
U.S. Merchant Marine: A Heritage Worth Keeping, And a Matter of National Security 

 

Simple questions with some obvious answers may in fact be not so apparent, or worse, 

they may be little understood.  It is obvious that the United States military is the most powerful 

military, capable of waging wars by land, air and sea, unmatched by any other major developed 

nation, yet it is not understood how massive amounts of cargo, munitions, armory, and medical 

supplies are transported to these battlegrounds. Does the navy have the organic capability to 

deploy and transport all said resources? The short answer is no, and they must rely on an 

obscure, esoteric and slightly understood industry known as the Merchant Marine. It is obvious 

that the everyday American enjoys the fruit of global market competition, producing products for 

mass consumption, and yet, is there an understanding on how a product is manufactured overseas 

and transported to the states and distributed to its respective destinations? Now, if these 

questions are obvious, and widely understood, then the following is an unnecessary discussion 

on how the Merchant Marine – the lifeblood to international commerce and United States 

national security – is currently fighting to remain relevant and alive, while there are massive 

implications for the outsourcing of the merchant marine to competitor nations, namely The 

Peoples Republic of China and others who are jousting for economic and military dominance. 

 

The nation’s ability to deploy worldwide for military operations or humanitarian efforts is 

dependent on having a functional and substantial U.S. flag merchant fleet with an adequate and 

qualified pool of United States citizens as merchant mariners to crew these vessels in a time of 

conflict.  Unfortunately, for the last couple decades we have seen various challenges in meeting 

its objectives along with commercial U.S. flagged vessels, navy and MARAD’s reserve fleets 



simultaneously declining under economic pressures, fiscal constraints and special interest to strip 

the fleet of its protections. The bridge between the maritime industry and the executive is 

through the United States Maritime Administration (MARAD), an agency within the Department 

of Transportation. As stated in their mission, the Maritime Administration promotes “the 

development and maintenance of an adequate, well-balanced United States merchant marine, 

sufficient to carry the Nation’s domestic waterborne commerce and a substantial portion of its 

waterborne foreign commerce, and capable of service as a naval and military auxiliary in time of 

war or national emergency.” MARAD secures America’s maritime interests by ensuring 

government and non-government vessels provide timely and reliant capabilities in times of peace 

and war to meet Department of Defense (DoD) sealift requirements. As a result of unstable 

funding, the nation’s shipbuilding capacity has become a survival risk and concern for national 

security.  Similarly, the merchant marine and shipyards are reluctant to expand if congress 

transmits mixed signals or intentions to reduce funding and grants to ship builders and ports. 

These shipyards, and consequently, the navy and merchant fleet depend on a healthy and existent 

industrial base comprising of designers, planners, welders, pipefitters and electricians. If these 

vital elements do not exist, these shipyards will be operating at a below minimum capacity and 

capability.  jeopardizing the 355 ships in the navy fleet while giving American companies no 

reason to invest domestically and maintain continuous operations.  

 

MARAD manages and maintains a grey fleet of approximately 100 inactive, government-

owned vessels known as the National Defense Reserve Fleet (NDRF), as per section 11 of the 

Merchant Ship Sales Act of 1946.  Within the NDRF, a Ready Reserve Fleet (RRF) was 

established in 1976 with 6 vessels, as a subset to the NDRF to deploy in the event of a rapid 



military mobilization to ship various supplies and combat equipment.  In addition, the RRF 

supports emergency response deployments during humanitarian crises and natural disasters, 

demonstrating the need for a maritime presence not only in times of war but during times of 

peace and stability.  The RFF vessels are critical during crises, both military and non-military 

events, where commercial ships are not immediately ready to provide support. Consequently, the 

RRF are activated during these surge periods, providing “nearly 50% of government owned 

surge sealift capability.” Since 1977, the RRF has added 40 vessels to its original 6 and has 

earned the reputation as “America’s Sea Power Reliant Partner” and are currently positioned 

strategically throughout the country. 

 

The Merchant Marine Act (MMA) of 1920 was signed into law with the objective of 

promoting and maintaining the American Merchant Marine. Specifically, Section 27 of the 

MMA (introduced by Senator Wesley Jones), also known as the Jones Act, establishes laws 

known as cabotage which requires all goods transported by ship between U.S. ports to be carried 

on U.S. owned ships constructed in the United States, registered as a U.S. Flagged vessel, and 

crewed by American citizens or permanent residents. The preamble to the Jones Act, 46 USC 

app 861, states the purpose and policy: 

 

“It is necessary for the national defense and for the proper growth of its foreign and domestic 

commerce that the United States shall have a merchant marine of the best equipped and most 

suitable types of vessels sufficient to carry the greater portion of its commerce and serve as a 

naval or military auxiliary in time of war or national emergency, ultimately to be owned and 

operated privately by citizens of the United States; and it is declared to be the policy of the 

United States to do whatever may be necessary to develop and encourage the maintenance of 

such a merchant marine, and, insofar as may not be inconsistent with the express provisions of 

this Act, the Secretary of Transportation shall, in the disposition of vessels and shipping property 

as hereinafter provided, in the making of rules and regulations, and in the administration of the 

shipping laws keep always in view this purpose and object as the primary end to be attained.” 



 

 It is the Jones Act that protects American shipping companies, shipyards, mariners, 

laborers and thousands of associated jobs that are connected and reliant on this industry’s 

existence.  Any attempt to repeal this act or to diminish the maritime capability of the United 

States would weaken our economic and national security, effectively outsourcing a vital 

component of our national strategy to our economic competitors. As a result of the American 

requirements as per the Jones Act, this has effectively vetted all mariners entering our ports and 

related facilities.  Repealing the Jones act would place an immeasurable burden upon the Coast 

Guard and Customs and Border Protection to ensure foreign mariners are properly vetted 

throughout the hundreds of inland waterways throughout the United States as a matter of 

homeland security.  Any cost saved by unprotecting the maritime industry would consequently 

transfer a massive cost and bureaucratic nightmare to the presently underfunded and 

overburdened agencies of the Department of Homeland Security.  Furthermore, as a result of 

declining military cargo and operations abroad, the number of non-jones Act U.S. vessels in the 

maritime industry have declined along with the lack of demand.  In order to counter this lack of a 

demand signal,  programs have been created such as expanding the Maritime Security Program 

(MSP, 1996), providing military access to a fleet of government owned and privately owned 

vessels (U.S. Flagged) in a time of war, establishing a global transportation network ready to 

facilitate a rapid deployment and surge scenario. This program creates incentives to vessels in 

exchange for access to their platforms during a time of crisis. The characteristics of the program 

is as follows as per MARAD: 

1) MSP incentive is explicitly financial 

2) Vessels participate under an umbrella of limited Congressional funding 

3) There is a set number of operating agreements 



4) MSP Operating Agreement - there is no "volunteering" element -- vessels cannot withdraw 

without Congressional authorization 

5) The MSP fleet comprises of several vessel types 

 

Another program created to protect the U.S. maritime industry is cargo preference.  This 

policy is designed to support and maintain the maritime presence and sustainability in the global 

market. If the vessel is receiving federal funding, then that vessel must maintain a certain 

percentage of the cargo in certain classes/categories on its platform.  Cargo preference is 

necessary and an attempt to decrease vessels registering under a “Flag of Convenience”, 

although a legal maneuver, it is a tactic vessel-owners utilize to gain favorable taxes and 

regulations.  If it were not for the cargo preference requirement, undoubtedly American 

companies would charter foreign flagged ships rather than American flagged and crewed vessels, 

delivering a massive blow to a $100 billion-dollar industry that raises $10 billion dollars in tax 

revenue. 

As a result of the various programs enacted by congress and signed into law by the president, 

the Maritime Administration is tasked with management and execution.  As intended, it is these 

programs that help maintain a qualified and competent merchant marine of Americans who 

propel this country’s economic interests.  Furthermore, in a time where some of our greatest 

national security concerns are economic competitors contending for economic dominance, it is 

more important than ever to ensure that we have a merchant fleet transporting cargo from 

everyday items to military cargo.  If it weren’t for the assistance and protection from the U.S 

government, these vessels would undoubtedly diminish to a level far below to current numbers, 

placing our economic life in the hands of foreign entities, many of which are government 

controlled.  Regardless of one’s support for the tariffs on China, it is absolutely clear that our 



leverage in a trade war with a nation that has acquired maritime dominance in our domestic arena 

would lose effectiveness.  If the Chinese were bringing all our goods and we began to engage in 

an economic war, at a moment’s notice they could terminate all maritime operations and cut the 

American people dry of supplies and maritime transport capability.  When a country no longer 

manufactures the majority of its consumption and outsources much of our needs, the policy to 

outsource our merchant marine to save a dollar would place the United States in a predicament 

that could cost Americans much more than they bargained. Realistically, it would bring our 

nation to its knees in submission during a time of conflict when organic capability is necessary. 

The merchant marine for the longest time has been viewed as not only an economic interest but a 

national security strategy.  At best, outsourcing cheap products is the perk of free trade and 

global competition, granting many Americans access to products that would otherwise only be 

for the wealthy and privileged, but outsourcing our national security would be suicide for all. 

Work Cited 

https://www.navyleague.org/file/programs/legislative-affairs/Maritime-Policy-2019-2020.pdf 

https://www.maritime.dot.gov 

 

 

 

 

https://www.navyleague.org/file/programs/legislative-affairs/Maritime-Policy-2019-2020.pdf
https://www.maritime.dot.gov/

