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MARITIME PILOTS
Maritime Pilotage for Prince William Sound 
Alan Sorum – Maritime Operations Project Manager

WHAT IS A MARITIME [MARINE] PILOT?
• Not necessarily a separate person, but a license qualification 

• Some marine pilots come aboard a ship to help navigate the 
vessel in and out of port

• Highly experienced mariner that brings detailed local 
knowledge to a particular waterway
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MARITIME PILOTAGE AND THE 
FOUNDING OF THE UNITED STATES
• Following existing practice in England, marine pilotage was 

introduced during the founding of the American Colonies. 

• The Commerce Clause adopted as part of Constitution in 1788 
grants the Federal government power to regulate interstate 
and foreign commerce. [Article 1, Section 8, Clause 3]

• One of the first actions of Congress was to devolve its authority 
over marine pilots back to the states in 1789.

FIRST MEETING OF CONGRESS: 
LIGHTHOUSE ACT OF AUGUST 7, 1789
“All pilots in the bays, inlets, rivers, harbors and ports of the 
United States, shall continue to be regulated in conformity with 
the existing laws of the States respectively wherein such pilots 
may be, or with such laws as the States may respectively 
hereafter enact for the purpose, until further legislative provision 
shall be made by Congress. [Section 4 of the Lighthouse Act of August 7, 
1789]
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MINIMAL CHANGES TO THE 
LIGHTHOUSE ACT OF AUGUST 7, 1789
The Act of February 28, 1871: 

• Established federal authority regarding US vessels enrolled and licensed to 
conduct coastwise trade

• Is now codified in part as 46 USC 8501.  

• Created two classifications of marine pilots: 
• State Pilots 
• Federal Pilots 

• Confirmed, with little change since the founding of the nation, the state 
and federal relationship with respect to pilotage

• Details when only a federal pilot is required: “Every coastwise seagoing 
steam vessel subject to the navigation laws of the U.S. …, not sailing under 
register, shall, when underway, except on the high seas, be under the 
control and direction of pilots by [the federal government].”

CONGRESS REORGANIZES 
PILOTAGE LAWS IN 1983 
[46 USC 8501]
Reaffirmed the state’s role in 
regulating pilots, but better 
defines requirements for federal-
licensed pilots on coastwise 
vessels exempt from state 
pilotage laws. 

All these factors must apply:

• Not sailing on register. [Ships 
engaged in foreign trade]

• Underway.
• Not beyond the U.S. Territorial 

Sea. [3 Nautical Mile Limit]
• An oil tanker or vessel subject 

to Coast Guard inspection.
Photo: Captain Jeff Pierce
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FEDERAL GENERAL REQUIREMENTS FOR 
MARINE PILOT LICENSE [46 USC 7101]
1. Is at least 21 years of age
2. Is of sound health and has no physical limitations…
3. Has a thorough physical examination each year while holding the 

license…
4. Demonstrates that the applicant has the requisite general knowledge 

and skill to hold the license…
5. Demonstrates proficiency in the use of electronic aids to navigation…

6. Maintains adequate knowledge of the waters to be navigated and 
knowledge of regulations for the prevention of collisions in those 
waters…

7. Has sufficient experience to evidence ability to handle any vessel of 
the type and size which the applicant may be authorized to pilot…

8. Meets any other requirement considered reasonable and necessary…

ALASKA GENERAL REQUIREMENTS FOR 
MARINE PILOT LICENSE [12 ACC 56.029]
1. A Coast Guard license with first class pilotage endorsement, without 

tonnage restrictions for the entire region for which a marine pilot 
license is sought… 

2. Hold a valid deputy marine pilot license in Alaska for three calendar 
years… 

3. Possess a valid deputy marine pilot license without geographical 
exclusions in the region for which the marine pilot license is sought… 

4. Complete an approved manned ship model course or a simulator 
course…

5. Satisfy the regional experience requirements for the region for which 
the marine pilot license is sought…

6. Satisfy all additional licensure requirements established by the 
board…

7. Be a citizen of the United States… 
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PILOTAGE IN PRINCE WILLIAM SOUND IS 
UNIQUE [46 USC 8502]
• 46 USC 8502 has a section specifically addressing Prince 

William Sound. “In any area of Prince William Sound, 
Alaska…the pilot may not be a member of the crew of that 
vessel and shall be a pilot licensed by the State of Alaska who 
is operating under a Federal license, when the vessel is 
navigating waters between 60°49’ North latitude and the Port 
of Valdez, Alaska. 

• 60°49’ North latitude is reflects the location of the PWS Pilot 
Station. 

• To preserve federal oversight of the pilot’s federal license, this 
subsection provides that the pilot is will be considered to be 
acting under their federal license. 

THE PRINCE WILLIAM SOUND PILOT 
STATION
• Both the federal and states governments have defined the 

location of the Prince William Sound [Valdez] Pilot Station.

• The PWS [Valdez] Pilot Station is located in the Precautionary 
Area charted just abeam Bligh Reef.

• Pilots board and disembark from oil tankers at the Pilot Station.
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VALDEZ PILOT STATION

60°49’ North60°49’ North 

PILOTAGE REQUIREMENTS COMING OUT OF 
THE OIL POLLUTION ACT OF 1990
• The language found for Prince William Sound in 46 USC 8502 is 

the only instance in federal law that requires a coastwise 
vessel subject to federal pilotage jurisdiction to use a state 
licensed pilot. 

• Legislative intent language from the Oil Pollution Act of 1990 
[OPA 90] shows legislators at the time thought this level of dual 
pilot accountability would “promote the level of competence 
necessary in the uniquely vulnerable Prince William Sound.” 

• Alaska statutes on pilotage makes reference to 46 USC 8502.
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STATE OF ALASKA LICENSED PILOTS
• Authority deemed to the states: “Except as otherwise provided 

in this subtitle, pilots in the bays, rivers, harbors, and ports of the 
United States shall be regulated only in conformity with the 
laws of the States.” [46 USC 8501]

• Pilotage of vessels conducting international trade in Alaskan 
waters is governed by the State of Alaska through its Board of 
Marine Pilots. 

COMPULSORY PILOTAGE WATERS IN 
ALASKA
• The waters of Prince William Sound have been established as 

compulsory pilotage waters. [12 AAC 56.100 (2)]

• State requirements for pilotage are compulsory, except for 
specific exceptions.

• One exception of interest for this presentation are vessels 
subject to federal pilotage requirements found under 46 U.S.C. 
8502, except as provided in AS 08.62.185. 

• Alaska requires a licensed pilot to be aboard any oil tanker of 
50,000 dead weight tons or larger, navigating in state waters 
beyond an Alaskan pilot station, to employ a pilot licensed by 
the state. The pilot is required to control the vessel during all 
docking operations. [AS 08.62.185]
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HINCHINBROOK ENTRANCE TO THE PILOT 
STATION: HOW DO WE GET THERE?
• State law: “Vessels are excluded from the use of a state 

licensed marine pilot in compulsory pilotage waters when 
proceeding directly between points outside Alaska and an 
established pilot station for the express purpose of embarking 
or disembarking a pilot in the following situations…travel via 
Prince William Sound to the Valdez Pilot Station.” [12 AAC 56.110]

• Federal law: “Navigate with either two credentialed deck 
officers on the bridge or an individual holding a valid license or 
MMC endorsed as pilot when operating south of 60°49′ north 
latitude and in the approaches through Hinchinbrook 
Entrance…” [46 USC 8502] 

QUESTIONS?

Photo: Captain Jeff Pierce


