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                                          SERVED:  January 3, 2012 
 
                                          NTSB Order No. EM-211 
 
 
 UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 
 NATIONAL TRANSPORTATION SAFETY BOARD 
 WASHINGTON, D.C. 
 
 Adopted by the NATIONAL TRANSPORTATION SAFETY BOARD 
 at its office in Washington, D.C. 
 on the 28th day of December, 2011 
 
 
   __________________________________ 
                                    ) 
   ROBERT J. PAPP, JR.,               ) 
   Commandant,                         ) 
   United States Coast Guard,          ) 
                                        ) 
                    Appellee,           ) 
                                        )      Docket ME-185 
               v.                       ) 
                                        ) 
   WILLIAM DEA AILSWORTH,             ) 
                                        ) 
                   Appellant.          ) 
                                        ) 
   __________________________________ ) 
 
 
 

OPINION AND ORDER 
 

 
1.  Background: 

 Appellant seeks review of the Vice Commandant’s1 decision on appeal (CDOA) 2695, 

dated June 14, 2011, which affirmed a decision and order (D&O) issued by Coast Guard 

Administrative Law Judge (ALJ) Michael J. Devine on August 31, 2009, following an 

                                                 
1 The Commandant has delegated to the Vice Commandant the authority to take final action in 
suspension and revocation proceedings. 
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evidentiary hearing held on June 9, 2009.2  By that decision, the law judge denied appellant’s 

appeal of the Coast Guard’s March 3, 2009 complaint, finding appellant acted negligently under 

46 C.F.R.§ 5.293 and violated 46 C.F.R. §§ 4.05-14 and 4.05-10(a).5  The law judge ordered 

revocation of appellant’s merchant mariner license.  We deny appellant’s appeal, in part.6   

  

 

 

                                                 
2 Copies of the decisions of the Vice Commandant and law judge are attached. 

3 Negligence under 46 C.F.R. § 5.29 requires the Coast Guard to  prove the following elements: 

(1) Appellant holds a merchant marine document or license; 

(2) Appellant was acting under the authority of his license when the charged 
violation occurred; and 

(3) Appellant either (a) committed an act which a reasonable and prudent 
person or mariner would not commit under the same circumstances; or (b) 
failed to perform an act which a reasonable and prudent person or mariner 
would have taken under the same circumstances. 

4 Section 4.05-1 requires “the owner, agent, master, operator, or person in charge,” immediately 
notify “the nearest Sector Office, Marine Inspection Office or Coast Guard Group Office 
whenever a vessel is involved in a marine casualty consisting in” several circumstances, 
including: an occurrence materially and adversely affecting the vessel's seaworthiness or fitness 
for service or route; an occurrence causing property damage in excess of $25,000; and an 
occurrence involving significant harm to the environment. 

5  Section 4.05-10(a) provides as follows:  

The owner, agent, master, operator, or person in charge shall, within five days, 
file a written report of any marine casualty required to be reported under § 4.05–1. 
This written report is in addition to the immediate notice required by § 4.05–1. 
This written report must be delivered to a Coast Guard Sector Office or Marine 
Inspection Office.  It must be provided on Form CG–2692 (Report of Marine 
Accident, Injury or Death), supplemented as necessary by appended Forms CG–
2692A (Barge Addendum) and CG–2692B (Report of Required Chemical Drug 
and Alcohol Testing Following a Serious Marine Incident). 

6 Appellant requested oral argument under 49 C.F.R. § 825.25(a).  We find the parties have fully 
briefed the issues in this case and oral argument on these issues is not necessary. 
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 A.  Facts 

 1.  Loading of the Barges 

The vast majority of the facts of this case are undisputed.  On January 9, 2009, appellant 

departed ANA shipyard on the Western Branch of the Elizabeth River, as master of the tug 

JACQUELINE A, pushing two barges, the SL-118 and SL-119.  Appellant pushed the barges up 

the James River to Honeywell, which is a loading facility in Hopewell, Virginia, for loading of 

ammonium sulfate fertilizer on both barges.  Prior to leaving ANA shipyard, appellant visually 

inspected SL-118 and SL-119 and saw no water in either barge.  Appellant arrived at Honeywell 

at approximately 6:30 pm on January 9, 2009, and pushed the barges adjacent to each other, 

stern-to-stern, on the south side of the loading pier.  A Honeywell employee operating in the 

gantry crane approximately 30 feet above the barges, loaded SL-118 and then SL-119, with the 

ammonium sulfate.  Appellant communicated with the gantry operator via a radio that 

Honeywell provided.  At approximately 11:00 pm on January 9, a shift change occurred and a 

new gantry operator assumed the loading duties.  Appellant contends he had communication 

problems with the new gantry operator, as appellant had to call him on the radio several times 

before the new operator answered.  The new operator overloaded SL-119 before hearing 

appellant’s request to stop the loading.  Appellant saw SL-119 was overloaded after completion 

of the loading operation, as SL-119 was drawing 11 feet and 6 inches on the port side, and 11 

feet and 4 inches on the starboard side, when the normal loaded draft for the barge was 10 feet.   

At 7:00 am on January 10, 2009, Honeywell expected another ship to arrive at the 

loading pier, and therefore requested appellant move SL-118 and SL-119 from the pier.  

Appellant moved both barges to the north side of the pier, adjacent to another barge, with the 

stern of SL-119 facing the shore.  Around noon on January 10, appellant noticed SL-119 had 
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settled “about an inch” or more since 8:00 am.  Tr. at 236.  As a result, appellant opened the 

Number 4 compartment of SL-119 and noticed three to four inches of water.  Appellant started 

using an electric pump to remove the water.  After approximately 2 hours, appellant had pumped 

the water out of the Number 4 compartment.  Later in the afternoon, appellant noticed SL-119 

was continuing to settle, and determined water was in the Number 2 compartment.  Appellant 

pumped the water out sufficiently by early evening and monitored SL-119 throughout the night.  

On January 11, 2009, appellant noticed “the draft was down even more” and opened the Number 

4 compartment again.  Appellant found 6 inches of water in the Number 4 compartment, and 6 

feet of water in the Number 2 compartment.  Appellant believed SL-119 was in extremis as a 

result of the amount of water in the compartments; the deck was level with the waterline, and 

appellant determined the pumps could not keep up with the flooding.  As a result, appellant 

pushed SL-119 against the shore, in what he believed to be the “safest condition” for the barge.  

Tr. at 243.  Appellant again dewatered SL-119 with his pumps, and sealed the compartment 

hatches when the tide rose.  After two high tides, SL-119 settled further, and the water 

surrounded its hatches.  Appellant believed SL-119 was in “imminent danger of sinking.”  Tr. at 

256. 

Appellant contacted Dave Bushy, owner of Commonwealth Pro-Dive, several times after 

grounding SL-119, and requested Mr. Bushy “go under and take a look” to see if appellant could 

repair SL-119.  Mr. Bushy informed appellant that some of Mr. Bushy’s employees could come 

the next morning, and bring additional water pumps.  In the interim, appellant determined SL-

119 needed to be unloaded of the ammonium sulfate, but Honeywell did not have any equipment 

to accomplish the unloading.  At approximately 7:30 am on Sunday, January 11, appellant got an 

excavation contractor’s telephone number from staff at Honeywell, and arranged for the 
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contractor to meet him at the pier at 9:00 am on Monday, January 12.  In order to unload, 

appellant needed to push SL-119 flush against the pier, as the excavator’s boom could not reach 

SL-119 to unload it unless the barge was alongside the pier.  Appellant testified he waited “until 

the last possible minute” on Monday, January 12, to begin moving SL-119 to the pier, in 

expectation of the contractor arriving at 9:00 am.  Tr. at 259.  However, neither the contractor 

nor dump trucks arrived to offload the ammonium sulfate.   

 2. The Sinking of SL-119 

SL-119 sank at 9:35 am on January 12.  Appellant contacted the Coast Guard’s National 

Response Center on Monday, January 12, after the sinking.  On January 23, 2009, appellant 

submitted USCG Form 2692 (Report of Marine Accident, Injury, or Death).  On February 26, 

2009, appellant submitted an amended Form 2692. 

The Coast Guard issued a complaint on March 3, 2009, seeking suspension of appellant’s 

merchant marine license based on the charges of negligence and failure to comply with the 

reporting requirements described above.  The law judge held a hearing for this case, at which the 

Coast Guard called nine witnesses and introduced 12 exhibits.  In response, appellant testified on 

his own behalf and introduced four exhibits.  Of the Coast Guard’s witnesses, three were 

eyewitnesses from Honeywell, who observed appellant attempting to pump water out of SL-119, 

move it aground, and then move it to the pier for unloading.  Arthur Dean, ship leader for 

customer care and logistics at Honeywell, testified when he saw SL-119 aground, it appeared 

stable.  Tr. at 138, 143.  Similarly, Herman Schlimmer, area leader for marine operations at 

Honeywell, testified he observed SL-119 when it was ashore at 5:30 am on Monday, January 12, 

and while it had a “severe list,” it nevertheless appeared stable.  Tr. at 146. 
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All Honeywell employees who testified confirmed once SL-119 was loaded, Honeywell 

was not responsible for assisting appellant or directing the activities of SL-119.  In this regard, 

Robert Strickland, the customer care and logistics manager at Honeywell, testified if anyone at 

Honeywell would order SL-119 to move from the shore to the pier, it would have been him.  

Mr. Strickland did not issue such an order.   

According to Mr. Strickland, the direct cost of the sinking of SL-119 after appellant 

moved it from the shore to the pier totaled over $778,000.  Mr. Strickland estimated the indirect 

costs (if Honeywell chose to dredge) totaled an additional $187,000.  Kyle Winter, the deputy 

regional director for the Virginia Department of Environmental Quality’s Piedmont regional 

office, testified the sinking caused acute toxicity to aquatic life in the James River because SL-

119 released 1,200 tons of ammonium sulfate when it sank. 

Coast Guard Lieutenant Patrick Burkett, the assistant senior investigating officer at sector 

Hampton Roads, and Lieutenant Saladin Shelton, the command duty officer for sector Hampton 

Roads, learned of the sinking of SL-119 on January 12, 2009, through a report from the Coast 

Guard’s National Response Center.  Both officers indicated they would have sent personnel to 

the scene earlier to attempt to mitigate the damage and perhaps even prevent the sinking, had 

they known SL-119 was experiencing problems.  Tr. at 74, 82, 86.  To show appellant’s history 

of noncompliance with reporting requirements, Lieutenant Jon Lane, an investigator for the 

marine safety office in Hampton Roads, testified appellant failed to notify the Coast Guard of a 

sinking that occurred in November 2004, and did not file a Form 2692 in a timely manner.  Tr. at 

194–95.  The record contains little evidence of the violations that allegedly occurred in 

November 2004, and it is not apparent whether the Coast Guard brought an enforcement action 

against appellant’s merchant mariner license based on the 2004 incident. 
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B.  The Law Judge’s D&O 

The law judge’s D&O included a detailed summary of the evidence and affirmed the 

Coast Guard’s complaint, with the exception of one charge related to appellant’s alleged 

noncompliance with a subpoena.  The law judge’s decision included a thorough analysis of the 

Coast Guard’s negligence charge; the law judge stated, “even if [appellant’s] assertions that the 

Honeywell facility overloaded the SL 119 were considered to be fully accurate, contributory 

negligence or negligence of others is not a defense to the charge of negligence in suspension and 

revocation proceedings.”  D&O at 15.  The law judge ultimately determined appellant’s failure to 

take action to obtain assistance after intentionally grounding SL-119 on January 11, 2009, and 

before moving it to the pier on January 12, 2009, constituted negligence.  The law judge 

determined a reasonable and prudent person with appellant’s knowledge and experience would 

not have moved SL-119 from its grounded position without first obtaining assistance, such as 

help from the Coast Guard sector Hampton Roads.  Id. at 16.  The law judge also expressed 

concern that appellant moved the barge to the pier before off-loading equipment or waiting for 

Mr. Bushy, who was to bring more powerful dewatering pumps, to arrive on-site at Honeywell.   

In his D&O, the law judge discussed the Pennsylvania Rule.  Under this rule, a party that 

fails to observe a safety regulation has the burden of showing “not merely that [its] fault might 

not have been one of the causes [of the loss], or that it probably was not, but that it could not 

have been.”  The Pennsylvania, 86 U.S. 125, 136 (1873).  The law judge considered the rule as 

an aggravating factor.  With regard to appellant’s alleged failure to report the problems with SL-

119 in a timely manner, the law judge determined appellant should have provided the required 

notice to the Coast Guard when he grounded SL-119, because grounding constitutes a “marine 

casualty” under § 4.05-1(a)(2) and (a)(4).  The law judge states, “since the regulation is designed 
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to require immediate notice to allow corrective measures to be taken, application of the 

Pennsylvania Rule would require [appellant] to demonstrate his failure to comply with the 

regulation was not a cause of the negligent sinking of the barge.”  D&O at 20.  The law judge 

cited the testimony of Lieutenant Burkett and Lieutenant Shelton in concluding the Coast Guard 

could have taken action to “address the stability of the barge” if appellant had notified the Coast 

Guard at approximately 9:00 am on January 11, 2009.  Id.     

With regard to sanction, the law judge stated the suggested range of sanction 

recommended in 46 C.F.R. part 5 (table 5.569) provides for 2–6 months suspension for 

negligence; however, he found the table offered no specific guidance for appellant’s violations of 

the reporting rules.  D&O at 33.  The law judge noted Coast Guard regulations and cases indicate 

law judges have wide discretion in ordering a lower or higher sanction after considering 

aggravating or mitigating factors.  Id.  (citing 46 C.F.R. § 5.569; Appeal Decision 2680 

(McCARTY) (2006); Appeal Decision 2569 (TAYLOR) (1995)).  The law judge listed several 

aggravating factors, such as the fact that appellant knew of his obligation to immediately notify 

the Coast Guard of a marine casualty, yet he disregarded this obligation until after SL-119 sank.  

The law judge further commented, “the damage caused through the sinking of the barge, 

discharge of its cargo into the river, and impact on the Honeywell facility, along with 

[appellant’s] failure to take action to notify the Coast Guard for assistance, presents substantial 

aggravation evidence.”  D&O at 33.  The law judge concluded the Coast Guard showed appellant 

had “a pattern of noncompliance with legal obligations.”  Id. at 34.  Given these considerations, 

the law judge ordered revocation of appellant’s mariner credentials. 
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C.  The Commandant’s Decision on Appeal 

In accordance with Coast Guard procedures, appellant appealed the law judge’s D&O.  

Vice Admiral Sally Brice-O’Hara affirmed the law judge’s decision in the CDOA, and 

commented specifically on a few issues appellant raised on appeal.  First, the CDOA notes the 

law judge merely mentioned the Pennsylvania Rule as an aggravating factor, since the Coast 

Guard did not need to prove the application of the Rule to prove negligence in this case.  The 

CDOA also affirmed the law judge’s sanction of revocation.  The decision cites several cases 

indicating Coast Guard law judges have wide discretion in choosing sanctions for violations, and 

includes a summary of the aggravating factors the law judge believed favored revocation.  As a 

result of these determinations, the Vice Commandant affirmed the law judge’s D&O in its 

entirety.   

D.  Appellant’s Appeal to the Board 

On appeal to this Board, appellant reiterates the same arguments he made to the 

Commandant.  Appellant contends the law judge erred in determining he acted negligently 

because the law judge cited testimony that does not support the conclusion that SL-119 was in 

immediate danger of sinking when it was aground the morning of January 12, 2009.  Appellant 

argues SL-119 was in danger of sinking while aground due to the high tide, and he acted 

prudently in moving it.  Appellant also reiterates he attempted to acquire assistance from staff at 

Honeywell, an excavation contractor, and Mr. Bushy, but to no avail.  Appellant argues the law 

judge erred in using the Pennsylvania Rule to establish negligence.  With regard to appellant’s 

failure to complete and submit USCG Form 2692 in a timely manner, appellant concedes “there 

is no question” he submitted the form after the deadline, but contends the violation is de minimis.  

He argues the National Response Center had actual knowledge of the sinking less than an hour 
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after it occurred, and, had the Coast Guard known earlier, they would not have been able to 

prevent the sinking.  Finally, appellant argues the sanction of revocation is too severe, and the 

law judge should have imposed a suspension period of 1–3 months.  The Coast Guard opposes 

appellant’s arguments and urges us to affirm the CDOA.     

2.  Decision 

A.  Merits of the Case 

We do not find appellant’s arguments persuasive on the merits of the case.  With regard 

to the charge of negligence, we find the law judge considered the evidence and correctly 

determined appellant did not act in a reasonable and prudent manner when he decided to move 

SL-119 from its position aground to the pier.  Appellant concedes the equipment needed to 

unload the barge at the pier was not present when he moved the barge.  In addition, we find 

appellant’s failure to notify the Coast Guard when he ran aground the barge relates to his 

negligent behavior:  had he notified the Coast Guard at that time, the Coast Guard witnesses 

testified they would have responded and assisted appellant with his decision-making concerning 

the situation.  

We also find the law judge’s mention of the Pennsylvania Rule does not function to 

obviate the negligence finding.  The Vice Commandant correctly determined the law judge only 

mentioned the Rule in the context of it being an aggravating factor.  Appellant’s undisputed 

actions, alone, weigh in favor of finding appellant acted negligently.    

We disagree with appellant’s contention that his failure to submit a Form 2692 in a 

timely manner was a de minimis violation.  Appellant submitted an incomplete copy of the form 

six days late, and over one month later submitted an amended copy.  Timely completion of 

required paperwork concerning a marine casualty is critical, especially in cases involving severe 
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environmental repercussions.  The same logic applies with regard to appellant’s admitted failure 

to report immediately the grounding of SL-119; had appellant reported the problems with SL-

119 earlier, the sinking of the barge may have been prevented.  Regardless of whether 

appellant’s report to the National Response Center should function as a constructive report to the 

correct Coast Guard office, appellant cannot deny the notification was too late under § 4.05-1, as 

Coast Guard cases consistently indicate a marine casualty occurs when a mariner chooses to 

ground a vessel in lieu of it sinking.7 

B.  Sanction 

Finally, we carefully considered appellant’s argument regarding the severity of the 

sanction.  We acknowledge the severity of a sanction of revocation and note the effect it has on a 

mariner’s livelihood.  Coast Guard precedent requires wide deference to a law judge’s choice of 

sanction; absent special circumstances—such as an order that is “obviously excessive, arbitrary, 

capricious, or an abuse of discretion”—the order will not be modified on appeal.8  Section 

5.569(d) specifically allows for an increase in sanction when aggravating factors exist.9  In this 

case, the law judge listed aggravating factors he considered in arriving at a sanction much more 

severe than that suggested by the Coast Guard sanction table.  He also relied on the fact appellant 

had a history of noncompliance with regulations.   

                                                 
7 Appeal Decisions 2551 (LEVENE), 2512 (OLIVO), 2423 (WESSELS), 2331 (ELLIOT).  

8 Appeal Decision 2573 (JONES) (citing Appeal Decisions 2551 (LEVENE), 1994 
(TOMPKINS), 1751 (CASTRONUOVO)).   

9 Such factors include: (1) remedial actions which have been undertaken by the respondent; (2) 
prior record of the respondent, considering the period of time between prior acts and the act or 
offense for which presently charged is relevant; and (3) evidence of mitigation or aggravation.  
46 C.F.R. § 5.569(d). 
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Notwithstanding these considerations, we find the law judge’s imposition of revocation 

excessive, arbitrary, and capricious in this case.  We acknowledge in Commandant v. Moore,10 

we stated “unless and until the Coast Guard changes its regulation, we will not uphold an upward 

departure from the policy currently embodied in the Coast Guard’s regulation without a clearly 

articulated explanation of aggravating factors.”  The sanction table at 46 C.F.R. part 5 (table 5.569) 

indicates the maximum sanction for all three violations—a 6-month suspension for the 

negligence and two 3-month suspensions for the regulatory violations—would add up to a 12-

month suspension.  On the face of the complaint, we find it strains credulity how three 

violations, the most severe of which is a negligence allegation carrying a 6-month maximum 

suspension, can compound to equal a sanction of revocation.11  

In this case, we find the law judge did expressly articulate aggravating factors in an attempt 

to justify an increased sanction; however, the law judge erred in what he considered aggravating and 

failed to consider the mitigating factors present here.  The law judge relied on the amount of 

damage caused by the sinking as a significant aggravating factor.  However, we previously have 

held the amount of monetary damage does not form a basis for an increased sanction.12  In 

                                                 
10 NTSB Order No. EM-201 at 16 (2005). 

11 As we mention in dicta in Moore, supra at 15-16, while the Coast Guard may have a very 
sensible reason behind such a sanction, the sanction of revocation in this case is in conflict with 
the sanction range articulated in the Coast Guard’s regulation.  If the Coast Guard believes these 
violations should carry a potential greater sanction, the Coast Guard has the ability to implement 
these changes through public rulemaking, rather than wholesale reliance on deference to the law 
judge’s sanction.    

12 Commandant v. Wardell, NTSB Order No. EM-149 (1988) (suggesting amount of monetary 
damages may not be an appropriate “aggravating” factor to consider under 46 C.F.R. § 5.569(b)); 
cf. Commandant v. Hawker, NTSB Order No. EM-173 (1993) (indicating severity of casualty 
loss may constitute an aggravating factor for purposes of sanction adjustment); see also 
Commandant v. Moore, supra, NTSB Order No. EM-201 at 14-16 (2005) (holding the law 
judge’s mere recitation of facts did not provide adequate basis for imposing the sanction of 
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addition, we note the presence of a significant mitigating factor worthy of consideration in this 

case and overlooked by the law judge:  appellant relied upon the staff at Honeywell to load 

properly SL-119.  The Honeywell employees overloaded the barge and then stated they could not 

assist appellant in unloading SL-119 once the loading concluded.  We traditionally have 

considered such reliance as mitigating evidence.13   

Additionally, this Board previously upheld revocation as the choice of sanction when an 

appellant has exhibited a pattern of noncompliance.14  However, we find the evidence adduced at 

the hearing insufficient to establish such a pattern.  The Coast Guard introduced very little 

evidence about this alleged prior violation.  As such, we are inclined to treat this evidence as 

uncharged misconduct rather than as evidence of a prior violation.  We believe the facts of this 

case counsel in favor of a 12-month suspension, rather than revocation.    

Overall, we do not believe the law judge erred in affirming the Coast Guard’s complaint.  

However, based on the foregoing, we reduce the sanction to a period of a 12-month suspension 

of appellant’s merchant mariner license. 

 ACCORDINGLY, IT IS ORDERED THAT: 

 1.  Appellant’s appeal is denied, in part;  

 2.  The Vice Commandant’s appeal decision affirming the law judge’s decision and order 

is affirmed, in part; and 
                                                 
(..continued) 
revocation for failure to submit to drug test, when sanction table recommended a suspension 
period of 12 to 24 months). 

13 See generally Administrator v. Hackshaw, NTSB Order No. EA-5501 at 23 (2010).  We note 
our opinions and orders concerning aviation cases are not binding for purposes of our 
consideration of Coast Guard cases; however, we believe the principle of reliance as a mitigating 
factor is worthy of consideration here. 

14 Commandant v. Taylor, NTSB Order No. EM-174 (1993). 
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 3.  The order issued in the CDOA is modified to impose a 12-month suspension of 

appellant’s merchant mariner license. 

 
HERSMAN, Chairman, HART, Vice Chairman, and SUMWALT, ROSEKIND, and WEENER,  
Members of the Board, concurred in the above opinion and order. 
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