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Washington Utilities and Transportation Commission
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Re: Docket TP-250574

Dear Chairman Rybarik:

Please accept this submission for consideration by your Commissioners. The environment of Puget
Sound and the flow of domestic and international commerce are priceless jewels held in trust by the
citizens of Washington State. For proper stewardship of these assets, resources must be expended
and exemplary care taken.

Seaborne commerce is too often a hidden industry to the public. The cargo vessels of all types that
keep our economy functioning become notable only if disaster strikes. The destruction of the Key
Bridge last year by the M/V Dali, the grounding of the M/V Ever Given in the Suez Canal in 2021,
and the back-up of vessels in West Coast Ports caused by the Covid-19 pandemic a few years ago all
had tremendous impacts on local or regional economies. None of us of a certain age will forget the
impact of the grounding of the Exxon Valdez on the environment of Alaska’s Prince William Sound.
On these occasions the fundamental vulnerability of maritime trade and its impact on the
environment and economy become obvious to even the most myopic citizen-consumer.

Puget Sound Pilots are essential guardians to Washington’s environment and economy. Even if the
program continues to attract applicants, Washington must be able to compete nationally for the most
capable, experienced mariners who can meet the extraordinary demands of this profession, and to fill
the vacancies caused by the attrition of an aging workforce. This must be addressed.

As the current workforce ages out, there are simply fewer younger, qualified mariners to replace
them. As a result, the mariners who are available are in higher demand. They are presented with
significant and most frequently more financially rewarding options in other pilot associations around
the country.

If pilot compensation and benefits in Puget Sound are not nationally competitive, Washington will be
at a disadvantage in attracting and retaining the highest quality candidates over time, particularly as
retirements occur.
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Washington will risk losing top candidates to other pilot associations and maritime employers that
offer a more competitive total compensation package. The record in this docket indicates that PSP’s
compensation is significantly below most state-regulated pilot organizations nation-wide, which
further increases the need for a nationally competitive total compensation package.

The training, credentials, skill and innate talent necessary to produce a first-class harbor pilot are not
readily found. Anywhere from fifteen to twenty years of experience aboard ship and in study ashore
1s necessary to obtain the necessary qualifications to competently navigate the large, increasingly
unwieldly merchant vessels that transit Puget Sound. The largest of these vessels are built to operate
efficiently in the open seas at moderate to full speeds. Cargo capacity and fuel efficiency dictate this
design. While reasonably maneuverable at sea, in congested waters and at slow speed these vessels
can very quickly become irrevocably unmanageable. Errors in judgment, sudden extreme weather
conditions, precipitate actions by vessels nearby or mechanical failures can instantly turn a routine
transit into international headlines. It is during these circumstances that a Pilot’s experience, training
and calm judgment become the difference between catastrophe and “near miss.”

As Commissioners the responsibility to provide the resources necessary to employ the most capable
pilots is yours. This is a challenge because the profession is largely invisible and frequently
misunderstood. Misunderstandings arise due to the fact that those unfamiliar with the industry have
difficulty digesting (i) the years of experience necessary to achieve the necessary qualifications, (ii)
the degree of personal and financial risk involved to the individual pilot should he or she err, (iii) the
very heavy shared financial expenses involved in operating pilot association and (iv) the onerous
24/7 lifestyle required for pilots on duty. Personal risk includes the extremely hazardous job
requirement of manually ascending and descending the side of a vessel’s hull to or from a pilot boat
on an unstable rope and composite ladder in all weather conditions while both vessels are underway.
In short, the job requires highly skilled and motivated, physically fit individuals of strong personal
character. Such individuals are sought after by many. Puget Sound Pilots must compete to recruit and
retain them.

As a professional mariner who never developed the vocation to become a pilot, but who always held
their skills in the highest esteem and who, like all mariners, understands their essential role in safe
navigations and the flow of commerce, [ urge you to carefully consider the rate proposals advocated
by the Puget Sound Pilots. The basis for these proposals is fully documented. They reflect what is
necessary to protect the pristine environment and essential economic activity of Washington State.
Please approve these measures.

Thank you for your consideration.

Respectfully submitted,

Captain Donald Marcus

President Emeritus

International Organization of Masters, Mates & Pilots
Email: dmarcus@bridgedeck.org
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