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February 8, 2006

Testimony to the House Environmental Matters Committee:

Why we oppose HB140:  This bill would impose an unnecessary burden on over 200, 000 Maryland recreational boaters and hundreds of thousands of recreational and commercial boat passengers with no appreciable benefit to Maryland or its citizens.

Coast Guard data shows over the last five years, despite millions of hours spent on the water each year by recreational vessel operators and passengers in Maryland, on average, there are 10-11 recreational boat-related drowning deaths a year..  Alcohol was a factor in many of them.  The other drowning deaths are attributable mostly to foolish operation of PWC's and small open motorboats.  Drowning fatalities for boats greater than 26 feet in length are extremely rare.  In 2004, of 484 drowned nationally from recreational vessels, 8 were on boats 26-40 ft, 2 on boats 40-65 ft, 1 on boats > 65 ft.

Per the Coast Guard, in 2004 there were 431 lives nationally that could have been saved if boaters had worn their lifejackets.  There are about 12.8 Million recreational vessels in the US.  So, 99.997% of all boaters in the United States were able to avoid drowning in 2004 without laws forcing them to wear PFDs.  Why impose an unnecessary precaution on the responsible majority for the irresponsible decisions of a handful of people? 

The Coast Guard has always been for “all PFD's all the time”.  This is an overly simplistic way to deal with boating related drowning risk.  Knowing when, where, and how to use PFD’s is what saves lives!

Life Jackets will prevent a person from swimming down and out when trapped in an overturned boat, such as happened with the Baltimore Harbor water taxi and the tour boat in New York state.

We boaters believe a good balance already exists in Maryland between people’s right to make decisions for themselves and lawmaker’s desires to take away that right to try to protect people from themselves.  Reasonable risk exists in recreational boating, as borne out by the low drowning rate.  Reasonable risk applies equally to water taxies, tour boats, Watermen, cruise ships, etc.  Should we all work together by bring the drowning deaths to zero?  Absolutely, but “all PFD's all the time” is not the answer.

Who we are:  Yacht Clubs of Maryland (YCM) provides a means for close frequent interaction and mutual support among Maryland yacht clubs for the purpose of planning social and charitable events, advancing the sport of yachting, promoting the sciences of seamanship and navigation, and addressing local boating and waterway legislative, environmental and regulatory matters of mutual interest.   Many member clubs also belong to the CBYCA.  YCM supports and endorses the positions and testimony of the CBYCA. 

Who I am:  Joseph Hellner, resident of Millersville, MD, an experienced recreational boater in both power and sail, a former naval officer, and a graduate of the U.S. Naval Academy.  I am also a Past Commodore of the CBYCA and of Belvedere Yacht Club in Arnold, MD.
Sincerely,
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