On Watch in Washington
AMC update
By Captain Lee A. Kincaid
The American Maritime Congress recently participated in the Second Annual Maritime Industry Congressional Sail-In.  This event, which was sponsored by AMC and MEBA as well as other US maritime industry organizations, was held on May 4, 2011 just as this edition of the Marine Officer was heading to print.  The purpose was to educate members of Congress, especially the freshmen members, about the value of and issues concerning the US maritime industry.
Approximately 185 representatives from the US maritime industry, including several active sailing mariners held 161 meetings with members of Congress and staff.  The 2011 “Congressional Sail-In” was one of the largest single day Congressional educational programs that occur on Capitol Hill.
This year, five major issues were presented for discussion during the office visits including: Short Sea Shipping, the US Food for Peace Program, the Harbor Maintenance Trust Fund, the Jones Act, and funding for the FY 2012 Maritime Security Program.
The short sea shipping initiative or development of a US marine highway system calls for a national program to move freight offshore or via inland water routes in order to reduce congestion on the US interstate highway system.  Such a program would not only reduce the overall cost per ton/mile of cargo transportation but also reduce environmental impact such as air pollution.  House Bill HR 1533 was recently introduced by Congressmen Pat Tiberi (R-Ohio), Brian Higgins (D-New York) and Steve LaTourette (R-Ohio).  The bill would eliminate the double taxation of waterborne cargo being transshipped between US ports.  This double taxation as a result of the Harbor Maintenance Tax (HMT) is one of the major obstacles to the successful implementation of a profitable US marine highway system.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The US Food for Peace Program or PL 480 cargo preference assures that no less than 75 percent of donated food aid must be shipped on US flag vessels crewed by US mariners.  The President’s initial budget request cut this program to $1.69 billion and the continuing resolution as passed by the House of Representatives this year called for a further cut to $1.003 billion.  In 2008, the funding for the program was at the $2.07 billion level.  Fortunately, the final spending bill for 2011 was passed with the Federal Food Aid program only receiving the same percentage cut as other non-Defense programs.  However, any cuts to PL-480 have devastating consequences for US flag shipping as well as the American farmer.
The Harbor Maintenance Trust Fund (HMTF) and the Harbor Maintenance Tax (HMT) were established in 1986 to fund the operation and maintenance of US ports and harbors.  Imported and domestic cargo arriving at US ports with federally maintained navigation features is taxed on the value of the cargo.  The funds collected are deposited into the Harbor Maintenance Trust Fund for use by the Army Corps of Engineers for the dredging of channels and maintenance of harbor features.  Since the 1990’s, spending from the fund has lagged behind revenues and since 2005, only about 50 percent of the annual income into the fund has been spent on harbor maintenance.  At the end of 2010, the unspent balance of the fund was almost $6 billion and growing.   Maintenance and development of our US ports is essential to keep America competitive with our neighbors to the north and south.  HR 104 was introduced by Congressmen Charles Boustany (R-Louisiana) and Joe Courtney (D-Connecticut) and requires that the annual Harbor Maintenance Trust Fund revenue be spent only for its intended purpose and not diverted to other areas of the federal treasury.
The Jones Act is the cornerstone of the US domestic shipping laws.  The requirement that cargo being transported between domestic US ports be carried on US flag vessels, built in US shipyards, owned by US citizens, and crewed by US mariners generates approximately $11 billion in US taxes.  It further assures that there will be a complement of trained US mariners available, a fleet of US ships ready, and US shipbuilding skills in place in case of a major defense mobilization or national emergency.  The Jones Act fleet includes not only smaller coastal, harbor, and river vessels but also 60 large Great Lakes vessels and just under 100 large ocean- going vessels. There is always someone or some group attempting to weaken the provisions of the Jones Act as was the case during last summer’s Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the US Gulf.
The Maritime Security Program (MSP) allows a fleet of 60 military- useful US flag commercial ships to be readily available to the Department of Defense in time of need.  It has been estimated that if the Department of Defense would ever have to replicate the same global intermodal system that these 60 US flag commercial ships and their operating companies provide, it would cost the US taxpayer about $65 billion.  The current MSP provides this service to DOD for only $186 million a year or a mere fraction of what it would cost should the federal government have to do the job itself.  Although the program itself is authorized by Congress through 2025, funding must be appropriated on a year by year basis.  MSP assures that the US military will not have to depend upon a foreign flag ship and foreign crew that refuse to deliver cargo into a military theater.  At the end of the day, the men and women of the US Merchant Marine have always come through and have always delivered the goods.
