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I. INTRODUCTION AND QUALIFICATIONS 

 

Q: Please state your name and title and current residence. 

A: My name is Spencer Cohen. I am Principal and Founder, High Peak 

Strategy LLC. I live in Seattle, Washington. 

 

Q: Please summarize your relevant education and employment. 

A: My full CV, including work experience and relevant project work, can be 

found in Exhibit SC-02. 

I have a PhD in geography, with a focus on economic geography, from the 

University of Washington. I also hold a MA in China Studies, also from the 

University of Washington, and a BA in mathematics and history from the 

University of Connecticut. I have served as an economics consultant for 

nearly thirteen years, the last more than five years as the principal of my 

own firm, High Peak Strategy LLC. I founded High Peak Strategy LLC, an 

economics and research consulting firm, in 2020, and have since worked 

extensively with clients representing the maritime sector, ports, 

international trade, economic development, and various other industries 

throughout the United States and abroad.  

 

Q: What professional experience do you have with the Washington 

state pilotage system? 

A: I led a study on behalf of the Washington State Joint Transportation 

Committee (JTC) on the Washington state pilotage system while employed 

as senior economist for Community Attributes Inc., a Seattle-based 

consulting firm. In that role, I examined Washington’s current system for 
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regulating marine pilotage and best practices across the U.S. that could be 

applied to Washington state in areas of recruitment, tariff rate setting, and 

administrative oversight. The resulting report (Exhibit SC-03) focused on 

the following areas of marine pilotage in Washington state: 1) addressing 

lack of diversity within marine pilotage, including efforts to broaden 

recruitment of applicants qualified to sit for the pilotage exam as well as to 

minimize the potential for bias in the examination, training, selection, and 

licensing of pilots, and a discussion of the broader maritime “pipeline” that 

feeds into pilotage; 2)  an analytically driven tariff and fee rate-setting; and 

3) effective oversight of maritime pilotage activities. The report identified 

best practices across the abovementioned research areas, including in-

person and remote interviews with experts in other states, and a set of 

recommendations for the Washington State Legislature to consider for 

improving marine pilotage across all three areas. One of these 

recommendations—to transfer the rate setting process from the Board of 

Pilotage Commissioners to the Washington State Utilities and 

Transportation Commission—was later adopted by the state legislature. 

The final report was submitted to the Washington State JTC in early 2018.  

I have also worked with the Puget Sound Pilots—during my time at my 

former employer and later in my current role—to help develop and update a 

spreadsheet model for testing alternative tariff rate and fee scenarios. The 

role was purely technical, involving creating the Excel model based on 

variables and formulas provided by the Puget Sound Pilots.  

More recently, I served as an expert witness for the Port Tampa Bay in 

an interest rate arbitration case over a tariff rate adjustment in the pilotage 

district covering the Port Tampa Bay and Port Manatee in Florida.  



 
 
 
 

 

TESTIMONY OF SPENCER COHEN, PH.D. 
Docket TP-250574 

 
Exh. SC-01Tr 

Page 3 
 
 182817117.1 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

In addition to pilotage work, I have worked extensively with port 

authorities and maritime organizations on consulting work in recent years, 

including marine cargo forecasts, economic impact studies, and land use and 

investment analysis. Examples of current and past clients (either in a prime 

or subcontractor role) include the Washington Public Ports Association, 

North Carolina State Ports Authority, Georgia Ports Authority, Northwest 

Seaport Alliance, Port of Seattle, Washington Maritime Federation, and 

State of Maryland (related to the Francis Scott Key Bridge collapse), as well 

as terminal operators at the Port of Houston, Stockton, CA, and in 

Louisiana. 

 

Q: Please describe any pilot rate cases that you have participated in 

before this case. 

A: In 2024, I was retained by Port Tampa Bay as an expert witness in an 

interest rate arbitration case. The case was between petitions Tampa Port 

Authority, Titan Florida LLC, Florida-Caribbean Cruise Association, Ports 

America Florida Inc., Del Monte Fresh Produce Company, and Network 

Shipping Ltd., Inc. and the Pilotage Rate Review Committee and Tampa 

Bay Pilots Association (respondents). I collaborated with another expert 

witness, Dr. Walter Kemmsies of The Kemmsies Group, to: 1) examine of 

the most recent rate increase request by the Tampa Bay Pilots Association, 

including data and sources used to form the Association's rationale for the 

requested increase; 2) forecast cargo volumes and cruises within the Tampa 

Bay Area ports (Port Tampa Bay, Seaport Manatee, and Port of Saint 

Petersburg); and 3) review existing studies on compensation rates 

benchmarking. I was the lead expert for nos. 1 and 3, while Dr. Kemmsies 
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led no. 2. I was deposed by opposing counsel on three separate occasions. 

However, both parties came to a settlement before the case went before an 

administrative court.  

 

II. PURPOSE AND SUMMARY OF TESTIMONY 

 

Q: What is the purpose of your testimony? 

A: My testimony is to address two issues: 1) provide background on how 

difficult it is to establish comparability of pilot compensation that is reliable, 

especially when the comparisons do not include specific facts and data 

regarding workload and other critical factors; and 2) address the 

misapplication of CPI to compare income. 

 

Q: Can you please summarize your testimony? 

A: My testimony highlights the significant challenges in comparing pilot 

compensation across different pilotage districts. First, I address the 

persistent scarcity of reliable and consistent public data on pilot 

compensation, a problem noted in previous rate cases and still present in 

PSP’s current study. Second, I explain that pilot income comparisons are 

inherently difficult due to the wide variations in pilotage grounds, workload, 

vessel traffic, and operational structures, making true apples-to-apples 

comparisons nearly impossible. Third, I evaluate PSP’s comparability study 

against the UTC Staff's criteria presented in a 2024 workshop and find it 

fails to provide a normalized basis for comparison. Finally, I critique the use 

of the Consumer Price Index (CPI) for income adjustments, arguing it is a 

poor measure for high and fluctuating incomes and that using a single 
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metro-area cost-of-living figure ignores significant cost-of-living variations 

across the Puget Sound region where pilots reside. 

 

III. DATA SCARCITY CHALLENGES IN ALL THREE RATE CASES 

 

Q: Have you reviewed the prior Washington Utilities and 

Transportation Commission cases, including Final Order 09 in 

Docket TP-190976, and Final Order 08 in Docket TP-220513, as they 

relate to comparability of pilot compensation? 

A: Yes. 

 

Q: What observations do you have about what those orders, Final 

Order 09 and Final Order 08, say about the difficulty of finding 

evidence to support a comparison of pilotage districts’ 

compensation?   

A: Yes, I agree with Final Order 09, paragraph 142, in which the PSP 

President stated only “very few” pilotage districts make their compensation 

information public, and I agree with the Commission in the following 

paragraph that it is hard to find evidence to “support a finding of 

comparability” that is “sufficient to adequately or accurately demonstrate 

that it represents the pilotage industry as a whole.” I also agree with Final 

Order 08, paragraph 120, which states that there are very few data sets of 

compensation information that can be “considered reliable” without 

consistent applications of data across multiple pilotage districts. 
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Q: Have you reviewed the testimony of PSP witness Sisung and his 

UPC Study (Exh. RLS-04) in this case? 

A: Yes. 

 

Q: Would you say his evidence represents the pilotage industry as a 

whole? 

A: No, there are still only very limited sources of publicly available data from 

the same pilotage systems in 2025 as there were in the 2019 and 2022 

filings. This same difficulty arose with the evidence of pilotage districts’ 

compensation in the prior two cases. 

 

Q: Do you agree with the Commission finding at Paragraph 120 in 

Final Order 08 in TP-220513 that “[i]t may be difficult in many 

instances for PSP to obtain compensation data from other pilotage 

districts. But a compensation study cannot be considered reliable 

by this Commission when it is based on a commingling of actual 

and authorized DNIs, inconsistent treatment of the data from 

different pilotage districts, inaccurate claims regarding pension 

and medical benefits, and lacks detailed explanation as to how each 

of the identified pilot districts operations are comparable to PSP 

operations to support a higher DNI than would otherwise be 

indicated.”? 

A: Yes. 

 

Q: Do you have firsthand experience with the challenge of finding 

reliable, consistently treated data across pilotage districts? 
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A: Yes, from my work in 2024 in Florida. 

 

Q: After review of the Sisung testimony and UPC Study (Exh. RLS-04) 

in this case, do you believe the testimony in this case is 

substantially different from the evidence in TP-220513 such that it 

is now reliable, consistently treats data across pilotage districts, 

and now includes detailed explanation as to how each of the 

identified pilot districts’ operations are comparable to PSP 

operations? 

A: No, the data in 2025 still suffers from most of the inconsistencies of the 2022 

filing. There is still not a clear rationale beyond data availability for why 

some pilotage grounds were chosen over others.  

 

IV. PILOT INCOME COMPARISONS ARE INHERENTLY 
CHALLENGING 

Q: Given your experience and these prior Commission orders, what 

are your general concerns with efforts to compare compensation 

across pilotage grounds? 

A: Most pilot systems are opaque, with very limited information on many of 

the key factors important to evaluating and comparing net income across 

pilotage districts. Oftentimes this information is not readily available and 

only partially released to the public during a rate hearing. There are 

different business forms and limited public access to underlying data, for 

example workload hours, assignments, vessel traffic, ship types and sizes 

being handled, types of transits (e.g., bar, open ocean, river, docking), pilot 

trainee systems, requirements and times in the training program, different 



 
 
 
 

 

TESTIMONY OF SPENCER COHEN, PH.D. 
Docket TP-250574 

 
Exh. SC-01Tr 

Page 8 
 
 182817117.1 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

training stipends and benefits, types of payments and benefits, and 

retirement programs. Those publications and reports that are public are 

inconsistent, and with limited scope of publicly available information. 

The terrain, geographic characteristics, nature of work across pilotage 

grounds, and vintage of public information can vary widely, making apples-

to-apples comparisons infeasible. For example, the differences in time 

duration of assignments and types of vessels. It is nearly impossible to try to 

assess when and how these are similar levels of compensation for similar 

work.  

 

Q: Are there any data sources that show the difficulties in making 

comparisons? 

A: Yes, albeit with notable caveats, data sources do exist that help illustrate 

the wide range of pilotage grounds and conditions, complicating apples-to-

apples comparisons. For example, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 

Institute for Water Resources publishes the Waterborne Commerce of the 

United States (WCUS) data series, shown in Exhibit SC-04, provides 

statistics on the foreign and domestic waterborne commerce moved on the 

waters of the United States.  

 

Q: What would you say are the notable caveats? 

A: There are some notable issues using this data. Firstly, the data is by 

waterway, which does not exactly match discrete pilotage grounds. 

Secondly, there is the risk of overcounting of vessel traffic when combining 

two ports, as vessel traffic passing by one port along a waterway enroute to 

another port may be captured in both waterway vessel counts (such as when 
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vessels calling Tacoma may also get counted when passing by Seattle). 

Thirdly, there is a significant data lag, such that the latest available data 

series is for 2023. And lastly, the types of vessel categories reported are 

quite limited. 

 

Q: Does the data still prove useful? 

A: Yes, despite these caveats, the WCUS data help illustrate the wide 

variability in pilotage grounds, and thus the diversity of assignments and 

pilotage work across geographies. For example, according to WCUS data, 

only 1% of total vessel traffic—excluding tugboats and barges—of 25 feet of 

draft or greater entering or exiting the Port of Seattle waterway were 

tankers. This contrasts with waterways such as the “Mississippi River, 

Baton Rouge, LA to New Orleans, LA” waterway and Port Freeport, TX, 

where tankers constituted 53% and 76%, respectively. The share of 

waterborne cargo (domestic and foreign) passing through the Port of Seattle 

waterway in the form of crude petroleum in 2023 was 0.1%, whereas for 

Freeport, TX, this share was more than 18%. While this data is imperfect, it 

does help to illustrate how no two ports are the same and how they can 

often be quite different.   

Another data source to illustrate this diversity of grounds is U.S. 

Customs data published by the U.S. Census Bureau through the 

USATradeOnline.gov portal, which is shown in Exhibit SC-05. The data is 

more recent, with the latest available data at the time of this writing 

through August 2025. However, the data is exclusively foreign imports and 

exports, and so does not include domestic shipments, and includes cargo 

values (e.g., monetary value, metric weight) but not by vessel type or vessel 
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counts (though it does include a breakout for containerized metric weight). 

Nonetheless, it provides another useful perspective on the diversity of 

pilotage grounds. For example, in 2024, for the region served by the Puget 

Sound Pilots—the Seattle customs district, minus the Aberdeen-Hoquiam, 

WA (Port) subdistrict—approximately 42% of marine cargo by weight 

(imports and exports) loaded or offloaded within the district’s ports were 

containerized, with the remainder either bulk, break-bulk, or neo-bulk (e.g., 

project cargo, roll-on/roll-off). Disaggregating this data by cargo product 

category (based on harmonized system, or “HS,” codes), 20% of international 

cargo weight was in the form of fuels. In contrast, 76% of international 

cargo by weight handled at the Port of Los Angeles was containerized cargo, 

while 98% of international cargo loaded or unloaded along Columbia River 

ports was non-containerized. For Freeport, TX, served by the Brazos Pilots’ 

Association, more than 95% of cargo weight was non-containerized, and 

more than 80% of cargo weight by commodity type was fuel.  

 

V. EVALUATION OF PSP’S STUDY AGAINST UTC STAFF CRITERIA 

 

Q: In your preparation for this testimony did you review the 2024 

workshop PowerPoint presentation produced by UTC Staff? 

A: Yes, it is included here as Exhibit SC-06. 

 

Q: In your opinion, has the PSP Study in this case met Staff’s criteria, 

such as by casting a wide net to provide as much information as 

possible?
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A: No. As can be seen in the Excel model in Exhibit RLS-04, the PSP study 

does not consider any other comparability factors besides net income. That 

is casting a very narrow net to provide a small set of information.  

 

Q: Has the PSP Study focused only on recent information no older 

than 2022? 

A: No, for some pilotage grounds it goes back further. 

 

Q: Has the PSP Study relied on multiple years from the same source to 

establish trends and historical context for comparability? 

A: No. 

 

Q: Has the PSP Study been adjusted to meet UTC calculations and 

remove items from pilot DNI to ensure an apples-to-apples 

comparison? 

A: No.  I cannot opine on the DNI elements and UTC calculation methods, but 

after reviewing the PSP Study, I do not believe it adequately presents an 

apples-to-apples comparison with other pilotage districts, for reasons I 

explain further below. 

 

Q: Has the PSP Study been adjusted for inflation and cost of living? 

A: Yes, but see my criticism below on the use of CPI and a single cost-of-living 

adjuster. 

 

Q: Has the PSP Study been adjusted for work required by a pilotage 

district, for example by comparing bridge hours? 
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A: No, this was not included.  

 

Q: Finally, has the PSP Study applied all of these many adjustments 

and criteria so that “[t]heoretically at this point we are looking at 

hourly rates which can be compared”? 

A: No, the only adjustments that were included were the inflation and cost of 

living differences, none of the others were made and the final study was not 

a theoretical apples-to-apples comparison of hourly bridge rates or other 

normalized measures. 

 

VI. CPI ADJUSTMENTS AND COST-OF-LIVING CONSIDERATIONS 

 

Q:  Do you agree in using CPI to adjust incomes across regions to 2024 

dollars for comparative purposes for marine pilotage? 

A: No, for the following reasons:  

1) CPI’s efficacy as a tool for evaluating inflation wanes as incomes 

increase. For example, CPI measures changes in prices over time for 

key household consumer goods, such as groceries, but these 

consumption categories decrease as a share of total expenditures as 

household incomes increase, and especially so for incomes in much 

higher income brackets.  

2) Pilotage net incomes are not stable, but fluctuate based on a number 

of factors, such as number of vessel assignments, vessel fleet 

composition, number of pilots, and operating costs. For example, in 

some cases, based on the structure of the tariff, fewer but larger 

vessels could support an increase in DNI, even without an increase in 
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tariff rates. Income for pilotage is not like W-2 salaries that are 

usually much more stable and fixed and that incrementally increase 

on an annual basis. 

 

Q:  Within the Puget Sound Pilotage District would you default just to 

Seattle metro CPI instead of looking at multiple different 

geographical areas around the Puget Sound? 

A: No. CPI for the Seattle metro is just one figure representing the entire 

region, so does not provide information on differences in the change in cost 

of living across cities within the metro area. There is variability in the cost 

of living across the Puget Sound region, as well as changes in these costs 

over time. For example, according to the Redfin cost-of-living adjuster, 

Tacoma is 17% less expensive to live in than Seattle;1 the PSP study uses a 

single cost-of-living adjuster for the entire Seattle region. Moreover, the PSP 

adjusts all pilotage incomes by a single CPI adjuster (CPI-U for the United 

States), even though there are regional CPI measures published by the U.S. 

Bureau of Labor Statistics that may show notable variability in changes in 

the cost of living across regions.  

 

Q:  Would it be accurate to say that there can be significant variability 

in the cost of living between the Seattle metro area and these other 

geographical areas around the Puget Sound? 

A: Yes, particularly with respect to housing. 

 

 
1 https://www.redfin.com/cost-of-living-calculator/tacoma-wa/vs/seattle-wa. 
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Q:  Do individuals who reside in lower comparable cost of living areas 

outside the Seattle metro area have greater buying power for a 

dollar of income than individuals who reside in the Seattle metro 

area? 

A: Yes, a dollar goes further in a lower cost area than a higher cost area. But 

again, there is a lot of variability in the cost of living across the Puget 

Sound, and this would vary by an individual’s location. 

 

Q:  Do you understand that pilots live in many different places 

throughout the Puget Sound Pilotage District other than 

metropolitan Seattle? 

A: Yes, I have reviewed the file in this case that included the location of the 

residences of pilots. 

 

Q:  Are there other data sources that might be considered for 

comparability in determining DNI? 

A: The UTC could consider earnings among the common candidate pools in 

Washington state, such as Washington State Ferries masters and mates, 

which are all required to have a first-class pilotage endorsement from U.S. 

Coast Guard. The Commission could also look at wages as reported by the 

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Occupational Employment Statistics for the 

occupation of “Captains, Mates, and Pilots of Water Vessels” for the Seattle 

MSA region, and adjust these to full income based on an estimated 

monetary value benefits. 
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Q: What is the most recent data on inflation, nationally and in the 

Seattle region? 

A: According to the most recent data release by the U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics (December 18, 2025), which is Exhibit SC-07, national CPI for all 

urban consumers (CPI-U) increased 2.7% over the past 12 months (ending 

in November), across all items, or 0.2% on a seasonally adjusted basis in 

November over October. 

CPI for the Seattle MSA has a significant data lag. The latest release is 

for August 2025, which showed a 2.8% year-over-year increase, as shown in 

Exhibit SC-08. 

 

Q: What is the projection for inflation in the near future? 

A: I refer to the Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia’s Survey of Professional 

Forecasters’ most recent forecaster survey, which is Exhibit SC-09. The 

forecast is based on the projections of 33 economists surveyed by the 

Philadelphia Federal Reserve and is reported on a quarterly (rather than 

monthly) basis. According to the most recent forecast, released on November 

17, 2025, headline CPI is projected to average 3.1% in Q4 2025, but to 

decline to 2.6% by third quarter of 2026. The corresponding long-term 

average annual headline CPI is projected to average 2.43% between 2025 

and 2029, and 2.31% between 2025 and 2034, according the forecaster 

survey. 

VII. CONCLUSION 

Q: Does this conclude your testimony? 

A: Yes. 
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