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	 40	 the maritime executive

earning backthe trust

MarEx

GAO will someday eye this particular metric 
with a hungry gleam in his or her eye.

Last, but certainly not least, all of the (very 
complicated) MMD production machines will 
eventually end up at NMC. The real advantage 
to centralizing these devices goes beyond the 
consistent use and operation of the machines 
to produce a more standardized document and 
includes reducing the delays associated with 
the failure of a particular unit in an individual 
REC. Now, backup machines will be at the 
ready when a failure occurs – and the Coast 
Guard assured me that it does happen.

The best reason to have the document-
producing machines in one place and under 
lock and key, however, may well be the pain-
ful memory of the document scam that came 
out of Puerto Rico not too long ago. Poor 
control of a machine there resulted in scores 
of phony documents being issued, and the 
black eye received by the Coast Guard in the 
wake of that debacle was a major embarrass-
ment. In a post-9/11 world, these kinds of 
lapses no longer represent just an opportu-
nity to issue a reprimand to someone: They 
also constitute a major homeland security 
breach. The sooner these machines arrive in 
West Virginia, the better.

Why Today’s Maritime  
Executive Should Care

As the commercial maritime industry here 
and abroad grinds along at a record clip, the 
need to get, upgrade and keep mariners is 
paramount. The Coast Guard IS listening. 
According to Captain David Stalfort, outreach 
to the maritime community has resulted in an 
internal document production priority queue 
at NMC. As it attempts to further reduce the 
backlog of work, the NMC will give priority 
to (a) document renewals, then (b) license 
upgrades, (c) original documents and finally 
(d) continuity renewals (those not actively sail-
ing). The message from industry is clear: Keep 
the mariners already working at sea and bring 
along those who want to improve their posi-
tions as quickly as possible.

Mariner documentation is an executive 
issue and an executive problem that needs 
to be solved. Some companies are taking 
an active interest in the NMC process. Not 
content to sit on the sidelines and wait for 
results, Ingram Barge Company dispatched 
ten employees to Kearneysville in October. 
Their visit coincided with the MarEx inter-
views for this article. After the tour and Coast 
Guard presentation, Ingram’s Dave M. Brown, 
Vice President in charge of Human Resources, 

told MarEx, “I was very impressed with what 
I saw. I also sensed a level of commitment 
that had not been there in the past.” Ingram’s 
interest in the Coast Guard’s new vision for 
NMC is not a casual one. With more than 
1,700 mariners and nearly half of those holding 
some sort of license, the day-to-day heartbeat 
of Ingram Barge depends on keeping the mari-
ners on the boats.

Ingram’s visit had more than one purpose. 
Its “focused wellness” program is beginning 
to yield good results for its mariners, but it 
remains keenly interested in making sure the 
lines of communication remain open between 
the Coast Guard’s new NMC medical unit and 
the company’s own physicians. Teaming with 
Vanderbilt University, Ingram hopes to smooth 
out the wrinkles in the “medical waiver” pro-
cess and keep those mariners who deserve to 
be employed on the water. While others fret 
about the new medical regulations coming 
down the pike, Dave Brown’s group was com-
prised, in large part, of medical personnel seek-
ing to establish good lines of communication 
and a better understanding of the new rules.  

NMC in West Virginia:  
Why It’s Here and Why It Will  
Yield Dividends in the Long Run

This isn’t the first the Coast Guard has 
tried to fix the mariner-documentation pro-
cess. This time, however, the funding is finally 
here: $12 million in reoccurring funds and up 
to $20 million in total – more than double the 
funding it had before. Of course, the funding 
came at a price. And Senator Byrd’s (D-WV) 
regentrification of West Virginia is continuing 
at a brisk pace, thank you very much. As this 
issue of MarEx went to press, there were no 
concrete plans in the works to dredge a chan-
nel up to Martinsburg for Coast Guard cutters. 
The NMC is close enough to the beltway and 
still provides a relatively bucolic way of life 
and a reasonable cost of living.

All kidding aside, the move is, in retro-
spect, a good one. The infrastructure from 
which the NMC can tap into existing cables 
and local Coast Guard expertise is already 
here. At least two other Coast Guard IT-crit-
ical units are in close proximity. Along with 
a cheaper cost of living goes the advantage 
of (at least in theory) a reduced cost of doing 
business. And Stalfort claims that the “brain 
drain” feared by many as they moved hun-
dreds of positions from multiple locations to 
just one did not occur. Only two of the many 
personnel slated to make the move from 
Arlington opted out.

Dave Stalfort has been in the licensing 
game for twenty years, having worked at the 
New Orleans REC as well as at Juneau, and 
he was the Commanding Officer at Memphis 
for a time. He’s clearly the right guy to lead 
this effort, and what he might lack in knowl-
edge he certainly makes up for in enthusiasm 
and, perhaps more importantly, vision. Stalfort 
understands that mariners are NOT ships and 
that the future shape of mariner documenta-
tion cannot in any way mimic the National 
Vessel Data System.

Some day, mariners will be able to perform 
a fair bit of their documentation requirements 
on-line, in a secure e-environment. Gone will 
be the redundant, embarrassing disclosures 
(for example, of the time they were cited as 
a 16-year-old kid for having an open con-
tainer on a date) to a Coast Guard clerk at a 
beat-up office on a back street in an obscure 
port. There’s little need to embarrass a distin-
guished 55-year-old mariner by rehashing old 
news – that data is out there and the Coast 
Guard is going to find it whether the mariner 
reports it or not. At least, that’s the goal. 

The scaling down of the 17 individual 
RECs will in  certain cases involve personnel 
transfers to NMC. Stalfort says that more than 
a few have been taken from the New Orleans 
operation already. Recognizing that licensing 
and documentation has never been a good 
career track within the Coast Guard, the ser-
vice is overtly moving toward a workforce that 
is heavily civilian in its orientation. These are 
billets that can pay as high as a GS-15 grade, 
and it is hoped that more expertise from the 
commercial sector will be achieved along the 
way. Today, the NMC workforce consists of 16 
military billets, 63 civilians and 160 contrac-
tors. Another 100 workers are still in the field 
at the various RECs. Their combined efforts 
produce more than 60,000 credentials per year.

The National Maritime Center isn’t com-
ing. It is here. The vision for this newly 
reorganized unit has not yet been fully real-
ized, but if this does occur, then mariners 
and domestic maritime operators will be 
the real winners. The good news is that the 
reshaping of at least one aspect of the Coast 
Guard’s flawed marine safety mission is well 
underway. Two hours from Martinsburg, 
at Coast Guard headquarters, ADM Thad 
Allen, the Coast Guard Commandant, can 
watch with a measure of satisfaction. Unlike 
Katrina, however, I have a feeling that he 
won’t need to micromanage this one. If he 
does, we’re all in a world of trouble. 




