and said, 
“This is my 
son Michael 
and his 

wife Helen. Michael’s 
an engineer too.” We 
exchanged introductions 
and then I asked, “Are 
you a civil engineer like 
your dad?” He replied, 
“No, I’m an ocean engi-
neer. My specialty is 
offshore wind turbines.” 
When I asked where he’d 
been working recently, 
he replied, “I’ve been 
in the Netherlands, but 
might be working on a 
project over here soon.”                                                                                

Ocean-based wind 

A Mariner’s Notebook

energy farms are being 
built throughout the 
world, with many sys-
tems utilizing hundreds 
of turbines. Composed 
of tubular steel and 
anchored in the seabed, 
a typical ocean wind 
turbine stands 500 to 
800 feet high and has 
three 120- to 250-foot 
rotating steel blades 
connected to an electri-
cal generator. When the 
turbine blades move, 
electricity is produced. 
It is then sent ashore 
through large cables, 
where it’s ultimately dis-
tributed to homes and 
businesses.                                                                                              

Today, the biggest 
offshore wind power 
installation in the world 
is the United Kingdom’s 
Hornsea 1 project. 
Located 75 miles off the 
Yorkshire coast of north-
ern England, it produces 
enough electricity for 
over 1 million homes. 
Here in the United 
States there are already 
two moderately sized 
operational ocean instal-

lations, one along the 
coast of Rhode Island 
and the other off Virgin-
ia. There are also another 
14 projects along the 
East Coast in various 
stages of development.

Different types of 
vessels are used for the 
construction and opera-
tion of offshore wind 
energy systems. Feeder 
support vessels (FSVs) 
are designed to bring 
deck cargo such as tur-
bine blades and towers 
to the site. Service opera-
tions vessels (SOVs) are 
used to house workers 
and store supplies during 
construction. Wind tur-
bine installation vessels 
(WTIVs) transport the 
huge pieces of equip-
ment used to construct 
the towers and install the 
turbines. Field develop-
ment vessels (FDVs) are 
cable-laying ships uti-
lized to deploy the elec-
trical lines. Crew transfer 
vessels (CTVs) are used 
to shuttle personnel 
between shore and the 
wind farm. 

Considering all the 
vessels involved, and 
how many offshore wind 
energy projects are in 
development, what does 
this mean for merchant 
mariners? Jobs, jobs 
and more jobs. When it 
comes to the installations 
off our coasts, however, 
the big question has 
always been, “Will those 
jobs be filled by U.S. 
merchant mariners?” 

In July 2020, the 
Trump administra-
tion sent shock waves 
through the industry 
when Customs and Bor-
der Protection (CBP) 
announced that the 
Jones Act did not apply 
to the proposed Vine-
yard Wind farm off the 
coast of Massachusetts. 
Fortunately, the decision 
was revoked a month 
later, but the question of 
whether or not foreign-
flag vessels could be used 
in wind energy projects 
off the U.S. coast was 
left unanswered. The 
answer came on Jan. 1 

Offshore wind ushering in new era of opportunity for US mariners 

 by Capt. Kelly Sweeney
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