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HOURS OF SERVICE ISSUES ON TOWING VESSELS  

Edited By Capt. Richard A. Block 
 

Introduction 
 During the President’s Day weekend, Captain Jordan May representing the Master of Towing Vessel (MTV) 
Association asked for my opinion about ranking the 10 most important issues facing our mariners.  “Work Hours” 
ranked near the top of my list.  Suddenly, this issue assumed a life of its own, and I was snowed by over 30 e-mails 
containing a number of solid ideas.  Some e-mails and calls were sent to me directly while others were replies to 
copies of my letter to Captain May.  I have organized the key points and will share them with our mariners in this 
report.  To keep the discussion issue-oriented, I identified each comment with a unique mariner identification 
number, for example, [78].  As editor, I added my comments identified by [59].  I added captions, added emphasis, 
occasionally clarified some thoughts but tried not to change the wording of individual comments. 
 

Better Utilize Experienced Personnel 
 Here is one possible solution to remedy some of the personnel shortages reported in the towing industry.  
Observers have noted the advancing age of merchant mariners with average experience being diluted by fewer and 
fewer entering the ranks.  Mariners who have accumulated years of licensed experience are often forced into a 
premature retirement that they may not welcome because they no longer hold “active” Coast Guard licenses.  For 
one reason or another, possibly for health or other reasons, they have chosen or been forced to have the Coast 
Guard renew their licenses “for continuity purposes” only.  Consequently, they are no longer able to perform the 
navigational duties of a Master and/or Mate/Pilot.  They go ashore and the industry loses the benefits of their years 
of service and the resulting experience. 
 Many of these former Masters and Mates/Pilots have the training and management skills that would allow them 
to handle some of the routine duties that often force watchstanders to violate the 12-hour rules.  Without piloting 
the vessel, many of these individuals could: 
● safely carry out the functions of Vessel Security Officer. 
● correct vessel charts and publications. 
● advise in building tow and fleeting operations. 
● monitor the new NPDES General Permit requirements. 
● conduct routine communications and correspondence with the “front office.” 
● file accident reports promptly and properly. 
● follow up on vessel maintenance issues. 
● order supplies. 
● sign off on repair work performed on the vessel by maintenance personnel and/or outside vendors. 
● assist the crew in many ways such as by conducting in-house vessel inspections and audits. 
● maintain vessel records required by a safety management system. 
● conduct on-board training and drills including instruction in newly-installed equipment. 
● stand watches when the vessel is not underway while other crewmembers rest. 
● perform Designated Examiner tasks if previously qualified, 
 
 These are many of the tasks these licensed officers performed by default in the past.  They would be allowed to 
do everything except to pilot the vessel unless supervised by a fully-licensed officer.  These senior retired officers 
could take the place of a “Roof Captain” (similar to a  “Staff Captain” on large passenger vessels.) 
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 Companies would make decisions to employ these individuals on a case by case basis.  They would be expected 
to provide limited pay and benefits in return for limited light-duty, non-navigational but increasingly important 
peripheral services that otherwise would have to be performed by fully-licensed Masters, Mates/Pilots, and 
Engineers.   Many of these mariners would be on Social Security and would be able to supplement their monthly 
checks to better provide for their families.  Also many would be on Medicare, so the company would not incur 
additional insurance premiums.  Utilizing these personnel for non-navigating duties could be on a case-by-case 
basis under “guidelines” such as found in a NVIC.  While this would be an added expense for the companies, the 
advantages far outweigh the costs.  You have the benefit of all that experience in emergencies.  Pilots who are 
struggling could have a mentor to, not only expand their skill set, but relieve the anxiety and breed the confidence 
necessary to perform at a level that is safe and will result in the company making a profit.  Add to that, they could 
act as a “posting pilot” whenever a Master or Mate/Pilot is assigned to operate in an area he is not familiar.  Under 
such a plan, everybody wins.[91] 
  

Teach Apprentice Mates/Steersmen to Handle Additional Duties 
 In recent years, an increasing amount of paperwork and additional administrative duties have become required 
aboard towing vessels.  Very little about these collateral duties appear in the typical 10-day Apprentice 
Mate/Steersman course; nor is it covered by the current Towing Officers Assessment Record (TOAR) that 
represents “hands-on” experience afloat.  Part of pilothouse training period should include training in how to 
manage the paperwork load as well as other “additional duties.”  These duties include many of the duties listed 
above.  An Apprentice Mate/Steersman needs to be entrusted with completing some of these duties by the officer(s) 
who instruct them.  For example, standing watch while the vessel is not underway would allow the Master or 
Mate/Pilot to carry out their navigational duties more effectively when they did not have the opportunity to gain 
restful sleep for any reason on their previous off-duty rotation.  After all, an 84-hour workweek expected of these 
fully-licensed officers is much longer than an average 40-hour work-week afloat. [91] 
 
 

New Towing Vessel Rulemaking Ahead 
● Mariner resistance to change is as big or even a bigger problem than the regulations themselves.  [86] 

 
● Decide the big issues first (and address the) small ones later, if possible.  [84] 
 
● Having (any) significant impact upon the USCG concerning (watches) i.e. 6/6, 8/8, 4/8, 12/12 or other issue is 

extremely difficult unless there is a general consensus among individuals and labor and as (if) possible the 
operating companies.  In general terms such a consensus is difficult if not impossible to obtain even within one 
faction of the industry let along across all elements.  The government knows this and uses it against the entire 
industry to do what they think is best in the absence of any consensus.  [84] 

 
● I think that this may be the time to modify the law/regulations concerning manning violations.  In the past any 

person who complained about manning violations had probably broken the same manning law themselves and 
was therefore at risk more than the employer who ordered it.  However, proof against one is automatic proof 
against the other. [84] 

 
● (Remember) the industry itself (AWO) went running to the Coast Guard when they actually thought they were 

about to be invaded by OSHA after the Supreme Court ruling in "Mallard Bay".  [90] 
 
● (Therefore,) we must find a way that encourages complaints of violations to the regulators while not exposing 

operating personnel that are making the complaint to possible suspension and revocation proceedings.  Maybe it is 
as simple as offering immunity to any individual who complains about non-compliance with “the 12-hour rule” 
or other manning issue….It is a starting point for the dialogue.  Whatever the answer it should be included in 
regulation and maybe law. [84] 

 
● Then there's the complete lack of enforcement by the Coast Guard. This is a political problem that no regulation 

change will fix. [86] 
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● “Crew Endurance Management” (CEMS) doesn’t do squat for you other than making you aware that you need to 
squeeze 7 hours of rest in a 5½ hour period.  [83] 

 
● Since the towing industry is attempting to become “inspected” what about the adequate rest for mariners on 

vessels, including inland towing vessels.  There are many more towing vessels than there are blue water vessels, 
and they can carry just as hazardous a cargo as ocean going vessels.  They are also a lot closer to bridges and 
cities that are highly populated.  Safety of the environment, crew, vessel, cargo and the public must be the first 
option.  [83] 

 
● (At a TSAC meeting somebody) …stated that if their mariners are tired, they are allowed to tie up to a fleet, etc. 

to get adequate rest.  My recommendation is that (the Coast Guard and the towing industry) consider this option 
once every two or three days (of allowing mariners on 24-hour boats) to catch up on (their) sleep.  You would 
comply with the law and the Coast Guard would have (evidence) in your favor in that you are reducing fatigue 
and (reducing) the possibility of causing an incident.  [83] 

 
● Limiting "duration" of rotations in the two-watch system will serve as an appropriate stop-gap measure until 

regulators force our masters and employers into a different state of mind.  [90] 
 
● Any schedule you can imagine will still be the same 12 hours a day we are being paid to stand watch.  We all 

know that horse-trading will be done, but constantly harping on the three-watch “pipe-dream” will only diminish 
the credibility of all concerned.  The issue needs realistic and reachable goals.  [85] 

 
● One I would like to positively reinforce is that each and every one of us has our own 'body clock' and needs a 

slightly different sleep pattern.  The responses all confirm this divergence of need.  But there seems to be an 
'aggravation' being felt by all, since no one has 'the magic bullet' answer to this.  [87] 

 
● I've tried the altered (CEMS) schedule and found it lacking.  The mate/pilot will still be faced with a more 

demanding schedule than the master.  [85] 
 
● Everyone also needs to remember that what the MTVA / NMA will be submitting a package of 

recommendations that are meant to positively reinforce each other for a greater effect than what each might have 
alone.  [86] 

 
● We will also encourage individual mariners to read the rulemaking package and submit their own informed 

comments.  [59] 
 
● Less noise and vibration equals better quality rest, which may make a less-than-ideal watch schedule more 

tolerable.  Couple that with placing a legal limitation on the number of consecutive days an individual can work 
outside of a three-watch system (along with a minimum amount of off-time between hitches for body recharge) 
and we might just have improved things in a measurable way. [86] 

 
● After two (or) three weeks, fatigue starts to set in!  What about tripping on days off.  If you run 35 or 40 barges 

on the Lower Mississippi River for 30 days and then go make a trip….pushing red flag barges, is that safe?  I say 
no it is not!  Travel time is a big issue with some of these companies – (sometimes) 12, 14 or more hours riding in 
a crew van and then getting on board and immediately expected to go on watch is unsafe.  But who cares?  Some 
companies are addressing travel in a positive manner!  All said, there have been some….positive changes made 
out here although it took a apprentice steersman on the UTV Mel Oliver to bring about those changes!  Sad isn't 
it!  [80] 

 
● Limiting total days worked per single rotation will by far best serve the working mariner and at the same time 

save the company's millions of dollars.  Insurance related health care cost savings will benefit the company. 
Insurance premiums will drop due to large reduction in accidents both physical and navigational affecting both 
equipment and (waterways) infrastructure.  [79] 
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● Overall noise levels, and ambient noise makes for less “quality” sleep.  Everyone's hours required for sleep are 
dependent on the individual vessel noise level.  Six hours sleep on one vessel doesn't equal six hours sleep on 
another noisy, vibrating vessel….getting an industry wide inspection for interior noise levels in quarters and 
galleys as a start to get overall living conditions at least to an acceptable standard. [87] 

 
● So let's put that aside and shoot for inspection standards that will meet the needs of a quieter and more rest = 

friendly environment aboard and drop this issue of altered watches.  [85] 
 
● If we back off on the manning then the other improvements we seek (noise/vibration reduction, proper interior 

lighting, etc.) have a much better chance of making it through the regulatory mill.  Like it or not, this is a political 
process, and politics is the art of the compromise.  [86] 

 
● The industry must accept that something needs to be done to change the sleep deprivation issue.  One thing can 

be assured is that if one solution can be found, the Coast Guard won't be the agency to do it(1).  The industry (US) 
will have to find it on our own. [87]  [(1)Refer to our Reports #R-304 & R-305 to see how the Coast Guard treats 
its own personnel.] 

 
● It doesn’t make much since to have people making rules for us that do not know anything about a tow boat or 

working in the conditions our mariners have to work.  Exactly how many of the people making these (regulations) 
with the Coast Guard actually have (ever) worked on tow boats.  [88] 

 
● We see this problem in the complaints about towing officer licensing regulations and the new “Medical NVIC” 

and the way the regulations are administered by the National Maritime Center. [59] 
 
● The manning issues the industry is faced with right now are not going away….I hate to admit that it will take a 

"Mel Oliver" or two to get people's attention so we can make things a little better each time  [85] 
 

Changing the Watch Schedule 
● There would have to be a serious reworking of the schedule, such as changing the watch start times:  [Front 

watch 2100-0400 on, 0400-0900 off, 0900-1400 on, 1400-2100 off.]  Meal times would be unnaturally early or 
late requiring a short period of adjustment physically, but a huge one mentally. [85] 

 
● Nowhere in the law does it state where or when the 24 hour period begins.  Most companies look at it as starting 

when you get on the boat, some look at it when you leave home going to the boat and then ... others just don't 
worry about it.  This needs to be clarified in writing and complied with.  Also, if it could be better defined as to 
where the 24 hour period begins at midnight, just as everyone knows a new day starts then…. 

● I know that it's not as clear as you (and many others including myself) would like it to be, but it does cover us 
adequately if it is obeyed.  Basically, you can pick any random time and date in the log book and then go exactly 
24 hours ahead or back.  If within that (or any other) randomly chosen 24-hour period you've been on watch for 
more than 12 hours (except in an emergency) then you are in violation. [80] 

 
● Rethink the CEMS. When you work either the 8 & 4 or 7 & 5 system, the captain gets all the nighttime rest and 

does 95% of the steering in daylight hours with the pilot getting 95% of sleep during the day and drives mostly 
in dark hours.  We all know that most of the new pilots are the least experienced wheelmen there are now, and 
not having experience and driving at night is a hazard.  Personally I feel that we should reevaluate the 12 hour 
rule and better define it, with the 24 hour clock starting at midnight, since that is when a new day starts.  If they 
could redefine it and we could work an 8 & 8 schedule, we all would be better rested and work every other night. 
[80] 

 
● It takes people to run a boat…We need more people to run boats safely. [92] 
 

Emphasize Safety 
● Make it mandatory for companies to furnish some type of light that works and blinks at night when the deck crew 

is on the tow or outside.  Some companies furnish this type of light, and some don't want to spend the money.  We 
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all know that if someone falls overboard, they more than likely panic or they may even be hurt, and with a light 
attached to the life jacket that has to be manually turned on, and the crewmember is hurt or unconscious, there is 
no way for them to manually turn on the light.  ACR Electronics has a strobe light that is water activated and can 
be seen for up to 5 miles.  I bought one for my life jacket as well as an EPIRB. [80] 

 
● The Industry and the Coast Guard must address the number of men lost overboard from tows immediately. [59]. 
 
● Make it mandatory that all new deck crewmembers go thru a training course before they stet foot on a boat.  [80] 
 

Enforcing the 12-Hour Rule 
● Say a Captain worked on a day-boat or (one that was) manned like a “Day-Boat” and was on 24 hour call.  That 

means the crew lived on the boat.  (Although the Captain) made sure he didn't work over 12 hours, but he never 
worked a steady schedule.  His hours would be scattered throughout the day.  Would the Coast Guard look at the 
log and question if the boat was a 24 hour or a day boat?  It could read like this, 2 hours on, 2 hours off.  I see 
towing companies are starting to do this in order to eliminate one licensed wheelhouse position.  [89] 

 
● The U.S. federal regulations (with one exception) do not stipulate how your off-duty time may be broken up, just 

that you may not be on watch and/or work for more than 12 hours in any consecutive 24 hour period.  So you 
could conceivably work a watch schedule of 1 hour-on / 1 hour-off forever(1) and it would be perfectly legal.  
Under STCW '95, however, one of your rest periods must be of not less than 6 hours in duration.  Unfortunately, 
this STCW requirement doesn't apply to most towing vessels and certainly not to day boats working in a harbor or 
on a river. [86]  [(1) Refer to our Report #R-370-H, 12-Hour Rule Violations: Harbor Tugs and The “One-Watch” 
System.] 

 
● The Coast Guard, if they ever bothered to look at it at all, would really only be looking at whether or not the boat 

was in service for more than 12 hours a day.  If it were then two (2) licensed operators would be required.  The 
term "day boat" is a slang term that does not exist in the regulations.  As far as the Coast Guard is concerned, 
everything depends on the hours of service of the operators.  It's either 12 hours or less (what we call a day boat) 
or over 12 hours (requiring a master and a mate).  There presently is no legal limit on the hours that unlicensed 
seamen (deckhands, (tankermen) and unlicensed engineers on towing vessels may be compelled to work by 
their employer or the vessel's master.[86] 

  In reality, it is virtually impossible to use a "day boat" that is busy with just one operator and not violate the 
maximum work hour regulations at some point, nor is it particularly hard to prove.  Remember, you can pick out 
any time you like in the log book and go backwards or forwards from it 24 hours.  If within that or any other 
randomly chosen consecutive 24-hour period the operator has stood more than 12 hours of watch then a 
violation has occurred.  Despite what some companies say, the clock doesn't start and stop when the vessel gets 
underway and ties up.  Any of the usual work related to the job (communications, planning, logistics, 
maintenance, administrative duties, etc.) counts towards the 12-hour limit.  Travel time, while not counted as 
work time, does count against your rest time.  This also needs addressing in the new regulations. [86] 

  Furthermore, 46 USC 8104(a) requires the following: An owner, charterer, managing operator, master, 
individual in charge, or other person having authority may permit an officer to take charge of the deck watch on a 
vessel when leaving or immediately after leaving port only if the officer has been off duty for at least 6 hours 
within the 12 hours immediately before the time of leaving.  This would be impossible to comply with in the 
completely random work schedule one would expect to see on a "day boat" in 24-hour service with only one 
watch.  It is my understanding….that this applies to a vessel whenever it gets underway, regardless of whether or 
not it is actually "leaving port" in the physical sense. [86] 

 
● To get anywhere with this would require having the Coast Guard decide that it was an issue that must be 

addressed.  As I said, that is a political problem more than anything else.  Unless someone with enough juice to 
make it the Coast Guard's priority decided to do so, nothing is likely to happen until an accident causing sufficient 
public outrage occurs. [86] 

 
Watch Preference: The Three-Watch System 
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● I don't believe that we're going to get that unless a timely fatigue-related accident with multiple civilian casualties 
just happens to land in our laps during the rulemaking period.  I'd personally love to see the three-watch system 
implemented.  But we'd be fools not to have a Plan B in the (likely) event that the quest for three-watches fails.  
[86] 

 
● I think we all know the answer to many of the problems is three watches. Is there any way to hi-jack the 

"agenda" to this end?  Short of our industry experiencing a high-profile, clearly fatigue-driven accident that is 
thoroughly and truthfully investigated by the federal authorities, I have no idea. [86] 

 
● I will take advantage of the regulatory forum when the opportunity presents itself during this rulemaking process. 

I have every intention of making a very strong written case for the three-watch system being adopted for safety 
reasons by the towing and oilfield industries when I submit my personal comments on the upcoming NPRM for 
Towing Vessel inspections.  This will be a part of the permanent record in the docket and can be referred to as 
needed in the future.  But I know full well that the Coast Guard is going to disregard them as not being "within 
the scope" of the intended regulations.  They will say that Congress directed them to bring towing vessels under 
inspection, not specifically to change the manning standards.  In this they are correct.  I've read the law myself.  
If Congress had intended to change the manning standards they could easily have directed the Coast Guard to do 
so, even using broad language.  They did not do this.  If that was their unstated intent, and it is instead contained 
in any of the conference reports that preceded the law's passage, then they'll have every opportunity to say so and 
demand that it be incorporated as the rulemaking unfolds.  I have neither heard nor read anywhere that altering the 
manning and watches was part of the legislative or regulatory agendas, even though it should have been.(1)  Time 
will tell.  Of course, to bring previously uninspected vessels under inspection without thoroughly reviewing the 
manning standards for their adequacy is absurd.  Sometimes legislators and regulators do absurd things.  C'est la 
vie.  [(1)Refer to Letter from Rep. James Oberstar (Chairman, House Transportation and Infrastructure 
Committee) to Admiral Thomas Collins dated March 23, 2005 citing 46 U. S. Code §8101(a)(g), §8904(c) et al.  
This letter expresses clear intent to include manning in towing vessel inspection regulations.  Letter is in Docket 
#USCG-2004-19977-129.] 

  I believe that if we really want to see the three-watch system become the legal standard aboard tugs and OSV's 
(on voyages of 600 nautical miles or less) then we're going to have to find someone in Congress to sponsor and 
push such legislation.  For this to happen may well regrettably require a spectacular accident that we can 
capitalize on to prove the point and get the political interest jump-started.  This country has a long history of not 
attempting to fix a problem until the body count goes high enough to catch the public's interest and generate 
outrage. I wait patiently for that time, if that's what it comes to.. 

  What I do not intend to do is allow myself to become bogged down on this issue and allow it to distract me from 
getting the details right on all the many other inspection issues that we must get right the first time. I sincerely 
doubt that we'll be revisiting the new T/V inspection regulations again anytime within the next couple of decades. 
We've got to do everything in our power to make sure that we can live with whatever comes out in the final rule.  
[86] 

 
● What I see is a willingness to let the opposition decide what the argument is.  He who sets the agenda wins the 

prize.  The object is not to decide how to accommodate the 12-hour rule, but how a Captain can meet that 
requirement and still fulfill the responsibilities required by the companies with regard to a safety management plan, 
the CEMS, and the requirements made mandatory by Homeland Security and the time required for the Captain to 
be the Vessel Security Officer.  This is an argument the companies cannot win.  If any of these requirements can 
only be accomplished by a Navigation watch stander while off watch, in a 24hr period when the vessel is 
underway, they are breaking existing law.  The question then becomes how does management plan to solve this 
conundrum.  The Coast Guard has already stretched the 12-hour rule by requiring Pilots and Captains to work more 
than 12 hours to participate in Drills.  They have given tacit approval for all of the above.  Where do we draw the 
line?  I have spoken to many in management and nobody has an answer, plus it makes them nervous as hell. 
[91] 
 
● The answer isn't more law, it is enforcing the laws we have and making them apply to the whole crew, call 

watches and single engineer boats are inhumane. I have personally explained this to several Congressmen 
including James Oberstar, and Elijah Cummings at a USCG hearing. One of those Congressmen commented if a 
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third world country would adapt a system like our call watch system on towboats, they would be sighted for 
human rights violations. [91] 

 
Watch Preference: 12 & 12 

 Nobody showed a preference for this schedule that is widely used in the offshore oil industry. 
 

Watch Preferences:  8 & 8 
● I will work any watch except the straight 12-hour watch.  That is just too long for anyone to stay in the 

wheelhouse, especially when the mate/pilot is stuck working from 0001 to 1200 hours…As far as the 8 & 8 
watches, I personally like them.  Yes, it can be hard at times for the body to adapt, but I usually only sleep 5 to 6 
hours at a time anyway.  Working the 8 & 8 still allows me to get the required sleep "MY" body needs to 
rejuvenate itself.  [80] 

 
● I've tried the new watch rotations and they are no better than 6 & 6 watches.  I (believe) “rolling 8's” are even 

worse.  [90] 
 
● I am dead set against the so-called “rolling 8's” watch schedule.  Standing that schedule is, to me, far worse than 

6 & 6.  Every 24 hours your body has to adjust to a wake-sleep cycle that is the exact opposite of what it was the 
day before.  What the body craves is a rhythm, and even a relatively poor one (like 6 & 6) is preferable to one that 
reverses itself every 24 hours.  That's not something that can be adapted to and it goes against all of the known 
scientific studies of the sleep needs of humans.  I would much rather expend effort to get the manning standards 
changed or, failing that, getting the reluctant professional mariner community to make a bona fide attempt at 
trying out the alternative watch schedule of 7-5-5-7. [86] 

 
● The rules and regulations do not permit the 8 on 8 off because in ONE day one mariner will work 16 hours 

and the other 8 hours.  The next day the other mariner will work the 16 hours in the day and the other 8 hours. 
 
[NMA Comment:  The 8 & 8 is illegal under existing law and regulation.  End of story! ] 
 

Watch Preferences: CEMS 7-5-5-7 
● No, 7-5-5-7 is not perfect, it doesn't address the early morning issues of just before dawn that causes so many 

Mate/Pilots to be sleepy in spite of their caffeine levels. 
 
● You're going to have a hard time convincing me that a schedule that allows for the primary rest period to be one 

hour longer than it is now is any better than 6-6 watches.  [86] 
 

Watch Preferences: 6&6 
● I would think that the 14-14 day schedule is the most you should be faced with for a work rotation on 6 & 6.  

Any longer creates the kind of weariness that makes us that much more vulnerable to fatigue related errors in 
judgment.  For myself, I've been working 6 & 6 watches since the 80's, and I'm reasonably comfortable until the 
hitch runs past 14 days.  [85] 

 
● The 6-6 rotation in itself is not the issues for the professional mariner that has done it his entire life.... It’s the 

duration in which these companies expect you to perform at that level... For myself I know I start down hill after 
21days.......and I also know I would do better if I only worked 14 days at a time.....what really needs to be done is 
put a stop to person coming out and working 30-90 hitches at a time as a stop gap measure.... Sure it would cost 
the companies a few dollars more for additional turnovers, but its a damn site cheaper than trying to figure out 
how to crew the boat with three deck officers.  [90] 

 
● Note that the IMO and the International Transport Workers Federation have come out against the 6 x 6 watch and 

that can be fuel for the fire.  If it is unacceptable internationally, why is the U.S. the only ones in favor of it.  [83] 
 

Coast Guard Watch Standing 
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I am not all that familiar with the established protocols used in the private sector.  I have spent most of my 
underway watches in a three watch cycle on cutters and have little experience with a two watch cycle.  Only on 
rare occasions, did we get underway for urgent SAR with only two watch standers (Qualified U/W OODs), so I’ll 
stay away from these structured watches and the related issues as they pertain to labor agreements.  In the Coast 
Guard, a two watch cycle was used only in emergencies, under considerations outlined in the instruction I sent 
you.  I do not believe I am sufficiently familiar with how they are being applied within your industry, or the impact 
they’ve had to make me qualified to address those issues in any depth.   

I’ll limit my input to the issue which watch-standers/crews can control at the present time.  There is no 9-5 
option in maritime operations and fatigue is a factor in that has to be monitored constantly when underway.  During 
my career, I spent a good deal of time in New England waters and much of that underway time was during winter 
recovering disabled commercial fishing vessels out on the fishing grounds.  We even had an occasional response to 
a towing vessel, where a towline had parted and we assisted in recovering the barge.  Murphy’s Law insured that a 
typical SAR case would come during inclement weather and insured it interrupted us in mid-sleep cycle.  ; From a 
warm bed to underway in rough seas, was about a one hour transition, barely allowing a cup of coffee to have much 
effect. 

On our patrol boat, I was the youngest of the three qualified watch standers and grateful to be the only one not 
affected by motion sickness.  After the 45 minute drive to the boat, I was wide awake and always preferred the first 
watch.  It was a busy one during which, we got our initial “sitreps,” made all our underway preps, established our 
initial communications and establish our regular “comms” schedule with the distressed vessel and began our plot.  
This along with numerous other activities, made that first watch, pass all that much quicker. 

The skipper was a young man who was only mildly affected by motion sickness; could adjust rather quickly to 
rough sea conditions, and just needed a short period of rest in his rack when the pounding first started.  That brief 
initial rest was all he needed in order to get through the physical transition.  The chief, on the other hand, lived with 
a seasick bag nearby constantly at the ready, especially whenever we were heading out in gale force weather.  On 
the cases where there was no letup in the sea-state, he would suffer through the entire mission, but to his credit, 
always pulled his own weight. 

With this as background I want to explain, why all in all, we were able to mitigate much of the situation’s 
discomfort, making underway in the toughest times more tolerable and routine operations even pleasant, although 
we had very limited options.  Like any other vessels in our fleet, our instructions held us to very structured and 
tight watch keeping standards and rigid military conning/bridge protocols, but as a small crew of close friends, 
we were very aware of each others indicators of fatigue and willing to be flexible, especially on long cases in 
extreme weather.  

As I mentioned, I was always glad to take the first watch, which gave the skipper time to adjust and by the time 
he was good to go, and had had his first watch under his belt, the chief was about as good as he was going to get in 
rough weather. 

But it was also common that none of our normal rest cycles, ever seemed to align with the watch rotation 
schedule and, as time progressed, fatigue would take a toll on each of us.  For the three of us, it was not uncommon 
to offer to break the normal rotation, since the watchstander on duty would be feeling extremely tired and one of us 
that was not on watch, usually had about all the rest they were going to get, so why not jump in and give them a 
chance to rest at that moment when they were likely to actually get some sleep.  (This was) not a traditional 
approach, but one born of practicality in a demanding environment and possible only due to the personal trusts and 
friendships that existed within that crew.  I can say honestly, no one ever abused this option of flexibility, not even 
the Chief who suffered the most in rough seas.  It even served myself and the skipper on the rare occasion when he 
felt the need to leave the dock with only seven of the ten crew members and two OODs, due to the urgency of the 
case. 

I realize this no end all solution, but for those with the disposition/inclination to employ the same flexibility in 
their two/three watch schedules, it might bring some measure of immediate relief, while seeking a long-term 
resolution. [94]  
 
[NMA Comment:  Many companies discourage close friends or members of the same family from working 
together on boats.  One side effect is that developing the same “personal trusts and friendships” as expressed 
above often must start from scratch on almost every voyage.  Merchant mariners deeply appreciate the 
success and dedication demonstrated in the Coast Guard’s SAR activities.  However, the SAR mission is 
separate and distinct from the Coast Guard’s “Marine Safety” mission and must be evaluated separately.]  
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'Exhausted sailors working 98 hour weeks' [93] 

[Source: By Caroline Gammell, 12:02AM GMT 19 Feb 2009] 
 Exhausted sailors working 98 hour weeks are regularly falling asleep at the helm, turning their ships into 
"unguided missiles" which could cause a major disaster off the UK coast, an independent watchdog warns.  
 The Marine Accident Investigation Branch (MAIB) said it was only a matter of time before a "catastrophic 
accident" took place in UK waters.  It called on the Government to take immediate action to ensure that ships were 
properly manned. 
 In its latest report, the MAIB cited the example of the cargo vessel ANTARI which ran aground on the Antrim 
coast in Northern Ireland in June last year.  The officer of the watch, who was alone on duty, fell asleep for three 
hours and was only woken when the 88 metre vessel, carrying 2,360 tons of scrap, had beached itself.  Nearly three 
quarters of the hull was damaged and dented, while the grounding had punctured the bottom of the ship. 
 The MAIB discovered that the officer had been working six hours on, six hours off for the previous three and a 
half months.  He had fallen asleep in the wheelhouse almost as soon as he had taken over the watch shortly after 
midnight on a warm June 29 in calm seas. 
 Stephen Meyer, chief inspector of the MAIB, said the unrelenting shift patterns were "as close to slavery that we 
have in the UK".  He said: "People are working 98 hour weeks, week after week and they do not have a single 
night's sleep in that time.  "They never get more than five hours and the cumulative effect is enormous." 
 Mr Meyer said most of the recent accidents where a vessel had gone aground had not cause serious pollution or 
injury.  "But it is only a matter of time until an unmanned ship traveling three hours across a main shipping channel 
– like an unguided missile – hits an oil tanker or a passenger ship and we are going to have a catastrophic accident." 
 The MAIB said recommendations it made five years ago to try and prevent such incidents had been largely 
ignored.  During that time, it has investigated nine other groundings, where in six of the cases the officer on the 
watch fell asleep. 
 Mr Meyer called on the Government to put pressure on the International Maritime Organization to review the 
issue of fatigue and manning on board ships as a matter of urgency.  He said the Department of Transport and the 
Maritime and Coastguard Agency must increase inspections on ships believed to be undermanned to prevent a 
tragedy in UK waters. 
 In January 2007, the container ship NAPOLI grounded off the coast of Devon got into trouble because it was 
being sailed too fast, was overloaded and had a fundamental design flaw. 
 

What About the Future? 
 Strangely missing from this discussion is the current state of the economy and mention of the future 
employment prospects for our mariners.  The housing “bubble,” distorted gasoline and diesel prices, the end of the 
market for large, fuel guzzling cars, the stock market’s nosedive, millions of lost jobs, the health care crisis, and 
scandals involving billions upon billions of dollars finally brought this great country to its knees.  We have lived 
beyond our means, become lazy and developed bad habits.  To say that we were brought down by our own 
“Greed” as a society is not far off course. 
 If “Greed” is becoming socially unacceptable, a move to share what employment opportunities remains to our 
mariners will grow in popularity.  If there is less work out there, there will be a greater effort to share the work 
there is among more mariners.  Tours of 21 days on and 7 days off may become 14 and 14.  Wages that had risen 
because of personnel shortages may ease as more personnel become available – if the Coast Guard bungling and ill-
advised personnel policies don’t continue to discourage applicants and chase them away.  Jobs have not started to 
vanish wholesale as in other parts of the economy, but if and when they do, there will be serious problems for those 
who live beyond their means. 
 Many mariners are “wearing out “and can no longer count on passing tough new physical exams recently 
crammed down our throats by the Coast Guard’s new “Medical NVIC.”  Remember how you paid your dues by 
years of standing the two-watch system which is an 84-hour work week – over twice the normal “factory” work 
week!  You can consider that the equivalent of holding two “full-time” jobs.  Even a three-watch system is a 56 
hour work week – the full-time work of 1½ men.  You probably worked hard for all those years on a boat that 
probably never even had a full crew – one engineer, or maybe none, when two were needed to run a 24-hour boat.  
If the economy continues to tank, the time will come with pressure to “share the opportunity to work.” [59] 
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● “Tripping” is fine if that is all you do for a living.  Those, however, who work a full time job … and then trip on 
their time off when the company expects them to rest is where the problem will eventually lie.  It is NOT illegal to 
do so but …if more and more accidents happen by those who trip part time, then the industry will look at this and 
possibly try to put a stop to it.  That, of course, will cut off income to certain mariners who trip while they are 
supposed to be resting.  Right now the Coast Guard investigators look at how much rest you have had in the past 
24 to 48 hours.  Eventually they will wake up and start looking further back, since sleep deprivation is 
accumulative.  Do you know of any inland river towing companies that do not allow their employees to trip while 
on their days off?  I am just wondering if some are possibly seeing the risk to their company.  [83] 

 
 

 


