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h o w  t o  g e t  y o u r 

why get a captain’s license?
If you’re interested in operating a com-
mercial vessel—from a charter boat or 
water-taxi to a towboat or tour boat—you 
can’t legally take the job without one. 
Even if you’re about to retire and just 
want to take passengers on fishing trips or 
sightseeing rides on your own recreational 
boat, you must have a license if you’re go-
ing to charge them for it.

If you’re not planning to operate a ves-
sel commercially, you may want to get a 
license solely for your own satisfaction or 
sense of accomplishment.

“For a lot of recreational boaters, it’s 
a bucket-list item,” says Captain Rick 
Perri, coordinator of the Hire-a-Captain 
program conducted by the Chesapeake 
Area Professional Captains Association 
(CAPCA), a professional organization for 

licensed captains. “Even if you don’t use 
it, you’ll learn some things that will make 
you a better skipper.”

what you need 
The first and possibly biggest hurdle is to 
amass the required small-vessel sea-service 
time. To qualify for a license, you need to 
have logged 360 days on the water in the 
operation of vessels—with a minimum of 
four hours each day—at least 90 of which 
must have occurred during the past three 
years.

You have to present a record of each 
qualifying day to include on the appropri-
ate form in your application. And you’ll 
need signatures of the owner(s) of all 
those boats to attest to your presence dur-
ing those times. (If you own the boat, you 
can attest to your sea-experience yourself.)

You also have to pass a few written ex-
ams proving that you’re familiar with the 
rules of the road, coastal navigation, and 
deck safety; the tests must be proctored by 
the nearest Coast Guard Regional Exam 
Center, or you can take a Coast Guard-
approved course that is authorized to 
administer the license exams.

Finally, you’ll need to undergo a physi-
cal examination to show that you meet 
Coast Guard requirements (there are 
USCG forms for that as well) and take a 
government-supervised drug test to make 
sure you’re free of narcotics. The exam, 
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similar to an annual physical, includes 
vision and hearing tests.

how do you start?
Go to the website of the U.S. Coast 
Guard’s National Maritime Center and 
click on Merchant Mariner Credential 
(the Coast Guard’s name for a captain’s 
license) in the menu at the upper left of 
the web page. Read through the entire 
section, and download the documents 
you’ll need to apply for a license.

If you’re planning to use your own 
recreational boat as a commercial vessel, 
you probably can get by with a “six-pack” 
license: one that will permit you to carry 
up to six paying passengers on a boat 
that isn’t required to pass a Coast Guard 
inspection. The formal name for that 
category is Operator of an Uninspected 
Passenger Vessel or OUPV.

If you hope to operate a larger vessel, 
such as a tourboat, towboat, water-taxi, 
or charterboat, or want to become a 
delivery captain, you’ll need to earn a 
Master’s license permitting you to serve 

as captain of vessels under 25, 50, 100, 
or 200 tons. These require more training, 
a second proctored test, and sea time on 
larger boats.

The Coast Guard will use your sea 
time to decide what size vessel you’ll be 
qualified to operate and whether to grant 
you a license that lets you operate on 
ocean or coastal waters or to limit you to 
inland waters, such as the Chesapeake 
Bay. You’ll need additional permits, called 
endorsements, to operate commercial 
towboats or sailing vessels. 

where to find help
There are dozens of books, online courses, 
and classroom courses available online 
as well as a few exhibiting at the U.S. 
Sailboat Show. Choose the courses or 
study guides that you can afford and that 
provide the teaching method under which 
you learn the best. If you take a course, it 
must be Coast Guard-approved.

No matter what else you do, buy a copy 
of the rules of the road, available online 
or from many boating supply stores. The 
formal name of the volume is “Navigation 
Rules—International—Inland,” and the 
best one to buy is the one published by the 

Coast Guard. You can download a copy 
from the USCG Navigation Center. 

Caution: you really need to study the 
rules of the road carefully before you 
take the written exam for any kind of 
captain’s license. Go online for sample 
questions from previous tests. Besides 
the rules, you need to know simple navi-
gation and plotting. There are classroom 
courses that cover that as well.

how often do you have to renew 
your license?
Every five years, but renewing it isn’t 
nearly as complex as qualifying for it 
the first time. If you’ve maintained your 
sea-service time—360 four-hour days at 
sea—during the time since your initial 
license or most recent renewal, you need 
only apply. If you don’t have enough 
hours at sea, you have to take a day-long 
class and a proctored test again.

what else do you need besides 
the license itself?
Besides your license, you’ll also need 
to complete a Coast-Guard-approved 
first-aid course (conducted by the Red 
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Cross, American Heart Association, for 
example) and a government-monitored 
drug test within six months of your 
renewal date. (If you’re enrolled in a 
formal drug-testing program, that will 
meet the drug-test requirement.)

what can you do with a cap-
tain’s license once you have 
it?
Operate a small passenger vessel within 
the limits that your license permits. 
Depending on the category of Mer-
chant Marine Credential you’ve earned, 
that can mean anything from taking 
people out fishing or on short rides (and 
charging for it) to operating a tour boat, 
towboat, charter boat, or water-taxi.

Or, you can just drift in the satisfac-
tion that you’ve earned the license. 

About the Author: Art Pine is a 
Coast Guard-licensed captain and 
a longtime sailor and powerboater 
on the Chesapeake Bay. 

 # If you’re going to have 
paying customers on 
your vessel, such as this 
Watermark water taxi 
skipper in Annapolis, you 
need a captain’s license. 
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