
Transition Committee of the 
Board of Pilot Commissioners for Harris County Ports Houston, Texas 
Public Meeting July 31, 2020 
 
 

A public meeting of the Transition Committee of the Board of Pilot Commissioners 
for Harris County Ports (the “Transition Committee”) was convened on July 31, 2020 at 
3:10 p.m., at the offices of the Houston Pilots, 203 Deerwood Glen Dr., Deer Park, Texas 
77536, as well as virtually via WebEx webinar.  The following Commissioners, staff, and 
counsel were in attendance: 

 
Roland Garcia, Commissioner and Transition Committee Chairman 
Frances Castañeda Dyess, Commissioner  
Brenda Hellyer, Commissioner  
Captain Reginald McKamie, Commissioner  
Captain M. Tyler Gavis, Secretary and Compliance Coordinator (present virtually) 
Erik Eriksson, General Counsel (present virtually) 
 
Chairman Garcia convened the meeting and observed that all protocols mandated 

by the governor were being observed by the attendees meeting in person, and that some 
people were attending remotely, which was acceptable. 

 
Chairman Garcia called the meeting to order, introduced Captain Gavis (who was 

attending remotely), and asked him to call the roll for the record.  Captain Gavis noted that 
the meeting was being recorded for minute-taking purposes and asked attendees to state 
their names before speaking.  Following the roll call, Chairman Garcia advised there was 
a quorum. 

 
Chairman Garcia also advised that the meeting was of an advisory committee of the 

full Pilot Commission and no formal action would be taken.  He instead noted that 
information and public comments would be taken during the meeting on mechanisms and 
funding for the Pilot Commission. 

 
Chairman Garcia advised that while minutes from the last meeting would normally 

be approved, since they were still being prepared, no minutes would be voted on and both 
sets would be brought to the next meeting. 

 
Chairman Garcia advised that the Transition Committee instructed Captain Gavis 

to conduct a survey among similar pilot commissions on how they were funded, their size, 
funding mechanisms, and activities, to draw upon the benefit of that knowledge.  He 
reminded everyone that the legislature created a new Pilot Commission separate from the 
Port Commission, and that it did not have funding mechanisms spelled out, which now left 
that task to stakeholders.  Chairman Garcia then turned to Captain Gavis to provide an 
overview of his survey findings, and he encouraged the commissioners to ask questions.  
He added that the floor would be open for public comments, which would be used to 
formulate recommendations, and asked all to be candid, open, and frank.   
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Captain Gavis advised that he had looked at how pilot boards around the nation 
were funded.  He noted that commissioners almost always served on a volunteer basis, and 
that funding supported day-to-day operations.  Captain Gavis noted that Texas and 
Louisiana were unique compared to the rest of the country: most of the larger pilot boards 
around the nation, including those in Florida, Washington, California, and New York, were 
state pilot boards that encompassed many different pilot associations, and oversaw many 
different pilot groups.  He noted that the numbers of pilots within various jurisdictions 
totaled about the same; however, Houston had one of the larger pilot groups in the nation, 
with pilot and transit numbers greater than those within the jurisdictions of some of the 
state boards. 

 
Captain Gavis commented that there were three common means for funding pilot 

boards: tariff or rate charges assessed against channel users (often in conjunction with 
tariffs that pilots were charging their users); annual license fees assessed on pilots; and 
state funding.  Captain Gavis additionally advised of a few jurisdictions combined funding 
mechanisms.  For example, Oregon currently charged a pilot license fee of $3,149 as well 
as a board operation fee of $50 per vessel transit to fund its bi-annual 2019-2021 budget of 
$810,446.  In response to Commissioner Dyess’ inquiry, Captain Gavis replied that the 
Columbia River Pilot group included just over 40 pilots, fewer than the pilot board’s 
purview in Houston. 

 
Chairman Garcia noted that a budget would be needed, as the new pilot commission 

was being created from scratch.  In response to his inquiry, Captain Gavis noted that the 
pilot administration budget had previously been estimated at just over $170,000, i.e. the 
current 2020 budget for 2020, but that excluded Mr. Eriksson’s and Captain Woodring’s 
services.  He added that after further review, his best estimate was approximately $200,000.  
However, he also stressed caution, given that quite a bit of the cost was absorbed by the 
Port Authority, though the estimate included web hosting and web maintenance of the 
Houston Pilot Board website. 

 
Mr. Eriksson remarked that insurance, storage, utilities, telephone service, and 

office space would be additional costs.  He advised that Captain Gavis’ current salary 
covered administrative work which included agendas, minutes, and licensing and 
administration for the ARC, and that some of his own time did not necessarily have to be 
within the purview of an outside lawyer, noting the executive director or investigator could 
carry out some of those tasks. 

 
Mr. Eriksson continued by observing that open records requests must be addressed; 

where information is sought to be withheld, the Attorney General is asked to review the 
matter.  These costs were not reflected in the budget, as they were difficult to estimate.  Mr. 
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Eriksson concluded that $200,000 would be a cautious minimum, and that the budget 
should be compiled to accumulate a reserve to deal with variable costs. 

 
Following Commissioner Dyess’ inquiry, Captain Gavis advised that he believed 

the administrator/executive director would serve full-time, adding that a consistent part of 
the duties was reviewing pilot pool applications, a large task under the ARC function. 

 
Following Chairman Garcia’s inquiry, Mr. Eriksson suggested it would make sense 

to provide numbers put toward specific tasks per month or per quarter, and to assemble 
them into a matrix.  He explained that currently the investigator/compliance 
coordinator/administrator was a full-time job; if these were separated, the investigator 
function would not be full-time, but there might be some synergy if one person was hired 
to carry out the currently combined tasks. 

 
Chairman Garcia suggested that Mr. Eriksson and Captain Gavis put more detail 

into the numbers with some of the outlined tasks, to get a better idea on the budget and 
help assist with funding mechanisms.  Further discussion ensued, which resulted in Mr. 
Eriksson suggesting a sensitivity analysis, i.e. number ranges.  Following Commissioner 
McKamie’s inquiry, Mr. Eriksson advised that while ultimately there would be one budget, 
while brainstorming about a funding mechanism without numbers available, it might be 
worthwhile to have some boundaries for thinking about how the funding would work.  
Captain Gavis noted that it would be up to the pilot board to decide if it would try to budget 
for consistent or more variable costs.  

 
In response to Commissioner Hellyer’s point regarding accounting, Captain Gavis 

noted that he managed the budget and was assisted by the Port Authority’s financial team 
for chronicling and recordkeeping, adding that was a cost that would have to be considered.  
Mr. Eriksson added there was an external auditor for the Port Authority which might 
conduct testing as needed for this particular piece of the budget. 

 
In response to Commissioner Hellyer, Captain Gavis noted there was no set 

platform for tracking information and data; rather the process involved receiving and 
reviewing documents and then filing them digitally, using resources provided by the Port 
Authority. 

 
Commissioner McKamie commented that he saw an administrator with an assistant 

to handle maintenance of records and answer phones in an office space.  Captain Gavis 
concurred that it was a big task and noted that ultimately part of the transition would be the 
transfer of the extension records from the Port Authority to its new home.  Chairman Garcia 
commented that the board would need an address for mail, as well as somewhere to 
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securely house records and servers.  He asked Mr. Eriksson and Captain Gavis to be liberal 
in their estimates and ranges, to obtain an idea of what the board may be dealing with.   
 

Chairman Garcia moved on to note there were two topics to address, both 
operations and funding of the pilot board.  Commissioner McKamie suggested that the 
discussion should move to how funding would be provided in order to be fair to all 
stakeholders, whether by a license fee or a charge per movement in the channel. 

 
Commissioner Dyess suggested first allowing the public to provide feedback on 

cost items and Chairman Garcia asked if member of the public had ideas on budgeted costs.  
 
Captain Robert Thompson, Presiding Officer, Houston Pilots, remarked that he had 

been a pilot for 33 years and believed in a strong and effective pilot commission, as 
Houston in the past has been an example to the rest of the nation.  He commented that he 
did not believe that the pilot board was starting from scratch, noting there was a very good 
basis with the PBIRC and ARC (as the members are all volunteers).  Captain Thompson 
added that Captain Gavis had done a very good job during his tenure as Compliance 
Coordinator/Secretary/Investigator, which illustrated that one person could perform the 
duties.  He did not believe an office space was needed, using as an example of the way 
work continued to be carried out from home during the current pandemic.  He 
acknowledged that he was aware of extra costs for attorney fees, and in the beginning, costs 
might be higher, although he believed the pilot board could be up and running by 
September by adopting the existing procedures.  

 
Captain Thompson further advised that he believed the best route for funding was 

a line item in the Houston Pilots tariff.  He noted as an aside that the Galveston Pilot 
Commission received no money, and that he did not think that was the route to take, as he 
wanted the pilot board to succeed and not fail.  He also noted the Port Arthur pilots take 
that board’s invoice, combine it with their own invoice, and send it out, but it has been 
speculated that only half of those are paid, whereas a line item in the tariff would ensure 
everyone paid. 

 
Captain Thompson believed users should pay user fees, and noted that since the 

Houston Pilots move 18,000 vessels a year, with the charge he suggests approximately 
$360,000 could be collected.  In response to Commissioner McKamie’s inquiry, Captain 
Thompson advised that he thought everyone would pay fairly if there was a line item in the 
tariff, but if there was a license fee it could be seen as a conflict of interest because the 
pilots were governed by the pilot board. 

 
Further discussion ensued on funding and rates.  
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Lee Woods, lobbyist for the Houston Pilots, commented that while a license fee 
was imposed for other trades and professionals regulated by the state, the state did not tell 
them how much to charge for their work.  He further explained if the pilots went to the 
Pilot Board and requested a rate increase, and the funding source was from the pockets of 
the pilots, users of the channel might oppose the rate increase, owing to the perception that 
because the board’s funding came from the pilots’ pockets, the rate increase would be 
granted.  Commissioner McKamie commented it would appear to be a conflict even if it 
were not.  Following discussion, Mr. Woods noted whatever mechanism used should be as 
clean and transparent as possible for the users, as they were the constituency of the pilot 
commission.   

 
Mr. Woods also pointed out that the Port Authority previously provided all the 

office space, administrative assistance, storage for records, and the like for the Port Bureau.  
He further noted there would be no conflict for the same to be done for the pilot board at 
the Pilots’ office, or the Port Bureau office, if they were inclined to extend that offer, adding 
that anything anyone could do to help mitigate the costs would help. 

 
Commissioner McKamie commented that he thought the pilot board should be as 

independent as possible, as there could be contentious moments and the office space should 
be a separate place where there was no conflict at all.  He reiterated there could be a 
minimal office footprint for the staff and meetings could be held at various colleges or 
maritime schools in the area, which would then also involve the community.  
Commissioner Dyess also suggested renting office space.  Chairman Garcia commented 
that the Houston Pilots’ office was a great space and suggested renting it on an “as needed” 
basis. 

 
Chairman Garcia moved on to continue discussion on funding, and Captain 

Thompson reiterated that a line item would be the best, quickest, and easiest way to move 
forward, while ensuring the pilot board still got funded.  He added that the line item could 
be adjusted annually.  Following Commissioner McKamie’s inquiry, Captain Thompson 
confirmed there would be a two-month lag in payment.   

 
In response to Chairman Garcia’s inquiry, Mr. Eriksson advised of the Port 

Authority’s harbor fee that went towards fire protection, but he did not think any of those 
funds were allocated to Captain Woodring’s salary.  To Chairman Garcia’s larger inquiry, 
Mr. Eriksson advised of numerous sources of Port Authority revenue, including lease 
payments and terminal operation charges, which included dockage, wharfage, and a variety 
of other fees. 

 
He further explained there was no specific allocation of revenues to these duties.  

Rather the Port Authority has general and administrative costs that included everything 
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related to the pilot administration department.  Mr. Eriksson reiterated that since there was 
no specific attribution of revenues to expense, Port Authority charges offered no guidance. 

 
In response to Commissioner Dyess’ inquiry regarding the Harbor Fee, Captain 

Woodring advised that every loaded barge was charged approximately $34-$35 per 
movement and every ship that entered the port was charged $670, which came to 
approximately $6 million annually to pay for the fire department, which was mandated by 
state law. 

 
Mr. Eriksson reverted to Commissioner McKamie’s inquiry regarding a revenue 

lag and noted if the pilot board decided it wanted to conduct a rate hearing to provide for a 
pilot tariff, there was a strict timeline set out in the statute and the process would take 
roughly 2 to 3 months.  

 
Chairman Garcia recalled the topic of funding had been raised at a prior meeting 

and noted a comment from a ship owner who was not in favor of another ship owner fee.  
Mr. Eriksson advised that the rate-setting process would allow an opportunity for the 
maritime community to comment.  In the past stakeholders had also submitted written 
comments for or against proposed rates.  Accordingly, if a tariff was agreed upon by the 
board, the pilots would propose it and it would go through the administrative process.  
Following further discussion, Chairman Garcia opened the floor to allow the public to 
speak.   

 
Bob Sanders, Executive Vice President, Enterprise Products, commented the 

Houston Ship Channel, Port Authority, and industry were at a watershed moment, and 
noted in passing a very good week in Washington, D.C., as the House of Representatives 
version of the Water Resources Development Act had passed unanimously and moved on 
to the Senate.  He advised that the working coalition between the Port Authority and 
industry was partly attributable to that bill being passed, by convincing D.C. that the project 
needed to be a public/private partnership and it was not incumbent on the federal 
government and local government to fund expansion projects that everyone benefited from.   

 
Mr. Sanders further commented that the transition from the old pilot board to the 

new pilot board was likely the first step and should be shown to be a seamless and smooth 
transition.  The project would be the largest-ever publicly/privately funded infrastructure 
project in the United States, and so ensuring that it went smoothly would be a major benefit 
towards being able to get industry fully behind paying its fair share. 

 
Mr. Sanders noted that ship owners were not the only ones who use the channel, as 

terminals also used it.  He suggested a fair equitable fee across the board might make more 
sense, as otherwise it would be up to the ship owner to be reimbursed from its customer 
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(which may be an entity or an owner).  In response to Commissioner McKamie’s inquiry, 
Mr. Sanders advised that a line item or two in the tariff would be the way to equitably 
access a fee against the terminal owners, noting one for the terminal and one for the ship. 

 
Chairman Garcia and Commissioner McKamie raised the question of the pilot 

board’s jurisdiction to collect from terminals and deferred to Mr. Eriksson.  Mr. Eriksson 
commented that the board’s jurisdiction was over the pilots and not terminals, and advised 
that it would be hard to see how to collect from the terminals, although there might be a 
way to indirectly put something together.  He added that while it was not unfeasible, he did 
not think it would be a direct assessment against the terminals but a rather separate 
mechanism that would be put together. 

 
Following further discussion regarding whether the Port Authority would have to 

pay, Mr. Eriksson advised that both the Port Authority and the pilots currently charge for 
the services rendered and Port Authority customers pay pilotage fees.  Further discussion 
ensued.   

 
In response to Chairman Garcia, Mr. Eriksson advised that the Port Bureau, in 

cooperation with the Coast Guard (as well as the Houston Pilots), would have information 
regarding the proportion of private and public terminals constituting ship movements  that 
entered the port per year.  Chairman Garcia noted that he was informed roughly 85% of 
ships go to private terminals and 15 % to public terminals.   

 
Chairman Garcia moved on to the next speaker, Richard Russell, Head of 

Operations, AET.  Mr. Russell commented that the pilot board was roughly charged with 
the oversight of the waterway and the safe operation of the pilots.  He noted all users should 
fund the pilot board, as it would not be a significant amount of money.  There could be four 
groups of users to fund it, including the constituency for ship movements, terminals, users 
who are the benefactors of the pilot services, and pilots paying an administrative fee for 
licensing.  Mr. Russell suggested combining the Port Authority with the terminals, or 
carving it out separately, as it had funded the pilot board for years and now could be asked 
to fund a small amount.  He concluded noting that it would be fair to proportion the fees 
out among the four groups, and concurred with Captain Thompson that a line item could 
be done on a voluntary basis.  In response to Chairman Garcia’s inquiry, Mr. Russell agreed 
that a fee allocation of 25% per group would be fair.  Further discussion ensued.   

 
Chairman Garcia called for the next speaker, Niels Aalund, Senior Vice President, 

West Gulf Maritime Association (WGMA).  Mr. Aalund advised that he had worked on 
pilotage, negotiations, and rate hearings, and noted that WGMA had an excellent 
relationship with the Houston Pilots with regular discussions between the organizations.  
He remarked that the WGMA recognized and acknowledged the value of the pilots, who 
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provided a valuable and essential service, and he respected the topics that have been 
discussed.   

 
Mr. Aalund commented that there were many unknowns.  He advised that he 

conducted a survey of WGMA’s members and found that ships pay for everything.  He 
provided an illustration of ships entering the port from Asia that pass through the Panama 
Canal, and noted when they get to anchorage, they have paid pilotage, tugs, line handlers, 
agency, harbor fees, dockage, custom fees, bunkers, ship chandlering, and stevedoring.  He 
then questioned the proposed additional pilot fee to be added on top of these other fees and 
respectfully requested that the pilot board keep these costs down.  Mr. Aalund suggested it 
consider a licensing fee for the pilots, and noted that he is looking forward to the next 
meeting and a positive outcome that something could be worked out.   

 
Commissioner McKamie commented that the mindset was to keep the Port of 

Houston competitive, as the pilot board did not want to just add additional fees.  He 
inquired how it would be a proposed fair allocation to everyone if all was assessed to the 
pilots.  In response, Mr. Aalund advised that his quick answer was that it would be cleaner 
and easier if one source paid it all.  He further commented that he has confidence that the 
pilot board would do the right thing and not be influenced on how the fee was collected or 
paid, even if the pilots paid the fees and there was a sense that it is not proper.  Following 
a discussion on a rate increase, Mr. Aalund advised that another stand-alone fee was not 
needed. 

 
Michael Curtiss, Houston Pilot, commented that his impression as a seaman over 

the years was that the charterer paid a significant amount of important costs which could 
easily spread out the costs among all of the users.  Mr. Aalund responded that there were 
all types of ships, cargoes, and commercial transactions, and noted one shoe did not fit all 
(although in some instances that might be true).  He advised that it was impossible to 
provide a percentage of what was paid by the ship owners every time, as the operators of 
the ships would be the ones paying the costs and it depended on the commercial terms.  

 
Mr. Russell commented that in his world of crude oil tankers when a charterer had 

the whole ship, it typically paid out based on a world scale, and one of the components of 
the world scale was a flat rate for port fees, adjusted annually.  Therefore, the funding 
mechanism would be to pass along port costs, if agreed to, on the world scale.   

 
Mr. Sanders noted something to consider during this stage (noting the Port 

Commission uses the Port Authority facilities to conduct business), suggested that the pilot 
board use the pilot facilities until it grows into needing additional office space. 
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Vijay D’Cruz, Senior Vice President, Legal, Enterprise Products, commented that 
Enterprise was one of the largest customers on the channel and had a great relationship 
with the pilots.  He remarked that he understood the corporate governance of the pilot board 
and further commented that since the board was modeled after the former pilot board and 
the port board, perhaps that should be where it starts.  If the Port Authority is the model for 
proper governance, and no one is questioning whether the Port Authority has improper 
governance, the new pilot board could share in that model for proper governance and then 
grow.  Mr. D’Cruz concluded that industry wanted to see the pilot board succeed and it 
needed a reasonable place to start.  

 
Mr. Aalund commented if the pilot board wanted to meet at the pilot offices, the 

WGMA would not object, and also offered that the pilot board could use the WGMA 
offices until it got organized.  Chairman Garcia commented that after robust conversations, 
the legislature was driving for the pilot board to be totally independent, after the people 
who went to the legislature demanded it needed to be, and he wanted to comply to avoid 
another robust conversation.   

 
In response to Commissioner Hellyer’s inquiry, Mr. Eriksson commented there was 

pretty good representation present at the meeting and a variety of the different points of 
view had been heard.  He added that in fairness to all of the interests, more discussion 
should be held in the future, especially when there was a better handle on budget amounts. 

 
Captain Woodring commented that the conversations held at the meeting were good 

and all over the place.  He further noted that maybe a short-term loan at the end of 
September to create the separation would be a good thing, to enable the pilot board to step 
out on its own, as there may be a lot more discussion and a long time period to put into 
place whatever mechanism is chosen.  The sooner the pilot board got funding the sooner it 
could separate from the Port Authority and have its own staff and counsel to conduct 
business. 

 
Mr. Sanders commented that although it has been a robust conversation regarding 

the separation of the Port Authority and the pilot board, at the end of the day the Port 
Authority and the industry signed a letter stating that both bills were necessary.  He added 
that everyone was on the same side and same page, and the goal was to move the Port of 
Houston forward. 

 
Captain Gavis advised that the RFP response period would close on August 19th, 

and the responses should provide a better idea on the anticipated budget.  Chairman Garcia 
requested that Mr. Eriksson and Captain Gavis meet and refine the ballpark budget to a 
more detailed budget between now and August 19.  He also suggested the committee 
reconvene after August 19 to review the new budget information and review the minutes 
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as a refresher on the discussions. Commissioner Dyess suggested meeting earlier, as the 
term of the interlocal agreement ends in September and discussions regarding loans needed 
to be held. 

 
Mr. Eriksson commented that he would be happy to arrange another meeting in the 

meantime with some refined numbers before the RFP and RFQ responses were in. 
 

The next meeting was scheduled for August 6, 2020 at the Houston Pilot Offices 
from 3 to 5 p.m. 

 
Chairman Garcia requested Mr. Eriksson provide banking resolution information 

to recommend to the full pilot board and asked Commissioner Dyess to assist Captain 
Gavis with the banking resolutions. 

 
Commissioner Hellyer also requested more information on the 4-tier process, and 

Chairman Garcia asked Mr. Eriksson to look into the jurisdiction legal issue. Mr. Eriksson 
reiterated that the pilot board's direct jurisdiction was over the pilots and anything outside 
of that would be difficult, although he would give it some thought. 

 
Chairman Garcia noted that he wanted to know even if it was a total no-way/no- 

how situation. Mr. Eriksson commented that the direct license fee and tariff charge 
assessed by the pilots on behalf of the pilot board were the two short-term items that would 
be the best pathway to developing revenue. 

 
Chairman Garcia requested Captain Gavis to prepare a memo on the different 

funding mechanisms that include the pros and cons for each mechanism. He also asked 
that Captain Gavis get the word out to other stakeholders when posting the next meeting. 

 
At 5:39 p.m. Chairman Garcia adjourned the meeting. 

 
The above is a correct copy of the Minutes of the July 31, 2020 meeting of the 

Transition Committee of the Pilot Commissioners for Harris County. 
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M. Tyler Gavis, Secretary 
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