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Abstract 
The United States Merchant Marine occupies a peculiar and undertheorized 
position in national security discourse: indispensable in doctrine yet perenni-
ally underfunded in practice. This article examines two converging patholo-
gies within the American maritime workforce pipeline which are chronic ed-
ucational stagnation at federally designated maritime academies and the de-
stabilizing oscillation of student enrollment driven by labor market signals, 
policy incoherence, and institutional inertia and traces their downstream con-
sequences for the nation’s strategic sealift posture. Drawing on longitudinal 
enrollment data from the Maritime Administration (MARAD), readiness as-
sessments from the Department of Transportation’s Inspector General, Gov-
ernment Accountability Office (GAO) audit reports, U.S. Coast Guard Na-
tional Maritime Center credential statistics, MARAD Ready Reserve Force and 
U.S.-flag fleet data, and comparative international seafarer-density datasets 
spanning six nations, the article introduces a tripartite pipeline fragility frame-
work encompassing volume, quality, and stability dimensions of workforce pro-
duction as a diagnostic tool for understanding why marginal fleet expansion 
programs consistently fail to produce commensurate improvements in opera-
tional sealift readiness. Nine original data visualizations present verified en-
rollment trends (AY2016-17 - 2024-25), mariner credential stock and pro-
cessing-capacity trends, a qualitative competency-gap assessment, RRF fleet 
data, an international seafarer-density comparison, and an illustrative 15-year 
scenario model. A qualitative competency-gap assessment across eight domains, 
based on the author’s synthesis of STCW frameworks and industry commen-
tary rather than a validated survey instrument, points to particular concern in 
cybersecurity, LNG systems, dynamic positioning, and autonomous vessel in-
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teraction. Illustrative projection modelling under status quo assumptions sug-
gests a hypothetical senior officer shortfall of approximately 5,410 mariners 
against an assumed Indo-Pacific sealift requirement by 2040, widening to ap-
proximately 9,320 against an assumed combined-theatre requirement; this 
model is an author-constructed exercise for policy discussion and is not de-
rived from the verified enrollment, credential, and fleet datasets presented else-
where in this article. Three empirical case studies which are the 1990-1991 Gulf 
War sealift mobilization, the 2014-2015 oil price collapse, and the COVID-19 
sea year suspension anchor the theoretical framework in observable historical 
outcomes. A five-domain reform architecture encompassing a statutory Na-
tional Maritime Workforce Strategy, institutional funding stabilization, cur-
riculum modernization under a living standards framework, enrollment in-
centive redesign, and defense planning integration provides the comprehen-
sive policy response. 
 

Keywords 
Merchant Marine, Maritime Education, Sealift Capability, MARAD, 
Maritime Workforce, National Security, Enrollment Volatility 

 

1. Introduction 

Few strategic assets in American national defense have been so consistently cele-
brated in principle and so systematically neglected in practice as the Merchant 
Marine. Cited in the preambles of federal maritime policy documents as the “fourth 
arm of defense”, the Merchant Marine serves as the primary mechanism by which 
the United States projects and sustains military force across oceanic distances. In 
every major conventional conflict since the Second World War, Korea, Vietnam, 
the Persian Gulf, and operations in the broader Middle East theatre, commercial 
vessels crewed by civilian mariners carried the preponderance of military cargo, a 
logistical reality that the dominance of airpower imagery in popular military cul-
ture has done remarkably little to illuminate. These logistics demands have made 
strategic mobility and sealift persistent concerns in U.S. defense planning [1]. 

The United States’ reliance on maritime logistics remains central to its military 
power-projection strategy and is unlikely to diminish under the strategic condi-
tions outlined in the 2022 National Defense Strategy. As China is identified as the 
principal pacing challenge and Russia as an acute threat, the ability to project and 
sustain forces across multiple theaters becomes increasingly important [2]. This 
requirement is particularly significant in the Indo-Pacific, where vast distances 
and contested lines of communication impose substantial demands on military 
mobility. Consequently, USTRANSCOM has warned that constrained sealift ca-
pacity could place additional pressure on strategic airlift, underscoring the need 
for a resilient maritime transportation system and a sufficiently capable merchant 
marine workforce [3] [4]. The sea lane, not the air corridor, remains the funda-
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mental medium through which the logistical underpinnings of American military 
power are reproduced at operational scale. 

What has changed is the human capital underlying that sealift capacity. MARAD’s 
workforce analysis found a deficit of roughly 1,800 sealift-qualified mariners in 
2017 [5], and shortfalls of about 2,000 were still being reported in 2024 [6]. U.S. 
maritime workforce reporting likewise describes sealift as carrying roughly 90 per-
cent of Department of Defense equipment in global conflicts [6]. MARAD attrib-
utes part of the problem to pandemic-era retention losses [7], and the workforce 
has long been described as aging [8]. State academy enrollment has declined since 
the mid-2010s, and academies have diversified into non-license programs in re-
sponse to job-market conditions [9]. 

This article provides an empirically grounded assessment of the U.S. maritime 
workforce by combining longitudinal enrollment data, credential distribution sta-
tistics, competency-gap analysis, Pearson correlation results, and international 
comparative evidence to establish a robust foundation for its policy arguments. 
Ten original data visualizations and five analytical tables further connect the the-
oretical discussion to observable patterns and measurable trends, moving the study 
beyond a purely qualitative policy narrative toward a data-informed strategic as-
sessment with implications for defense planning, congressional appropriations, 
and interagency coordination of maritime workforce policy. Rather than revisit-
ing the extensively documented weaknesses of the U.S. shipbuilding industrial base 
[10], the article focuses on the less visible but equally important infrastructure that 
supports maritime readiness, including educational institutions, credentialing 
systems, maritime labor organizations, and workforce development pipelines. 
These institutions ultimately determine whether vessels, once constructed or ac-
tivated from reserve status, can be crewed by qualified officers and ratings with 
the competencies required for modern operations. This distinction is important 
because it highlights a different set of policy challenges: while legislative action 
can authorize or accelerate vessel procurement within a relatively short planning 
cycle, developing a qualified mariner workforce requires considerably more time. 
The pathway from recruitment and education to credentialing and operational 
readiness involves years of sea service, examinations, and progressive licensing, 
with senior officer qualifications often requiring the better part of a decade or 
longer. Consequently, decisions about maritime workforce capacity must account 
not only for present staffing needs but also for the lengthy lead time required to 
translate policy intervention into a fully qualified and operationally available mar-
iner cohort. The study first develops a conceptual framework for understanding 
maritime workforce pipeline fragility and then situates the problem within its his-
torical and institutional context before outlining the methodology used to exam-
ine it. The analysis proceeds through an assessment of enrollment volatility, sup-
ported by data visualization and three historical case studies, followed by an ex-
amination of curriculum stagnation and competency gaps, a quantitative assess-
ment of sealift readiness, and an analysis of labour-market conditions and mari-
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time union structures. The discussion then considers the broader geopolitical threat 
environment, compares the U.S. maritime workforce with those of six other coun-
tries, and evaluates the economic factors that shape workforce supply and demand. 
These strands of evidence are brought together in a five-domain policy reform 
architecture designed to strengthen maritime workforce capacity and align it 
more closely with national defense requirements, before the article concludes by 
considering the broader implications for the resilience and future readiness of U.S. 
strategic sealift. 

2. Conceptual Framework: Human Capital Security and 
Pipeline Fragility 

2.1. Human Capital Security in the National Security Context 

Human capital is increasingly recognized as an important component of national 
security because a state’s ability to perform critical functions depends not only on 
physical assets and institutions but also on people with the knowledge and skills 
required to operate them [11]. In this article, human capital security refers to the 
capacity of a state to maintain a sufficiently skilled and available workforce for 
functions essential to national resilience and defense. Applied to the maritime sec-
tor, this extends beyond the total number of trained seafarers to include their dis-
tribution across credential levels, vessel categories, technical specializations, and 
operational availability, as well as the capacity of institutions responsible for edu-
cating, training, certifying, and retaining them. This perspective is particularly rel-
evant to the U.S. Merchant Marine because maritime readiness depends on the 
interaction between ships, infrastructure, institutions, and qualified personnel. 
MARAD’s 2025 Mariner Workforce Strategic Plan explicitly identifies the need 
for sufficient credentialed mariners to crew both the U.S.-flag commercial fleet 
and strategic sealift vessels, while emphasizing recruitment, training, and reten-
tion as central workforce concerns [12]. More broadly, U.S. joint logistics doctrine 
recognizes transportation as fundamental to military operations and to the move-
ment and sustainment of forces and materiel across operational theaters [13]. His-
torical experience also illustrates the scale of human and organizational effort re-
quired to sustain overseas deployments, as demonstrated by the Gulf War logistics 
operation described by Pagonis and Cruikshank [14]. Yet the physical availability 
of ships does not automatically translate into usable sealift capacity. GAO’s anal-
ysis of the Ready Reserve Force identified crewing as a central determinant of seal-
ift capability, noting that the declining U.S. merchant-marine manpower pool could 
directly affect sealift capability and that timely crewing presented an important 
challenge [15]. The central concern, therefore, is not simply whether vessels are 
available for activation, but whether a sufficiently deep pool of qualified personnel 
can be trained, credentialed, retained, and mobilized when those vessels are re-
quired. Workforce capacity should consequently be understood as a strategic com-
ponent of sealift readiness rather than a secondary administrative concern. 
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2.2. The Pipeline Fragility Framework 

 
Note: Source: Author conceptual framework. 

Figure 1. Pipeline Fragility Framework - Tripartite Deficit Conceptual Model. The three deficit dimensions (Vol-
ume, Quality, Stability) interact through compound vulnerability dynamics to produce sealift readiness failure 
under contingency demand. 

 
The framework identifies three analytically distinct but operationally interde-

pendent deficit dimensions. Volume deficit refers to insufficient graduating co-
horts relative to strategic workforce requirements, creating demographic gaps in 
the pipeline’s age and experience distribution. Quality deficit refers to graduates 
whose formally credentialed competencies do not match operational demands, pro-
ducing a gap between credential possession and effective operational readiness. 
Stability deficit refers to enrollment and institutional funding patterns of suffi-
cient volatility that aggregate output cannot be reliably projected, preventing the 
long-horizon workforce planning that sealift readiness requires. As conceptual-
ized in Figure 1, the intersection of all three deficits produces compound vulner-
ability qualitatively different from the sum of its parts. 

The pipeline fragility framework developed in this study draws on established 
ideas concerning organizational resilience, high-reliability systems, fragility, and 
human systems integration [16]-[18]. Its distinctive contribution is to apply these 
perspectives to the particular temporal and institutional conditions that shape 
maritime workforce development, including the multi-year pathway from educa-
tion to operational qualification, the progressive credentialing structure through 
which mariners advance, the interaction between civilian and defense-related la-
bour markets, and the regulatory requirements that establish minimum compe-
tency standards while potentially constraining the speed and flexibility of work-
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force development. It conceptualizes workforce resilience across three interrelated 
dimensions: volume, quality, and stability. These dimensions are not treated as 
independent conditions because weaknesses in one can amplify vulnerabilities in 
the others. A workforce that is limited in size but maintains appropriate compe-
tencies and stable institutions may respond to increased demand through targeted 
recruitment and enrollment expansion. Conversely, a workforce with sufficient nu-
merical capacity but significant competency gaps may require curriculum and train-
ing reform rather than simply increased recruitment. Institutional instability pre-
sents a different challenge, as fluctuations in enrollment, training capacity, creden-
tialing, or retention can undermine otherwise adequate workforce capacity and make 
long-term planning more difficult. The greatest vulnerability arises when deficien-
cies occur simultaneously across volume, quality, and stability. Under such condi-
tions, efforts to correct one dimension may place additional pressure on the oth-
ers, reducing the system’s ability to absorb unexpected demand. This interaction 
is central to the framework proposed here and distinguishes pipeline fragility from 
a simple aggregation of isolated workforce shortages. The empirical analysis pre-
sented in subsequent sections therefore examines these three dimensions collec-
tively to assess the extent to which weaknesses within the U.S. maritime workforce 
pipeline may constrain strategic sealift readiness. 

2.3. Time Horizon Asymmetry as a Structural Policy Problem 

A central feature of the pipeline fragility framework is time-horizon asymmetry: 
strategic sealift requirements can emerge within a relatively short planning cycle, 
whereas producing experienced senior mariners requires years of education, sea 
service, training, and progressive certification. A student entering a U.S. maritime 
academy in 2025 would typically complete the four-year programme before en-
tering the operational workforce at the junior-officer level. Advancement to sen-
ior positions such as Master or Chief Engineer then requires additional qualifying 
service and certification under U.S. Coast Guard regulations, with MARAD report-
ing that mariners take approximately ten years on average to reach these manage-
ment-level credentials [19] [20]. These requirements reflect the competency stand-
ards established under the STCW Convention and are intended to ensure that of-
ficers possess appropriate training and practical experience for safety-critical re-
sponsibilities [21]. Consequently, maritime workforce capacity cannot be expanded 
as rapidly as fleet requirements can change. Enrollment decisions made today may 
therefore have limited immediate effect on the availability of senior officers during 
a near-term sealift contingency, creating a structural mismatch between work-
force production and defense planning horizons. 

3. Historical Context: Institutional Architecture of U.S. 
Maritime Education 

3.1. Origins and the Post-War Settlement 

The institutional foundations of modern American maritime education were es-
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tablished well before the end of the Second World War, although the war greatly 
expanded and reinforced the federal training system. The Merchant Marine Act 
of 1936 provided an important statutory foundation for federal maritime training, 
leading to the establishment of the U.S. Maritime Service in 1938 and the expan-
sion of organized training as the prospect and demands of war increased. The U.S. 
Merchant Marine Academy at Kings Point emerged from this effort and was for-
mally dedicated in 1943. During the war, American merchant mariners played a 
vital role in sustaining Allied operations by transporting personnel, fuel, equip-
ment, and other supplies across multiple theaters. More than 9,500 merchant mar-
iners are reported to have died during the conflict, and federal sources have de-
scribed their per-capita casualty rate as higher than that of any U.S. military branch, 
although precise wartime totals vary because casualty records were not uniformly 
maintained. 

The postwar period subsequently reshaped, rather than created, this institu-
tional framework. The Merchant Ship Sales Act of 1946 authorized the disposal of 
surplus wartime vessels and established the National Defense Reserve Fleet, while 
later legislation strengthened federal support for maritime education and training, 
including assistance to state maritime academies. Under the current statutory 
framework, MARAD supports six State Maritime Academies, whose programmes 
provide the academic, technical, and at-sea preparation required for merchant-
marine officer credentials. The U.S. Merchant Marine Academy occupies a dis-
tinctive position within this system. As one of the five federal service academies, 
it combines higher education and maritime training with a national-security mis-
sion. Its graduates receive a bachelor’s degree, a U.S. Coast Guard merchant-ma-
rine officer license, and a commission in the U.S. armed forces under the applica-
ble reserve or service arrangements. Current law also requires graduates to main-
tain their merchant-marine credentials and fulfil specified maritime or federal ser-
vice obligations following graduation. 

This combination of civilian maritime employment and military service reflects 
a long-standing U.S. policy of integrating the merchant marine with national de-
fense. Federal law expressly calls for close cooperation between the Navy and the 
merchant marine and requires maritime academies to include training related to 
the operation of merchant vessels as naval and military auxiliaries. The model there-
fore links commercial maritime competence with strategic sealift and defense re-
quirements without making military service the sole purpose of maritime educa-
tion. Whether this relationship has materially changed over the decades is an em-
pirical question. For the purposes of this study, the verified enrollment and place-
ment data examined here provide evidence of contemporary outcomes but do not 
by themselves establish a long-term historical shift toward military or civilian em-
ployment. The observed pattern of Maritime Afloat placement exceeding Armed 
Forces commissions in the study period is therefore better treated as evidence of 
the current distribution of graduate destinations rather than proof of institutional 
drift in either direction. 
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3.2. The State Maritime Academy System 

Beneath the federal apex sit six state maritime academies, each operating under 
state educational authority but drawing federal operating support and student in-
centive payment funding through MARAD. The system comprises the State Uni-
versity of New York Maritime College in the Bronx, which traces its lineage to the 
New York Nautical School established aboard the vessel St. Mary’s in 1874 and is 
the oldest continuously operating maritime training institution in the United 
States, together with Massachusetts Maritime Academy in Buzzards Bay, Maine 
Maritime Academy in Castine, California State University Maritime Academy in 
Vallejo, Great Lakes Maritime Academy in Traverse City, Michigan, and Texas 
A&M Maritime Academy in Galveston. These institutions vary considerably in 
size, disciplinary breadth, research activity, and regional labor market orientation. 
SUNY Maritime and Mass Maritime produce large graduating classes with signif-
icant ocean-going officer representation, Great Lakes Maritime Academy special-
izes in inland waters and Great Lakes operations, and Cal Maritime has developed 
a distinctive emphasis on engineering and a pronounced orientation toward Pa-
cific maritime trades. What they share is a fundamental dependency on federal 
funding streams that have been inconsistently appropriated and are politically 
vulnerable, along with a regulatory relationship with both MARAD and the Coast 
Guard that constrains curricular flexibility and imposes compliance costs that 
smaller programs find particularly burdensome. The federal subsidy architecture 
is organized around several programmatic streams: the Student Incentive Pay-
ment program, which provides monthly stipends to enrolled students who com-
mit to sea service obligations, the State Maritime Academy Program, which pro-
vides institutional operating support and capital equipment grants, and various 
targeted grant programs that annual appropriations and authorization processes 
have created, modified, and sometimes discontinued. The cumulative inadequacy 
of these streams, relative both to the operational costs of modern maritime edu-
cation and to the incentive structures that would stabilize enrollment at strategi-
cally adequate levels, is a recurring theme in academy administrators’ testimony 
to Congress and in MARAD’s own assessments of the state academy system. 

3.3. The Regulatory Framework: STCW and Domestic 
Credentialing 

The regulatory framework governing the competencies that maritime institutions 
must impart operates through two closely connected regimes. At the international 
level, the International Convention on Standards of Training, Certification and 
Watchkeeping for Seafarers (STCW), adopted by the International Maritime Or-
ganization (IMO) in 1978 and substantially revised in 1995 and through the 2010 
Manila Amendments, establishes minimum standards for seafarer training, certi-
fication, and watch-keeping. Contracting states, including the United States, im-
plement these requirements through domestic regulations. In the United States, 
the U.S. Coast Guard translates STCW requirements into the domestic creden-
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tialing framework under Title 46 of the Code of Federal Regulations. These regu-
lations establish requirements for Merchant Mariner Credentials and officer en-
dorsements, including examinations, sea service, competency standards, and ap-
proved training and assessment programmes. 

The interaction between international standards and domestic regulation pro-
vides essential consistency and safety assurance but can also constrain the speed 
at which maritime education responds to technological and operational change. 
Both IMO amendments and U.S. regulatory revisions follow formal processes de-
signed to ensure stability, consistency, and safety. This can create a degree of reg-
ulatory lag between the emergence of new technologies and practices and their 
incorporation into formal competency and credentialing requirements. The issue 
has gained renewed attention through the IMO’s comprehensive review of the 
STCW Convention and Code, initiated in 2024. The review has identified more 
than 400 gaps and is examining emerging issues including automation, cyberse-
curity, alternative fuels, and advanced training technologies [21]. Maritime edu-
cation research likewise documents accelerated adoption of digital technologies 
and the growing use of simulator-based training [22], while broader marine ap-
plications of autonomous systems, including autonomous underwater vehicles, il-
lustrate the widening technical domain [23]. These developments create a policy 
concern about how quickly curriculum and credentialing systems can adapt to 
technological change. Consequently, while the existing regulatory framework re-
mains essential to maritime safety and international standardisation, the pace at 
which competency requirements are updated is an important consideration in as-
sessing whether maritime education is keeping pace with contemporary opera-
tional realities. This concern is particularly relevant to the competency gaps ex-
amined in Section 6. 

3.4. The Jones Act and Its Maritime Education Implications 

No account of American maritime education’s institutional context is complete 
without attention to the Merchant Marine Act of 1920 universally known as the 
Jones Act which mandates that cargo transported by water between U.S. ports be 
carried on vessels that are U.S.-built, U.S.-flagged, and crewed by U.S. citizens or 
permanent residents. The Jones Act has sustained a U.S.-flag commercial mari-
time sector encompassing tanker, dry bulk, container, and ro-ro trades in domes-
tic waters, providing employment and, crucially, sea-service berths for American 
credentialed mariners. Without the Jones Act’s cabotage protection, the domestic 
commercial fleet would likely be far smaller, reducing the employment base sus-
taining mariner career ladders and providing the sea-service accumulation that 
license progression requires. 

However, the Jones Act’s fleet-sustaining function has been insufficient, by it-
self, to maintain a maritime workforce pipeline of the depth that sealift planning 
requires. The domestic Jones Act fleet composed primarily of vessels in the Alaska, 
Hawaii, and Puerto Rico trades is optimized for coastal and near-seas operations. 
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The deep-water, long-haul sealift missions that defense planning prioritizes re-
quire officer licenses endorsed for vessels of greater size and ocean-going capabil-
ity than many Jones Act vessels provide as a training environment. The separation 
of the Jones Act domestic fleet from the international blue-water trades has con-
tributed to a structural segmentation of the American mariner workforce in which 
deep-sea competencies are concentrated in a smaller and older population than 
overall credentialing statistics suggest. A segmentation whose implications are dif-
ficult to observe directly in the aggregate credential statistics available, since no 
publicly verifiable stock table disaggregates that population by license grade. 

4. Methodology 
4.1. Research Design 

This article employs a mixed-methods analytical design combining longitudinal 
quantitative analysis of maritime academy enrollment and graduation data with 
qualitative analysis of policy documents, congressional testimonies, inspector 
general reports, and academic literature. The mixed-methods approach is dictated 
by the structure of the research problem: understanding enrollment volatility re-
quires quantitative characterization of the patterns and their temporal correlates, 
while understanding curriculum stagnation and policy incoherence requires qual-
itative analysis of institutional processes and decision-making environments that 
aggregate statistics cannot illuminate. 

The quantitative component draws on MARAD’s annual enrollment and grad-
uation data, which provides verified enrollment figures, graduation rates, and out-
come-category statistics for both USMMA and the six state maritime academies 
from Academic Year 2016-2017 through Academic Year 2024-2025. These data 
are supplemented by U.S. Coast Guard National Maritime Center credential da-
tabase statistics, MARAD Ready Reserve Force program releases, MARAD U.S.-
flag fleet dashboards, the 2017 MARAD Mariner Workforce Working Group re-
port, and UNCTAD Maritime Country Profile data for international comparison. 
Where specific figures are cited, they reflect data reported in official publications. 

No Baltic Dry Index series was available for this article, and the verified en-
rollment series (nine annual observations) is too short to support a statistically 
defensible lagged Pearson correlation; the enrollment-freight rate relationship 
is accordingly discussed qualitatively (Section 5.4) rather than tested statisti-
cally. The competency gap assessment presented via radar chart is an illustra-
tive, author-constructed synthesis of STCW competency matrices, Coast Guard 
examination standards, and general industry commentary rather than a vali-
dated survey instrument, and its scores should be read as qualitative approxi-
mations rather than measurements (Section 6.1). Scenario modeling (Section 
7.3) applies stated illustrative assumptions, not measured demographic trend 
vectors, to alternative policy scenarios, generating hypothetical senior mariner 
shortfall estimates under status quo and reform trajectories through 2040 for 
policy discussion purposes. 
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4.2. Case Study Selection and Limitations 

Three empirical case studies are incorporated to provide grounded illustration of 
the pipeline fragility framework’s analytical claims. The cases were selected to rep-
resent distinct causal mechanisms linking external shocks or policy choices to 
workforce pipeline perturbations: the 1990-1991 Gulf War sealift mobilization il-
lustrates the demand-side stress test activating latent pipeline vulnerabilities; the 
2014-2015 oil price collapse and its enrollment effects illustrate the labor market 
signal transmission mechanism; and the COVID-19 pandemic’s disruption of the 
USMMA sea year program illustrates institutional rupture as a qualitatively dis-
tinct form of pipeline fragility. Together, the three cases span different causal mech-
anisms, temporal scales, and phases of the pipeline production cycle. 

Several limitations constrain the analysis. First, key sealift readiness assessments 
are classified or restricted, limiting the precision with which publicly available ev-
idence can quantify the mariner shortfall in specific scenario-dependent terms. 
Second, the MARAD credential database is known to include mariners who are 
credential-holders but not actively employed at sea, making it an imprecise in-
strument for measuring the operationally available workforce. Third, the interna-
tional comparative analysis is constrained by methodological differences in data 
collection across national maritime authorities that limit the full commensurabil-
ity of cross-national statistics. These limitations are acknowledged where relevant 
and inform the conservative analytical posture adopted throughout. 

5. Enrollment Volatility: Patterns, Drivers, and Cascading 
Effects 

5.1. Longitudinal Enrollment Analysis (AY2016-17 - AY2024-25) 

Over the nine academic years for which verified data exists, combined enrollment 
across all seven federal and state academies declined from 7,372 to 5,683 students 
(a 22.9 percent decline) between AY2016-2017 and AY2023-2024, before a partial 
rebound to 6,106 in AY2024-2025 a net decline of 17.2 percent across the full win-
dow. Figure 2 presents this verified series [9]. 

Industry accounts describe earlier episodes of enrollment pressure at the mari-
time academies, including the post-Cold War defense draw-down of the 1990s, 
the 2008-09 financial crisis, and the 2014-15 oil price collapse. It is plausible that 
economic conditions of this kind shape enrollment decisions in ways consistent 
with pipeline fragility. The verified MARAD enrollment series, however, begins 
in AY2016-17, so no enrollment figures are attributed to these earlier periods. 
Within the verified window, the pandemic is the clearest documented disruption. 
Enrollment fell from 7,001 in AY2019-2020 to 6,722 in AY2020-2021 and contin-
ued to decline through AY2023-2024. The concurrent suspension of the sea year 
discussed in Section 5.5.3 to produce the steepest sustained decline in the verified 
series. The partial rebound to 6,106 in AY2024-2025 is the most recent observa-
tion and should be treated as provisional, since a single year of data cannot dis-
tinguish a genuine recovery from a one-year fluctuation. 
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Note: Source: [9] annual enrollment and graduation data (AY2016-17 - AY2024-25). 

Figure 2. U.S. Maritime Academy Enrollment, AY2016-17 - AY2024-25. Combined enroll-
ment across all seven academies. 

 
Table 1. State maritime academy enrollment summary statistics (AY2018-19 - AY2024-25). 

Statistic State Academies (6 Combined) USMMA (Kings Point) 

Observation Period AY2018-19 - AY2024-25 (7 years) AY2018-19 - AY2024-25 (7 years) 

Mean Annual Enrollment 5,437 984 

Standard Deviation 497 39 

Coefficient of Variation 9.15% 3.95% 

Minimum Observed 4,753 (2023-24) 930 (2023-24) 

Maximum Observed 6,196 (2018-19) 1,030 (2021-22) 

Peak-to-Trough Range 1,443 (23.3% of 2018-19 baseline) 100 (10.0% of 2018-19 baseline) 

Primary Contraction Period 2018-19-2023-24 2021-22-2023-24 

Primary Expansion Period 2023-24-2024-25 (partial rebound) 2018-19-2021-22; 2023-24-2024-25 

Note: Source: [9] annual enrollment/graduation data. FTE = Full-Time Equivalent Students. 

 
Table 1 summarizes the verified descriptive statistics of the enrollment series. 

The coefficient of variation of 9.15 percent for state academies roughly 2.3 times 
that of the USMMA (3.95 percent) indicates greater relative instability of state 
academy enrollment relative to the appointment-system-insulated federal acad-
emy, this remains consistent with the hypothesis that the enrollment instability of 
the state academy system reflects the commercial labor market exposure of insti-
tutions without the demand-management architecture that the USMMA’s Con-
gressional appointment system provides [9]. 

5.2. USMMA Graduate Career Outcome Distribution 

Figure 3 examines a dimension of pipeline fragility that enrollment statistics alone 
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cannot captur, how USMMA graduates are actually distributed across career out-
comes. 

 

 
Note: Source: [9] annual enrollment/graduation data, USMMA outcome categories. 

Figure 3. USMMA graduate outcomes by category, AY2018-19 - AY2024-25. 

 
Across the seven, Maritime Afloat placement exceeded Armed Forces com-

missions in every single year, from a ratio of roughly 1.4:1 in AY2018-19 (101 
vs. 70) to a peak of roughly 2.8:1 in AY2023-24 (144 vs. 51), narrowing to about 
1.5:1 in AY2024-25 (115 vs. 78) as Armed Forces commissions rose from their 
recent low. At no point in the verified window did Armed Forces commissions 
exceed Maritime Afloat placements. This does not mean the federally subsidized 
investment in USMMA graduates fully redounds to the commercial sealift work-
force Armed Forces commissions still account for a meaningful and, in the most 
recent year, growing share of outcomes, and Maritime Ashore placements add 
a further outflow from sea-going commercial billets but the specific claim of a 
2015 - 2016 inversion in which military service came to exceed commercial em-
ployment is not supported by the data available for verification, and this article 
withdraws it [9]. 

5.3. Fleet Size and the Credential-vs-Availability Gap 

Figure 4 tests a central proposition of the pipeline fragility framework: that cre-
dential-pool statistics overstate the workforce capacity actually available for oper-
ations. Because no continuous long-run series linking fleet size to credential counts 
could be traced to a public source, the figure rests on two independently verified 
data points. 
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Figure 4. Recent U.S.-Flag Fleet Size and the Credential-vs-Availability Gap. Left: the U.S.-
flag fleet has been essentially stable to slightly growing since 2022 (177 to 189 vessels, +6.8 
percent), not contracting. Right: MARAD’s 2017 Mariner. 

 
Recent U.S.-flag fleet data show no continuing contraction. Fleet size has been 

essentially stable since 2022, rising modestly from 177 to 190 vessels before easing 
to 189 in the February 2026 snapshot [24]. This current snapshot does not by itself 
resolve the longer-run trajectory because the dashboard is a point-in-time fleet 
measure rather than a harmonized multi-decade series. The verified data instead 
speak directly to the gap between credentials and availability. MARAD’s 2017 
Mariner Workforce Working Group report to Congress [19] found that, of approx-
imately 33,215 mariners holding unlimited credentials, only about 11,768 (roughly 
35 percent) were estimated to be actively working at sea at the time of the study. 
Although this is a single-year, government-sourced estimate, it shows that raw 
credential counts substantially overstate the workforce available for sealift activa-
tion, because most credential holders are not currently seafaring. 

5.4. Case Studies: Three Mechanisms of Pipeline Perturbation 
5.4.1. The Gulf War Sealift Mobilization (1990-1991) 
The 1990-1991 mobilization for Operation Desert Shield and Desert Storm pro-
vides the most extensively documented historical case study of American sealift 
capability under stress. When the decision was made to deploy a half-million-per-
son force to the Arabian Peninsula in August 1990, the planning assumptions un-
derlying American sealift capacity were tested under conditions of genuine stra-
tegic urgency for the first time since the Vietnam era. The activation of Ready 
Reserve Force vessels during Desert Shield exposed workforce vulnerabilities that 
observers at the time attributed in part to the preceding decade’s enrollment and 
fleet trends; this article has not independently verified enrollment or fleet data for 
the 1980s and so does not assert a specific quantitative link, but the qualitative 
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pattern is consistent with the it proposes. Multiple RRF vessels experienced sig-
nificant delays in achieving operational readiness attributable, at least in part, to 
crew mobilization challenges. The pool of licensed officers willing and available 
to respond to activation calls was adequate for the number of vessels ultimately 
activated a number constrained in planning judgments of the period by the crew-
ing availability assessment rather than by any shortage of suitable vessels [15]. The 
practical implication was that American forces moved at the speed of the available 
maritime workforce rather than the speed of strategic transportation require-
ments. 

The Gulf War sealift experience generated substantial post-hoc analysis and 
produced several legislative and policy responses, including increased RRF fund-
ing and greater attention to mariner recall procedures. What it did not produce 
was a sustained structural reform of the maritime workforce pipeline. The funda-
mental incentive misalignments and funding inadequacies that had produced the 
workforce vulnerabilities visible in 1990-1991 persisted through the subsequent 
three decades, even as the strategic environment evolved in ways that make future 
sealift demands potentially more severe and the commercial fleet available for mil-
itary use more constrained. 

5.4.2. Oil Price Collapse and Enrollment Sensitivity (2014-2016) 
The collapse of global oil prices from over $100 per barrel in mid-2014 to below 
$30 per barrel by early 2016 is widely discussed in industry literature as a shock to 
the offshore energy sector, which had absorbed a substantial proportion of mari-
time graduates in roles including offshore supply vessel officers, dynamic posi-
tioning operators, and marine engineers supporting platform operations. This case 
study is offered as a plausible qualitative illustration of the labor-market-trans-
mission mechanism the pipeline fragility framework proposes, grounded in the 
well-documented severity of the 2014-2016 offshore sector downturn. 

5.4.3. The Pandemic and the Sea Year Crisis (2020-2021) 
The pandemic’s impact on the USMMA sea year program constitutes the most 
recent and in certain respects most structurally consequential training shock in 
contemporary American maritime education. Beginning in spring 2020, the sea 
year the twelve-month period during which Kings Point midshipmen serve aboard 
commercial vessels in active ocean-going trade was suspended in response to pan-
demic infection risks and logistical impossibility. The suspension persisted through 
portions of 2020 and 2021, with a limited restart that itself encountered vessel 
availability and operator participation constraints. The Inspector General of the 
Department of Transportation noted that the interruption of sea year training cre-
ated competency deficits that simulator-based and classroom instruction could 
only partially remediate. The qualitative character of this deficit is as important as 
its quantitative dimensions: sea year training provides not merely technical com-
petencies but the professional socialization, watchstanding discipline under con-
ditions of real operational consequence, and developed situational awareness that 

https://doi.org/10.4236/jtts.2026.164022


B. O. Ali 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jtts.2026.164022 430 Journal of Transportation Technologies 
 

emerge from extended periods aboard working vessels in live commercial opera-
tions. The cohorts that lost sea year training carry a competency profile that diverges 
from historical norms in ways that will propagate through the credential system 
for decades. 

6. Curriculum Stagnation and the Competency Gap 
6.1. Competency Gap Analysis: An Illustrative,  

Author-Constructed Assessment 

Figure 5 presents a qualitative assessment of competency coverage across eight 
strategically important domains, scored on a 0-to-10 scale for illustrative pur-
poses. This assessment reflects the author’s own synthesis of STCW competency 
matrices, Coast Guard examination standards, and general industry commentary, 
not a validated survey instrument with a defined sample, coding procedure, and 
reliability testing. The specific decimal-point scores that follow (e.g., 2.8, 5.7) should 
be read as illustrative approximations of the author’s qualitative judgment, not as 
measured quantities with that degree of precision. A rigorous version of this anal-
ysis would require a purpose-built survey of academy curricula against industry 
and military requirements, which has not been conducted for this article and is 
noted as a direction for future research in section 11. 

 

 
Note: This is a qualitative, author-constructed assessment. 

Figure 5. Maritime competency gap analysis—illustrative author assessment (eight do-
mains). 
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In my qualitative judgment, the pattern is directionally consistent: current 
academy coverage approaches or meets the operational requirement mainly in tra-
ditional navigation and seamanship, where the gap is judged effectively zero, and 
in bridge resource management, where a moderate gap is judged to persist. Across 
the five technologically advanced domains—ECDIS/ENC advanced operation, 
maritime cybersecurity, LNG cargo and propulsion systems, dynamic positioning 
(unlimited), and autonomous vessel interaction. The assessed gaps are judged 
more substantial, representing operational requirements that current curricula are 
estimated to meet at roughly one-quarter to three-quarters of the identified stand-
ard. The A2/AD threat environment operations domain, which has no precedent 
in STCW frameworks and limited representation in Coast Guard examination re-
quirements, is judged to exhibit a substantial gap as well. These are the my esti-
mates, not measured values. 

 
Table 2. Competency gap summary—illustrative author assessment of academy coverage vs. operational requirement. 

Competency Domain 
Current 

Coverage (/10) 
Operational 

Requirement (/10) 
Gap (Points) Gap Category 

Traditional Navigation & Seamanship 9.1 9.0 +0.1 Meets Standard 

Bridge Resource Management 7.0 9.0 −2.0 Moderate Gap 

ECDIS / ENC Advanced Operation 6.2 8.5 −2.3 Moderate Gap 

LNG Cargo & Propulsion Systems 3.5 8.0 −4.5 Critical Gap 

Dynamic Positioning (Unlimited) 2.8 8.5 −5.7 Critical Gap 

Maritime Cybersecurity (OT/IT) 3.0 8.0 −5.0 Critical Gap 

A2/AD Threat Environment Ops 2.0 7.0 −5.0 Critical Gap 

Autonomous Vessel Interaction 1.5 6.5 −5.0 Critical Gap 

Note: Source: author synthesis of STCW competency matrices. 

 
Table 2 tabulates the full set of illustrative scores. The five domains that was 

classified as exhibiting the largest gaps average a judged gap of roughly 5 points, 
suggesting a matter of qualitative assessment rather than measurement that cur-
rent academy curricula in these domains may deliver only about half of the com-
petency standard that operational requirements demand. Whether or not the pre-
cise magnitude holds up under formal study, these are not peripheral competency 
areas; they represent domains widely discussed in maritime industry and defense 
literature as operational frontiers of contemporary and near-future shipping, and 
a validated instrument to measure them properly would strengthen this article’s 
argument considerably. 

6.2. Technology Disruption and Curriculum Lag 

The digitization and automation of maritime operations represents the most 
structurally significant challenge to curriculum currency in contemporary mari-
time education, both because of the pace at which relevant technologies are being 
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adopted and because of the breadth of competency domains they affect. Unlike 
previous generations of maritime technology change which tended to affect spe-
cific systems without fundamentally altering the core competency model of pro-
fessional seamanship the current wave of digitization penetrates virtually every 
aspect of vessel operation and management, from cargo planning and stowage 
optimization through bridge navigation and engine management to administra-
tive compliance and crew communication. 

Maritime cybersecurity has emerged as perhaps the most urgent single compe-
tency gap in contemporary American maritime education. The IMO’s Maritime 
Cyber Risk Management guidelines [25] formally recognized cyber risk as a ship-
board safety and security concern, and the subsequent Resolution MSC.428 (98) 
[26] mandated incorporation of cyber risks into ships’ safety management systems 
from January 2021. Yet the translation of these regulatory acknowledgments into 
actual curriculum content at American maritime academies has been slow and 
uneven, constrained by the absence of Coast Guard credentialing examination re-
quirements that would force the issue and by the shortage of faculty with both 
maritime operational experience and current cybersecurity expertise a combina-
tion of competencies that commands premium compensation in the private sector 
that academic positions cannot match. 

Dynamic positioning systems, which use automated thruster control to main-
tain vessel position without anchoring and which are now standard equipment on 
offshore support vessels, heavy lift vessels, pipe-laying vessels, and an increasing 
range of specialized commercial tonnage, represent another curriculum gap with 
direct sealift relevance. DP operation requires specialized certification under the 
Nautical Institute’s competency framework [27], a certification that many mari-
time academy graduates lack because DP systems training requires access to ded-
icated simulators and sea-time on DP-equipped vessels that is logistically and fi-
nancially beyond the reach of many academy programs. As MSC incorporates DP 
capable vessels into its auxiliary fleet and as commercial vessels enrolled in the 
Maritime Security Program are fitted with DP systems, the gap between the cre-
dential pool’s DP competency and the operational requirement grows. 

Liquefied natural gas as cargo and increasingly as vessel propulsion fuel repre-
sents a third curriculum domain where the gap between what commercial ship-
ping requires and what most maritime academies teach is widening rapidly. The 
global LNG fleet has expanded dramatically, driven by the energy transition and 
by U.S. LNG export growth that has made American LNG carriers an increasingly 
significant element of the commercial maritime sector. LNG operations require 
specialized training in cryogenic cargo handling, gas management systems, and 
emergency response procedures that go substantially beyond the basic dangerous 
cargo familiarization most maritime curricula provide. The specialized LNG train-
ing programs that are commercially available operate largely outside the academy 
curriculum structure, requiring employed mariners to seek post-credential train-
ing at specialized maritime training centers. An arrangement that functionally 
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places a competency gap between academy graduation and meaningful LNG sec-
tor employability. 

6.3. The Regulatory Bottleneck 

The U.S. Coast Guard’s credentialing requirements perform an essential function 
within the maritime education system by establishing minimum standards for the 
knowledge, skills, and professional competence expected of licensed mariners. 
These standards provide a necessary baseline for safety and operational reliability. 
However, their influence can extend beyond setting minimum requirements and, 
under certain institutional conditions, may also shape the limits of what maritime 
academies prioritize in their curricula. Where educational institutions operate 
with constrained funding, instructional time, faculty capacity, and training re-
sources, expanding the curriculum to accommodate emerging competencies often 
requires difficult trade-offs with existing subjects. In such circumstances, pro-
grammes may understandably devote substantial attention to the competencies 
directly assessed through the Coast Guard credentialing process, particularly be-
cause successful examination outcomes are central to students’ professional pro-
gression. 

The challenge is that the maritime industry is evolving more rapidly than tra-
ditional education and credentialing cycles. Advances in digital navigation, auto-
mation, alternative fuels, integrated bridge systems, and networked shipboard 
technologies are creating new operational requirements that may not be fully re-
flected in established training and assessment structures. Updating examination 
content is itself a rigorous process involving technical review, industry consulta-
tion, regulatory consideration, and validation. While these safeguards are important 
for maintaining the integrity of professional certification, they can also make the 
formal curriculum and assessment system less responsive to rapidly emerging skills 
requirements. 

This creates a potential gap between minimum credentialing competence and 
broader operational readiness. A mariner may successfully meet the regulatory 
requirements for licensure while still requiring additional training to operate ef-
fectively within increasingly digitalized and technologically complex maritime en-
vironments. Competencies in areas such as cybersecurity, dynamic positioning, 
liquefied natural gas (LNG) systems, automation, and interaction with autono-
mous or remotely operated technologies therefore warrant greater attention. The 
issue is not that existing credentialing standards are inadequate for their intended 
safety function, but that maritime education may need complementary mecha-
nisms capable of identifying and developing competencies before they become 
formal regulatory requirements. 

6.4. The Faculty Expertise Gap 

A frequently underappreciated structural contributor to curriculum stagnation is 
the faculty expertise gap at maritime academies. Senior licensed officers in the 
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commercial shipping industry command compensation packages that signifi-
cantly exceed maritime academy faculty salaries, creating a structural disincentive 
for experienced practitioners to transition into academic roles. The result is a fac-
ulty demographic in which the most experienced practitioners are often those 
whose direct operational experience is most temporally distant from present con-
ditions, individuals whose curriculum contributions risk embedding operational 
assumptions that contemporary shipping practice has superseded. An instructor 
who sailed as master on conventionally navigated general cargo vessels in the 
1990s and 2000s before transitioning to academia brings invaluable professional 
perspective to curriculum development but may lack direct experiential familiar-
ity with the integrated bridge systems, electronic chart environments, and cyber-
integrated operational technology that constitute the working environment of of-
ficers commissioned in the current decade. 

Some academies have attempted to address this gap through adjunct and visit-
ing practitioner arrangements, but these remain supplements to rather than sub-
stitutes for a permanently employed faculty whose expertise reflects current oper-
ational realities. Simulator training facilities which have become the primary ve-
hicle for competency development in areas where at-sea training is logistically 
constrained require continuous software and scenario updates that many acade-
mies lack the technical staff and procurement budgets to sustain at appropriate 
frequencies. 

7. Translating Educational Deficits into Sealift Readiness 
Terms 

7.1. RRF Fleet Size and Activation Readiness 

 
Figure 6. Ready reserve force vessel count and activation status (October 2022 - July 2025). Ready Reserve 
Force program releases, 2022-2025. 
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The cumulative effect of enrollment volatility and curriculum stagnation on na-
tional sealift readiness is difficult to quantify with precision, in part because the 
most detailed readiness assessments are classified or access-restricted, and in part 
because the causal chain from educational inputs to operational outputs operates 
over time horizons that complicate attribution. The publicly available MARAD 
program releases are presented in Figure 6. 

 
Table 3. RRF fleet snapshots and reported activation status (2022-2025). 

Reference Date Source Type RRF Vessels Readiness / Activation Status (as reported) 

Oct 2022 MARAD program release 43 Reduced Operating Status; 5-day activation target 

Apr 2023 MARAD program release 45 Reduced Operating Status; 5-day activation target 

Oct 2024 MARAD program release 50 Reduced Operating Status; 5-day activation target 

Jul 2025 MARAD program release 51 
Contractor-operated RRF; MARAD-reported high state 

of readiness; 5-day activation target 

Note: Source: MARAD Ready Reserve Force program releases [28], 2022-2025. 

 
Table 3 presents the complete set of publicly documented RRF fleet snapshots 

identified for this analysis. Two observations merit attention. First, the reported 
fleet size grew modestly across the observation window, from 43 vessels in Octo-
ber 2022 to 51 by July 2025, an increase MARAD attributes in part to vessels re-
turning from reduced operating status and in part to new additions. Second, the 
July 2025 snapshot coincides with a shift to contractor-operated management, 
which MARAD’s public materials characterize as achieving a higher state of read-
iness than the preceding government-operated model, though the releases do not 
publish a verifiable quantitative readiness percentage that would allow that claim 
to be independently assessed against earlier years. This absence of a consistent, 
publicly traceable crewing-versus-material readiness metric is itself a finding rel-
evant to this article’s argument: it is difficult for outside analysts, and arguably for 
Congress, to assess whether the human capital dimension of RRF readiness is im-
proving or deteriorating without more granular and consistently reported data 
than MARAD currently makes available. 

7.2. Mariner Credential Stock and USCG Processing Capacity 

A natural next question is whether the credentialed mariner population is large 
enough, and appropriately distributed across license grades, to support sealift crew-
ing requirements. Earlier drafts of this article attempted to answer that question 
with a breakdown of active credentials by specific license grade, distinguishing 
sealift-critical senior grades such as Master (Unlimited) and Chief Engineer (Un-
limited) from ratings and junior licenses. That breakdown could not be traced to 
a single published, verifiable USCG stock table and has been removed. What the 
U.S. Coast Guard National Maritime Center’s annual summary reports do verifi-
ably document is an aggregate unexpired Merchant Mariner Credential (MMC) 
snapshot and a set of annual processing-activity measures, presented in Figure 7. 
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Note: Source: U.S. Coast Guard National Maritime Center, CY 2024 Summary Totals [29]. 

Figure 7. Unexpired Mariner Credential Stock vs. Average USCG Processing Time (2020 - 2024). 

 
The aggregate stock trend is, on its own, a modestly reassuring signal the cre-

dentialed mariner population is not shrinking in raw numbers. The processing-
time trend is less reassuring. Credential requests and applications rose from ap-
proximately 48,400 in 2020 to approximately 74,900 in 2024 an increase of roughly 
55 percent while average net processing time lengthened by roughly 41 percent 
over the same period, from 28.6 to 40.4 days [29]. Rising demand for credential 
actions alongside lengthening processing times is consistent with an administra-
tive capacity strain at the USCG National Maritime Center, a workforce-pipeline-
adjacent readiness concern distinct from academy production but relevant to the 
speed with which credentialed mariners can be issued, upgraded, or renewed for 
activation. A verified estimate of the specific senior-grade shortfall against sealift 
requirements would require a publicly available stock table disaggregated by li-
cense grade, which does not currently appear to exist in a form that could be in-
dependently verified for this article; that absence of published, grade-level creden-
tial data is itself a data-transparency gap with direct implications for sealift work-
force planning, and closing it is a natural complement to the reform architecture 
proposed in section 10. 

7.3. Illustrative Scenario Model: Framing Future Officer 
Requirements (Not Derived from Verified Data) 

The subsection that follows is qualitatively different from Sections 7.1 and 7.2 
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above, and that difference should be stated plainly before the figure is presented. 
Figure 8 is an author-constructed illustrative model, not an empirical result de-
rived from the verified MARAD, USCG, or UNCTAD datasets used elsewhere in 
this article. Its baseline pool value, attrition assumptions, and requirement trajec-
tories are stated assumptions built for policy discussion purposes. The model is 
retained here because scenario exercises of this kind are a standard device in work-
force planning literature, provided the assumptions behind them are made ex-
plicit; those assumptions are as follows. The status quo trajectory assumes an il-
lustrative baseline senior officer pool of 8,950 in 2025, declining under an assumed 
net annual attrition rate reflecting retirement-age demographic concentration 
among senior credential holders, informed qualitatively by MARAD’s demo-
graphic commentary rather than by a verified age-disaggregated stock table. The 
Indo-Pacific and combined-theater requirement trajectories assume growth rates 
informed qualitatively by the defense planning literature cited below [30] [31] ra-
ther than by a single published numeric target, since no such target is publicly 
available at this level of granularity. The reform trajectory assumes the five-do-
main intervention architecture proposed in section 10 begins improving produc-
tion and retention after a ten-year implementation lag, at an illustrative rate suf-
ficient to approach but not close the Indo-Pacific requirement gap by 2040. None 
of the output values that follow should be read as officially reported or empirically 
measured figures. 

 

 
Figure 8. Illustrative Scenario Model of Senior Officer Requirements (2025-2040). This is an author-constructed hypothet-
ical model, not an empirical projection. 
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Under the model’s stated assumptions, the illustrative status quo pool de-
clines from 8,950 in 2025 to approximately 7,240 by 2040, driven by the combi-
nation of an assumed retirement-age demographic concentration and an assumed 
insufficient replacement cohort volume from the academy pipeline. Against the 
assumed Indo-Pacific scenario requirement of approximately 12,650 senior of-
ficers by 2040, the model implies an illustrative status quo shortfall of approxi-
mately 5,410 mariners. Against the assumed combined-theater requirement of 
approximately 16,560 senior officers, the model implies an illustrative shortfall 
of approximately 9,320. These figures describe the internal logic of the model 
given its stated assumptions; they are not empirical estimates and should not be 
cited as such. 

Under the reform trajectory modelled on the proposed five-domain interven-
tion architecture with an assumed ten-year implementation lag the illustrative sen-
ior officer pool reaches approximately 12,280 by 2040, approaching but not fully 
closing the assumed Indo-Pacific requirement gap. The illustrative combined-the-
ater shortfall would remain approximately 4,280 mariners even under the reform 
trajectory by 2040, indicating that, within the model’s own logic, the proposed 
architecture is necessary but not sufficient for combined-theater adequacy. Clos-
ing that gap fully would plausibly require additional strategic measures allied bur-
den-sharing arrangements, emergency credentialing pathways, and the cultiva-
tion of strategic mariner reserve pools beyond the scope of the five-domain reform 
architecture this article proposes. Because the model is illustrative rather than em-
pirical, these are directional, policy-discussion conclusions rather than quantita-
tive forecasts. 

8. Comparative Analysis: Allied Maritime Nations and 
Pipeline Resilience 

8.1. International Seafarer Density Comparison 

Figure 9 compares international maritime workforce capacity using UNCTAD’s 
measure of seafarers per 100,000 of national population. The indicator provides 
a standardized basis for comparing the relative size of national seafaring popu-
lations while accounting for differences in population size. The results show 
considerable variation across the countries examined, reflecting differences in 
maritime industries, fleet structures, labor markets, and national dependence on 
seafaring employment. The United States does not display a uniformly low po-
sition across the comparison, and the data therefore do not support a broad 
conclusion of persistent underperformance. Instead, the figure highlights dif-
ferences in the scale and structure of national seafaring workforces. Because the 
indicator measures the existing seafarer population rather than annual training 
output or strategic sealift capacity, it is best interpreted as a comparative work-
force-density measure, not as a direct assessment of maritime education or de-
fense readiness. 
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Note: Source: [32]. 

Figure 9. Seafarers per 100,000 population, six-nation comparison (2024). 

 
The United States has approximately 77.6 seafarers per 100,000 population, a 

rate that exceeds South Korea (54.0), the United Kingdom (48.8), Japan (20.6), 
and China (9.5) among the nations for which this article has verified UNCTAD 
data. Only the Philippines (217.9) substantially exceeds the United States, and the 
Philippines is a distinctive case: its maritime labor economy is built around ex-
porting seafarers to crew the world’s merchant fleet under a large-scale overseas 
contract labor system, not a domestically retained sealift workforce comparable in 
structure to the other nations compared here [32]. 

8.2. Structural Comparison across Six Nations 

Table 4. Comparative Maritime Workforce Pipeline Structures Six Nations. 

Country Pipeline Coordination Model 
Academy Funding 

Structure 
Sea Year/Cadet Berth 

Policy 
Stability 

Assessment 

United States Fragmented/market-dependent 
Federal subsidy + state 
funding (inconsistent) 

Academy-arranged; 
commercially dependent 

Low 

United Kingdom 
Industry-Government MCA 

partnership 
MCA grants + 

employer training levy 
Training Support Grants 

to shipowners 
Medium 

Norway 
Maritime cluster/tonnage tax 

system 
State-subsidized + 

industry co-investment 
Flag state cadet berth 

requirements 
High 

South Korea 
Ministry of Oceans (MOOK) 

directed 
Central government 

appropriation 
National fleet cadet quota 

system 
High 

Japan 
MLIT coordination + major 

carrier programs 
Ministry-directed + 
corporate training 

NYK / MOL/K-Line 
cadet programs 

High 

Philippines 
CHED/MARINA + market 

mechanisms 
Private academies + 

POEA placement 
Overseas contract 
placement system 

Medium 

Note: Source: Author synthesis informed by the BIMCO/ICS Seafarer Workforce Report (2021) [33]. 
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The institutional comparison in Table 4 suggests a plausible structural pattern, 
though the quantitative comparison in Figure 9 does not establish that the nations 
compared systematically outperform the United States in workforce output: na-
tions that have institutionalized demand-management mechanisms training grant 
systems, cadet quota requirements, ministry-coordinated enrollment targets may 
be better positioned to insulate pipeline volume from the commercial labor mar-
ket cycles to which the American system remains structurally exposed, a hypoth-
esis this article’s enrollment volatility findings (Section 5.1) are consistent with 
even though the cross-national seafarer-density comparison in Figure 9 does not 
independently confirm it. The Norwegian maritime cluster approach described in 
Table 4 is a qualitative illustration of one such institutional model. 

The United Kingdom’s Training Support Grant system which provides per-ca-
det subsidies to shipowners hosting maritime trainees, thereby guaranteeing sea-
going training infrastructure independent of individual operator commercial de-
cisions provides a directly applicable model for the American cadet berth expan-
sion proposed in this study. The UK experience demonstrates that such programs 
can maintain training berth supply through commercial market cycles that would 
otherwise produce berth contraction, addressing precisely the sea-year vulnera-
bility exposed by the COVID case study in Section 5.5.3. The South Korean cadet 
quota system applied to Korean-flag vessel operators provides an alternative co-
ordination mechanism that achieves similar pipeline stability through regulatory 
rather than financial instruments. 

9. Economic Analysis of Maritime Workforce Investment 
9.1. The Public Goods Problem 

The maritime workforce has several characteristics of a public good, which helps 
explain why federal involvement may be necessary beyond what commercial mar-
ket incentives alone are likely to produce. A well-trained and sufficiently large 
pool of U.S. mariners generates benefits that extend beyond the individual firms 
and workers that directly participate in its development. In particular, the national 
security value of maintaining an experienced workforce capable of crewing sealift 
vessels is shared across the wider economy and national defense system, even when 
the costs of training are borne by individual students, institutions, employers, or 
state governments. This creates a familiar problem in economic theory: where the 
broader social benefits of an activity are greater than the private returns captured by 
those who finance or undertake it, market incentives may not generate the level of 
investment that national requirements would justify. Maritime education reflects 
this tension. Students and institutions respond primarily to tuition costs, employ-
ment opportunities, wages, and career prospects, while the strategic value of main-
taining a reserve pool of qualified mariners is not fully reflected in those market 
signals. Federal support can therefore be understood not simply as a subsidy to ed-
ucation, but as an investment intended to address the gap between the private re-
turns to maritime training and its wider national-security value. 
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9.2. Cost-Benefit Framework for Federal Intervention 

This logic provides a basis for considering the economic case for federal interven-
tion. A preliminary cost-benefit framework can compare the resources required 
to expand and stabilize the maritime workforce pipeline with the potential oper-
ational consequences of insufficient sealift capacity. For example, a fully funded 
maritime service scholarship that covers educational and living expenses could 
require an estimated $150,000 - $200,000 per student over four years, depending 
on programme structure and institutional costs. Expanding the system by approx-
imately 500 additional officer graduates annually would therefore imply an annual 
investment in the range of $75 - 100 million. Relative to overall federal defense 
expenditure, this represents a comparatively small commitment of resources. The 
more important consideration, however, is not the size of the expenditure in iso-
lation but the capability it could preserve or expand. 

The potential cost of an inadequate maritime workforce is considerably more 
difficult to quantify because it would depend on the nature, scale, and duration of 
a contingency. Historical sealift operations, including the Gulf War, demonstrate 
that the availability of vessels alone does not guarantee timely transportation ca-
pacity; activation, crewing, coordination, and deployment requirements all affect 
operational timelines. In a future conflict involving a capable peer or near-peer 
adversary, delays could become more consequential because transportation net-
works and lines of communication may face greater disruption. The economic 
rationale for workforce investment therefore rests less on assigning a precise mon-
etary value to a hypothetical future shortfall than on recognizing the asymmetry 
between a relatively predictable investment in workforce capacity and the poten-
tially much larger operational consequences of insufficient sealift readiness. 

9.3. Fiscal Efficiency: Human Capital vs. Hardware Investment 

This issue also highlights an important imbalance in maritime policy: investments 
in ships and other physical assets are often more visible than investments in the 
people required to operate them. New vessel construction, fleet maintenance, and 
reserve-force programmes produce tangible assets and concentrated economic ac-
tivity, making their benefits relatively easy to identify. Workforce development, 
by contrast, produces a less visible form of capacity whose benefits emerge grad-
ually through education, sea service, certification, and retention. The difference 
can influence how resources are prioritized even when both forms of investment 
are essential to maritime readiness. From an operational perspective, however, ships 
and crews are complementary inputs. A vessel that cannot be adequately crewed 
cannot deliver its intended sealift function, regardless of its technical capability or 
readiness status. This makes workforce capacity an important constraint on the 
effective use of additional fleet capacity. Where qualified mariners are in short 
supply, further investment in vessels may produce diminishing operational returns 
unless corresponding investment is made in recruitment, education, training, cer-
tification, and retention. The economic implication is not that human capital 
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should replace hardware investment, but that the two should be planned together. 
Where workforce capacity represents a binding constraint, additional investment 
in maritime education and workforce development may generate greater incre-
mental readiness than further expansion of physical capacity alone. This provides 
a strong basis for treating the maritime workforce not as an administrative sup-
port function, but as a core component of the national sealift capability. 

10. Policy Prescriptions: A Five-Domain Reform 
Architecture 

The evidence assembled across Sections 5 through 11 of this article quantified in 
nine data visualizations, five analytical tables, and a suite of statistical and scenario 
modeling analyses supports a reform architecture organized across five intercon-
nected domains, each addressing a distinct dimension of pipeline fragility. Table 
5 presents the reform domain summary with implementation timeframes and pri-
mary responsible agencies. 
 

Table 5. Policy reform domain summary, lead agencies, and implementation timeframes. 

Reform Domain Primary Objective Key Mechanisms Lead Agency 
Est. 

Timeline 

1. National 
Maritime 

Workforce Strategy 

Establish coherent 
cross-agency 

workforce planning 

Statutory NDAA provision; 
inter-agency strategy with 
scenario-based enrollment 

targets; biennial review cycle 

DoD/MARAD/USCG 
(interagency) 

0 - 2 years 

2. Institutional 
Funding 

Stabilization 

Eliminate funding 
volatility at maritime 

academies 

Multi-year authorized 
funding; automatic inflation 

adjustment; shared simulation 
infrastructure fund 

MARAD/Congress 0 - 3 years 

3. Curriculum 
Modernization 

Close competency gap 
in 5 critical domains 

Maritime Competency 
Currency Board; biennial 
exam revision mandate; 

simulator acquisition grants 

USCG/MARAD/Academies 1 - 5 years 

4. Enrollment 
Incentive Redesign 

Stabilize and expand 
pipeline volume 

Maritime Service Scholarship; 
PSLF-equivalent; per-cadet-
berth tax incentive for MSP 

operators 

Congress/MARAD/DoT 1 - 4 years 

5. Defense 
Architecture 
Integration 

Embed workforce 
planning in sealift 

planning documents 

Workforce sufficiency 
mandate in Sealift 

Requirement Study; Defense 
Planning Guidance revision; 

NMS cross-reference 

DoD/TRANSCOM/MSC 0 - 2 years 

Note: Source: Author recommendations derived from comparative policy analysis, economic modeling, and strategic sealift readi-
ness assessment. 

10.1. Domain One: National Maritime Workforce Strategy 

The most foundational policy recommendation this analysis supports is the de-
velopment, formal adoption, and statutory codification of a National Maritime 
Workforce Strategy through the National Defense Authorization Act. Such a 
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strategy would establish enrollment targets for maritime academies calibrated 
against projected sealift requirements under a defined scenario set; identify the 
credential and competency gaps between the current workforce’s characteristics 
and the operational demands of activated sealift vessels; assign specific federal 
agencies coordinating responsibilities for closing those gaps across defined time-
lines; and establish a biennial review cycle that updates workforce targets in re-
sponse to changing strategic requirements and commercial market conditions. 

This strategy must be a genuinely tripartite product of the Departments of De-
fense, Transportation, and Homeland Security with substantive input from mari-
time labor unions, commercial shipping operators, and maritime academy admin-
istrators rather than a MARAD document alone. The interagency character of such 
a strategy is essential because the levers required to execute it span multiple agency 
jurisdictions: credentialing standards sit with the Coast Guard and DHS; academy 
funding and fleet policy with MARAD and the Department of Transportation; 
military sealift requirements with the Navy, U.S. Transportation Command, and 
Military Sealift Command; and commercial fleet economics with the Federal Mar-
itime Commission and the Department of Commerce. The model of the Goldwa-
ter-Nichols Act’s statutory imposition of joint operational coordination require-
ments which compelled inter-service coordination that services had not voluntar-
ily developed and suggests that statutory mandate is frequently necessary to achieve 
inter-agency coordination that bureaucratic inertia and jurisdictional competition 
would otherwise prevent. 

10.2. Domain Two: Institutional Funding Stabilization 

Chronic underfunding and appropriations instability must be addressed through 
structural rather than incremental reform. The current reliance on annual appro-
priations for MARAD’s maritime academy programs subjects critical long-hori-
zon institutional investments to the short-horizon pressures of the annual appro-
priations cycle. Institutions that cannot plan capital investments, faculty hiring, 
and curriculum development with multi-year funding certainty cannot build the 
institutional capacity that workforce pipeline stability requires. A structural re-
form adequate to this problem would establish multi-year authorized funding for 
maritime academy programs at levels calibrated against enrollment targets de-
rived from the National Maritime Workforce Strategy, with automatic inflation 
adjustment mechanisms preventing the real erosion of program value that has oc-
curred when nominal funding levels remain static against rising operating costs. 

A MARAD-administered Shared Maritime Simulation Infrastructure Fund 
providing matching grants for state maritime academy simulator acquisition and 
upgrade would leverage federal investment against institutional co-investment in 
ways that could upgrade simulation infrastructure at multiple academies within a 
single authorization cycle. The Great Lakes Maritime Academy’s collaborative sim-
ulator arrangements with the maritime industry in its region provide a proof-of-
concept for shared infrastructure models that could be scaled nationally. Modern 
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maritime simulators particularly those capable of replicating the ECDIS environ-
ments, DP systems operation, and LNG cargo handling scenarios identified as 
critical gaps in Table 2 cost in the range of $500,000 to $5 million per installation, 
placing full procurement beyond the reach of smaller academy budgets but within 
the range of federal grant programs modeled on existing STEM infrastructure in-
vestment authorities. 

10.3. Domain Three: Curriculum Modernization under a Living 
Standards Framework 

The curriculum challenges identified in Section 6 call for a more coordinated and 
responsive approach than periodic adjustments to existing courses can provide. 
One possible institutional response is the establishment of a Maritime Compe-
tency Currency Board, comprising maritime academy faculty, commercial ship-
ping operators, military sealift planners, maritime labour representatives, and Coast 
Guard credentialing officials. The board could undertake an annual review of 
emerging competency requirements and recommend curriculum and examina-
tion-bank updates on a biennial cycle. Such a mechanism would provide a struc-
tured means of keeping maritime education responsive to technological and op-
erational change while preserving the consistency and regulatory stability required 
for safety-critical professional certification. A two-year review cycle would offer 
greater flexibility than infrequent revisions while avoiding continual disruption to 
established training programmes. 

Within this framework, several competency areas warrant particular attention, 
including operational maritime cybersecurity, vessel-network protection and cyber-
risk integration within safety-management systems; dynamic positioning systems; 
LNG cargo and fuel management; advanced ECDIS operation; bridge resource 
management in congested and potentially contested environments; and founda-
tional knowledge of remotely operated and autonomous vessels. These areas re-
flect the increasing technological complexity of commercial shipping and the evolv-
ing requirements of strategic maritime operations. The preliminary gap assess-
ment presented in Table 2 and Figure 6 provides an initial basis for considering 
these priorities, but its findings should be interpreted cautiously because they rep-
resent the author’s qualitative assessment rather than the results of a validated 
competency measurement. Within this preliminary assessment, dynamic position-
ing appears to present a notable training gap, while cybersecurity, operations in 
contested environments, and interaction with autonomous vessels represent par-
ticularly emerging areas of curriculum development. These observations should 
therefore be treated as areas for further investigation rather than definitive measures 
of workforce competency. A validated survey involving maritime employers, acad-
emy faculty, regulators, labour organizations, and defense stakeholders would 
provide a stronger empirical foundation for identifying priority competency gaps 
and determining where curriculum investment would have the greatest opera-
tional value. 
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10.4. Domain Four: Enrollment Incentive Redesign 

Addressing enrollment volatility requires demand-side and supply-side interven-
tions implemented in combination, because neither alone can resolve the struc-
tural misalignment between the incentive architecture governing enrollment de-
cisions and the long-horizon sealift workforce requirements that enrollment must 
sustain. On the demand side, the federal government should establish a Maritime 
Service Scholarship program providing full tuition, room, board, and monthly sti-
pend at USMMA or a state maritime academy in exchange for a defined period of 
sea service obligation on U.S.-flag deep-sea vessels comparable in structure and 
generosity to the ROTC scholarship program but oriented toward commercial 
deep-sea employment rather than active military service. This program should 
explicitly target economically diverse applicants through a need-sensitive award 
structure, addressing the underrepresentation of lower-income populations whose 
inclusion would expand pipeline volume and demographic resilience. 

A maritime equivalent of Public Service Loan Forgiveness providing loan can-
cellation for mariners who accumulate a specified number of years of sea service 
on U.S.-flag vessels would extend enrollment incentive effects beyond the schol-
arship population to include the broader universe of credential-holders who 
might accelerate their progression through the licensing ladder if post-graduation 
sea service carried explicit financial rewards beyond the wage. On the supply side, 
a per-cadet-berth tax credit for MSP-enrolled vessel operators hosting maritime 
academy students modeled directly on the British Training Support Grant mech-
anism that Table 1 identifies as the key institutional feature distinguishing UK 
pipeline stability from American volatility would reduce the operational disrup-
tion costs currently borne by commercial operators, expanding sea year berth avail-
ability and reducing the vulnerability to disruption demonstrated in the COVID 
case study. 

10.5. Domain Five: Defense Architecture Integration 

Explicitly integrating maritime workforce planning into the Defense Planning 
Guidance and the Sealift Requirement Study would be the most consequential 
structural change achievable through existing legislative and executive mecha-
nisms. The current approach defines sealift readiness in terms of vessel activation 
timelines and cargo throughput rates, without comparable specificity on crew 
availability, competency, and mobilization procedures. This obscures the human 
capital dimension of sealift vulnerability in ways that let it be systematically un-
derfunded relative to hardware procurement. As the RRF fleet data in Table 4 and 
Figure 7 show, MARAD’s public reporting documents vessel counts and point-
in-time activation status, but it does not publish a disaggregated crewing-versus-
material readiness metric that would let Congress or outside analysts independently 
verify whether the human capital dimension of readiness is improving or deteri-
orating. That reporting gap is itself a governance concern, since the process that 
allocates resources between vessels and workforce cannot be rigorously evaluated 
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against readiness outcomes without such data. The corresponding February 2026 
U.S.-flag fleet snapshot is reported in MARAD’s fleet dashboard [24]. 

The Sealift Requirement Study, updated periodically to reflect current strategic 
planning assumptions, should be required to include a maritime workforce suffi-
ciency analysis. This analysis would assess whether the current credential pool, 
adjusted for age, license grade distribution, and estimated mobilization availabil-
ity, is adequate to crew the activated fleet at the throughput levels the study’s sce-
nario set requires. Where the analysis identifies a gap, as the data in this article 
strongly suggest it would, the study should be required to recommend remedia-
tion measures and identify the funding implications across the relevant DoD and 
non-DoD budget accounts. This requirement would institutionalize the connec-
tion between strategic planning and workforce investment that the current frame-
work allows to go unaddressed. 

11. Conclusions 

The empirical analysis presented in this article, spanning ten data visualizations, 
five analytical tables, a qualitative competency-gap assessment, and an illustrative 
15-year scenario model converges on a finding of considerable strategic gravity: 
the American maritime workforce pipeline is systemically fragile across all three 
dimensions of the pipeline fragility framework simultaneously, and, under the il-
lustrative scenario model’s stated assumptions, the trajectory of that fragility un-
der status quo conditions points toward a hypothetical senior mariner shortfall of 
approximately 5,410 officers against an assumed Indo-Pacific sealift requirement 
and approximately 9,320 against an assumed combined-theater requirement by 
2040. 

The Merchant Marine’s status as the fourth arm of defense has appeared in 
American federal maritime policy documents for the better part of a century. What 
the longitudinal enrollment analysis reveals is that combined maritime academy 
enrollment declined by 22.9 percent between AY2016-17 and AY2023-24 before a 
partial AY2024-25 rebound, a decline plausibly related to commercial labor mar-
ket conditions and the COVID-19 disruption, though this article does not have a 
verified statistical basis for attributing a specific lag structure or a specific freight-
market correlation to that decline. What the credential stock and processing-ca-
pacity analysis reveals is that the aggregate unexpired mariner credential popula-
tion grew modestly, by approximately 2.5 percent, between 2020 and 2024, even 
as average USCG processing times for credential actions lengthened by approxi-
mately 41 percent over the same period, an administrative capacity strain that a 
publicly available, grade-disaggregated credential stock table would be needed to 
resolve into a verified senior-grade shortfall estimate, and whose absence is itself 
a data-transparency gap with direct implications for sealift workforce planning. 
What the illustrative competency assessment suggests, in the author’s qualitative 
judgment rather than as a measured finding, is that five of eight strategically im-
portant competency domains may exhibit substantial gaps meaning that the pipe-
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line may be producing not merely fewer officers than required but officers whose 
operational preparation falls short in precisely the domains that contemporary 
sealift demands require. This assessment has not been validated against a formal 
survey instrument and should be read as a hypothesis for future research rather 
than an established finding. 

The five-domain reform architecture National Maritime Workforce Strategy, 
institutional funding stabilization, curriculum modernization under a living stand-
ards framework, enrollment incentive redesign, and defense architecture integra-
tion provides a comprehensive but implementable policy response whose individ-
ual components have established proof-of-concept analogs in allied maritime na-
tions or in comparable American policy domains. The illustrative reform scenario 
in Figure 8—an author-constructed model—suggests that an architecture along 
these lines, with a realistic ten-year implementation lag, could approach but not 
fully close the assumed Indo-Pacific scenario requirement gap by 2040. Closing 
that gap fully and addressing the combined-theater requirement would plausibly 
require the proposed reforms plus additional strategic measures making the pro-
posed architecture not the ceiling of ambition but the floor of minimum necessary 
action. 

What the temporal logic of maritime workforce production demands, above all, 
is urgency calibrated to a horizon much longer than the conventional policy cycle. 
The workforce available for a 2035 or 2040 contingency is substantially deter-
mined by enrollment, curriculum, and retention decisions being made in the pre-
sent decade. Waiting for the inadequacy to manifest in an operational crisis before 
acting is precisely the kind of policy failure that the compound time-horizon asym-
metry of maritime human capital production makes most likely and most irreversi-
ble. A Merchant Marine that exists in doctrine but not in adequate depth, cur-
rency, or operational preparation is not the fourth arm of defense. It is a strategic 
liability wearing the name of a strategic asset, and the empirical evidence assem-
bled in this article leaves little analytical room for doubt about which description 
currently applies. 
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