What You Can Do with
Your New Coast Guard
Captain’s License
by Captain Art Pine

There are plenty of opportunities for newly minted captains,
but don’t expect to get rich—or have evenings and weekends off.

S

o, you’ve just gotten your Coast
Guard captain’s license. Congratulations! Now comes the
big question: What can you do
with it? Around the Chesapeake Bay, the
answer depends partly on where you live,
what you’ve done before, your skills and
experience as a mariner, and your willingness to go through whatever it takes
to start your own business or to earn the
confidence of the maritime companies you
want to work for.
If you’ve already been working as a
crewmember for an established tour-boat
or water-taxi company—or if you own a
medium-sized recreational boat that you
can use to take up to six people fishing—
you probably already have a spot lined up
for yourself. All you needed to become a
captain was to get that license and embark
on your new venture. Go for it!

KIND OF LICENSE

If you’re starting from scratch, you still
have a way to go, industry job counselors
say. Unless you already have good contacts and some experience with the kind
of vessel you’ll be handling, you’ll have to
undergo some training and evaluation by
your prospective employer, usually for no
pay until you’re actually hired.
What’s more, in most of the jobs for
which a new license-holder can qualify,
you’ll probably have to start by working
weekends and evenings—the times when
tour-boat and water-taxi companies most
need more captains. Senior captains usually
get the first crack at the weekday daytime
slots. You’ll most likely have to settle for
being a part-timer.
Having a reasonably good income from
outside sources, from other part-time work
or from your retirement portfolio, gives
you a leg up. Captains who try to make

boating a weekends-only business—or have
to invest a huge amount in a new boat—are
asking for trouble, industry insiders say.
“Passing the exam and getting the
license is a good start, but it’s only a start,”
says Capt. Bill Washington, who runs a
job bank for the Chesapeake Area Professional Captains Association (CAPCA) in
Maryland and Virginia. “You need to make
a realistic appraisal of what the industry
requires and ask yourself whether you’re
sure you want to do this.”
What job you can snag depends on what
kind of license you have. But there’s no
question: if you’re going to serve as captain
of a boat that carries paying passengers,
you definitely need a Coast Guard license.
Here’s a handy table that will help you navigate through the most popular categories
of small-vessel licenses and the kinds of
jobs they cover:

WHAT YOU CAN DO

Operator of an Uninspected
Passenger Vessel (OUPV)

Operate uninspected boats carrying no more than six paying passengers (the reason these credentials are popularly
known as “six-pack” licenses). Typically these are former recreational boats now being used to take customers fishing
or sightseeing. You can go no farther out than 100 miles offshore. OUPVs are issued in various sizes, for operating
vessels of up to 25, 50, and 100 gross registered tons respectively. (Note: The term “gross registered tons” is used
to describe a measure of a boat’s volume, not its weight. Better check before assuming that the boat you’d like to
command is in the category that fits your license.)

Master’s license, 25 tons

Operate inspected passenger vessels of up to 25 gross registered tons. Usually these are small water taxis, tour boats,
and charter boats.

Master’s license, 50 tons

Become captain of a larger (inspected) tour boat, charter boat, or water taxi; work for a towing assistance company
such as SeaTow or TowBoatU.S.; or operate a larger sailboat, such as a schooner that takes tourists for rides. Caution:
before you can serve as captain of a towboat or sailing vessel, you need to pass separate exams leading to additional
special certifications, called endorsements. In some states, if you take people fishing, even on a six-pack vessel, you’ll
also need a tour guide’s license issued by the state natural resources agency.

Master’s licenses, 100 tons
or 200 tons

Operate larger tour boats, water taxis, sightseeing boats, ferry boats, or small commercial cargo vessels.

No license needed, but…

You don’t need a license to work as skipper of a small private yacht; as a delivery captain (ferrying empty boats from
one place to another); or as a mentor teaching new boat owners more about boathandling on their own vessels, as
long as the boat isn’t carrying paying passengers. Having a captain’s license gives you an edge in competing for such
jobs. Yacht owners—and their insurance companies—often insist on seeing your license before hiring you.
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Being a charter captain by using your
own recreational boat to take up to six passengers fishing or touring lighthouses can
be modestly lucrative. Capt. Bob “Walt”
Walter did just that after earning his
OUPV license 10 years ago and has done
it full-time ever since. He charges $580 a
day—no matter how many fishermen are
on board—enough to pay his expenses and
salary.
“What I like about it is that I can make
money at my passion: fishing,” Walter
says. “I’m not making lots of money, but it
brings in enough to help pay the bills. I’m
having a lot of fun doing it.” Walter, now
59, was a branch manager for an electrical
distributor in York, PA, before earning his
license in 2005. He now lives in Pocomoke
City, MD.

# A Watermark Cruises captain.
Photo by Rick Brady

Ţ

5IFNPOUIPG+VOF

R For starters, surf the Internet for a list
of tour-boat and water-taxi companies
in your area and call them directly.
Most will get back to you within a
week or so, though you may have to call
two or three times to get a response.
Be candid about your experience and

Best Yacht Brokers in the Mid-Atlantic!

WE GET
RESULTS!

t Low Commission Fees – Only 8% t Huge Marketing Budget t Free Market Analysis t Listing Videos
t Social Media Blast t List Your Boat On or Off-Site t Over 250 Boats Sold Annually t Free Storage Programs

FREE

“My experience with Clarks Landing in the sale
of my 44-foot powerboat was excellent.” – Mr. H.

Winter
Storage

“I wanted to send one last email to just say, Thank
You. Our sale faced it’s challenges throughout yet you
remained open, responsive, and professional in finding
solutions that worked. Thanks again!” – Mrs. M.

Annapolis Area
410.867.9550
(13 Acre Full Service Marina)
48 October 2015 PropTalk.com

Two Convenient On-Water
Water Locations To Serve You:

www.clarkslanding.com

E
Eastern
Shore
Sh
410.604.4300
(3 Acre Full Service Marina)

# You also should be willing to work long hours, part-time, at night
and on weekends. Photo by Sabrina Raymond/ Watermark Cruises
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how much time you can spend. Ask
for a chance to talk with the owner or
manager in person.
R Hook up with a local job bank that specializes in maritime slots. The best in
this area is CAPCA. Its members have
immediate online access to in-house job
listings, and the association conducts
weekend classes to help newcomers
break into the field.
R Network as much as you can. Watch
the classified ads in PropTalk and
SpinSheet, and follow up on them. Ask
everyone you meet in maritime-related
businesses, from marina owners and
boatyard managers to captains of fishing boats, about possible jobs. Friends
in yacht clubs or boating organizations
also may know of some opportunities.
As Washington points out, showing
employers your license is only a first step.
They’re also looking for applicants who
can demonstrate good seamanship, people
skills, good appearance, reliability, balance,
and agility, who can manage a small crew
effectively without blowing up. It helps if
you’re familiar with the workings of marine
engines.
Whether you’re working for someone
else or for yourself, make sure you have
good legal protection (starting your own
LLC can help shield your home and
property from lawsuits), are enrolled in
a drug-monitoring program, and hold a
marine radio operator’s permit, and hold
a Transportation Workers Indentification
Credential (TWIC) if needed.
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# PropTalk contributor Capt. Rick Franke can often be found at the
wheel of the Harbor Queen. Photo courtesy of Watermark Cruises

You also should be willing to work
long hours, part-time, at night and on
weekends; to undergo additional training;
and possibly even to spend a short time as
a deckhand to help learn the boat. Most
companies won’t pay you during the time
you spend being trained for the job. On the
other hand, you can use your time aboard
to help upgrade your license.
If you’re planning to apply for a job with
a towing-assistance company, you’ll want
to know that most of their captains are
part-time and get paid only for the time
they’re actually afloat—not for the hours
they’re required to spend on call, when they

have to be ready show up at their towboats
within 15 minutes of receiving a call.
Some advice from Washington and
other job counselors: Do what you already
know—sailing if you’re a sailor; singleengine boats if you don’t have twin-engine
experience; and tour boats or water taxis
if you don’t know much about fishing. If
you need more know-how and experience,
take a course and get some practice before
trying out with a commercial firm.
Income from all these jobs will vary
widely, both with the work and with the
company, but beginning captains can
expect to make about $20 an hour at

most, until they become veterans and the
company becomes more dependent on
them. And remember that in most cases,
the work is seasonal. You work, work,
work during the summer and sit idle in the
winter.
If you set up your own firm and buy
your own boat, make sure the vessel is in
good enough condition to carry passengers
and meet whatever requirements the Coast
Guard has set for that size and capacity.
You also need a good business plan, along
with help in setting up the legal framework, keeping tax records, obtaining liability insurance, and drumming up business.
You’ll probably also need a lot more capital
than you originally thought.
What does all this get you in return for
having earned your license? “A chance to
be on the water almost every day and get
paid for it,” as Walter puts it. “In all the
years I’ve been doing this, it’s never felt
like work, for even one day.” To many
folks who live around the Chesapeake Bay,
that’s not a bad deal at all.
About the author: Art Pine is a CoastGuard-licensed captain and a longtime
boater on the Chesapeake Bay.
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