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IN THE NEWS

The following piece was submitted as
an op-ed to the New Orleans City
Business by AWO Chairman of the
Board Merritt Lane.  An abridged
version was submitted as a Letter to
the Editor to the Times-Picayune.

*********

The August 10 article, “Tugs Operate
under Radar on River,” painted a
misleading and very different picture
of the tugboat, towboat and barge
industry than the one I see as President
and CEO of New Orleans-based Canal
Barge Company and Chairman of the
Board of The American Waterways
Operators (AWO), our industry’s
national trade association.  

The industry in which I’m proud to
make my living is safe,
environmentally responsible,
phenomenally cost-efficient, and
uncommonly progressive in partnering
with government to make our nation’s
waterways as safe and as clean as
possible.  Last year, a study conducted
by the Texas Transportation Institute
for the U.S. Department of
Transportation found that inland
waterways transportation is the safest,
most environmentally-friendly and
most economical form of freight
transportation. Waterways
transportation has the lowest personnel
injury and fatality record, the lowest
hazardous material spill record, and
generates the least amount of
emissions compared to rail or truck
transportation. 

Our industry has a long track record of
both voluntary compliance with safe
operating standards and partnership with
government to promote ever-higher
levels of safety and environmental
protection.  Fourteen years ago, AWO

became the first transportation trade
association to establish a code of safe
practice and environmental
stewardship for member companies.
Since 2000, the AWO Responsible
Carrier Program has been a condition
of membership in AWO, and members
must pass an independent safety audit
every three years or forfeit their
membership in the association.  

We have also worked closely with
Congress and the U.S. Coast Guard to
make sure that all companies – not just
those who choose to belong to AWO –
live by the same high standards.  Five
years ago, the leadership of the
tugboat, towboat and barge industry
took the unprecedented step of asking
the Commandant of the Coast Guard to
request statutory authority from
Congress to establish a new inspection
regime for towing vessels.  Over the
past four years, we have worked
closely with the Coast Guard – under
the leadership and oversight of House
Transportation and Infrastructure
Committee Chairman James Oberstar
(D-MN) – to implement this
Congressional mandate so that
accidents like the Mel Oliver spill
never happen again.

With strong industry support, the
congressionally-authorized Towing
Safety Advisory Committee (TSAC), a
federal advisory group that includes
representatives from the barge and
towing industry, maritime labor, cargo
shippers, ports and terminals, and the
general public, has recommended an
innovative and effective regulatory
approach to towing vessel inspection
that would require all towing
companies to implement a safety
management system like the
Responsible Carrier Program.  Failing

a safety audit
would trigger
immediate notification
of the Coast Guard, which could
force the company to correct the
problem immediately or get its vessels
off the water.  To put teeth in the
program – without creating
unnecessary burdens for the vast
majority of companies who work hard
to do the right thing – TSAC has
recommended a risk-based
enforcement regime in which
companies with questionable safety
records or poor performance on safety
audits would be subject to the lion’s
share of Coast Guard enforcement
resources.

Had this system been in place this
year, the Coast Guard would have been
notified when the company operating
the Mel Oliver failed its industry safety
audit in May, which could have forced
the company to tighten up its
procedures for ensuring that only
properly licensed personnel can crew
its vessels.  

The people of New Orleans have
struggled mightily to rebuild our city
and its economy following the
devastation of Hurricane Katrina three
years ago.  We can’t control Mother
Nature, but we can prevent man-made
disasters like oil spills that result from
human error.  The Coast Guard should
move immediately to publish the
TSAC-recommended towing vessel
inspection rules and help make a safe
industry even safer.
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