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At its Jacksonville, Florida conference, the United States Power Squadrons celebrated its ninety-second year as the nation’s premier boating educator. The Annual Meeting occurred from February 21 through 25. Delegates representing over 45,000 members came from as far away as Oregon and Maine, from California and Puerto Rico. The highlight of the week was the reelection of Chief Commander Ernest G. Marshburn of Greenville, North Carolina to a second year as the fiftieth leader of the organization founded at the New York Yacht Club in 1914.

Chief Marshburn’s standing as a respected national leader was highlighted during an evening session of the organization’s Governing Board.  There, representatives from the Executive Board of the Boy Scouts of America presented him with one of its highest honors, the Distinguished Eagle Scout Award. To be considered for this award, the nominee must have earned the Eagle Scout Badge and then go on to demonstrate over twenty-five years of distinguished public service. Among the past Eagle Scout honorees have been Astronaut Neil Armstrong, President Gerald R. Ford, Secretary of Defense Robert Gates, Academy Award-winning Director Steven Spielberg, and such legislators as Sam Nunn, Bill Bradley and Lloyd Bentsen. Fewer than 1,600 awards have been conferred since its inception in 1969.
Commander Marshburn and his wife, Dianne, have long enjoyed recreational boating. He became an avid sailor more than thirty years ago. At an early age, he became devoted to educating safer boaters and cemented this avocation when he joined Greenville North Carolina’s Tar River Power Squadron when it formed in 1983. Born and raised in the Tar Heel State, Ernie’s educational instincts grew out of considerable teenage Boy Scouting leadership experiences and from his training as a classroom teacher. His professional life has reflected these foundations in a life long career of college administration at East Carolina University in Greenville. 

During his tenure as a leader of the United States Power Squadrons, Chief Marshburn made great strides in promoting new membership and reinforcing leadership training. He developed plans for greater administrative efficiency and insisted on increased personal outreach to association members. A key accomplishment has been the development of the USPS University program, which revitalizes the traditional Power Squadron education courses, adds valuable new courses and seminars, and introduces the concept of boater competency certificates oriented toward individual boating preferences. His goal is to bring these certificates national and worldwide recognition.

He also presided over the organization’s expansion of voluntary public service in providing optional vessel safety checks under Coast Guard standards and in the strengthening of local squadron data collection efforts for the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration’s nautical charts. During this period USPS experienced a marked increase in presenting community safety education. In many parts of the country squadrons have also taken an increased role in heightening citizen awareness of threats on and near the water in cooperation with the Department of Homeland Security.

Other officials reelected at the Annual Meeting included five officers, referred to as the “National Bridge”. They hail from across the country. Vice Commander Creighton C. Maynard, Jr., from Ft. Worth, Texas was reinstalled as National Executive Officer. Vice Commander Richard E. Kyle of Old Lyme, Connecticut began his second year as the National Education Officer. Vice Commander Frank A. Dvorak from Bellevue, Washington serves a second term as National Administrative Officer. Vice Commander Robert A. Baldridge of Baton Rouge, Louisiana is the National Secretary and Vice Commander Joe R. Mesenburg of Columbus, Ohio is the National Treasurer.

Other events held at the Annual Meeting included open forums held by the national committees for general USPS members. An exposition provided displays of the best new teaching aides as well as informative presentations by all segments of the organization. Educational leaders discussed the new initiatives in the instruction of marine electronics, engine maintenance, and weather forecasting. Several development teams planned new public boating seminars and advanced navigation using both state of the art electronics and traditional celestial methods. USPS alliance partners and industry affiliates offered several seminars demonstrating the latest in technology and boating safety equipment. Keynote speaker of the conference was Kitty Higgins, a frequent spokesperson for the National Transportation Safety Board. Other presenters included Jeff Hoedt, Chief of the Office of Boating Safety of the United States Coast Guard; Steven Budar, Commodore of the United States Coast Guard Auxiliary; Jeff Johnson, President of The National Association of State Law Enforcement Administrators; Ruth Wood from the Boat US Foundation; Virgil Chambers, Executive Director of the National Safe Boating Council; and Serge St-Martin, Chief Commander of the Canadian Power and Sail Squadrons. 

Noting the other contributing groups in the event emphasizes the importance and diverse participation. They included the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration, the United States Corps of Engineers, the Boy Scouts of America, the National Marine Manufacturers Association, and the International Order of the Blue Gavel that represents America’s yacht clubs.

For those interested in the future of recreational boating the whole event was an important learning opportunity. For those dedicated to improving boating safety and educating the public, it was a seminal event.  One of the United States Power Squadrons’ popular advertising slogans reads: “If you’ve got boating questions, we’ve got the answers.” This conference underscored the organization’s ability to fulfill that pledge.

Since it’s founding in 1914, the United States Power Squadrons has become America's largest boating educational organization, with more than 50,000 members in over 450 squadrons. Its volunteer members--men, women and youngsters, give freely of their time and energies by teaching boating courses and seminars, providing vessel safety checks, assisting the National Ocean Service in updating our nation's 1000 nautical charts, and in numerous other ways that make boating safer on our waterways. For further information, go to www.usps.org or call 1 (888) FOR USPS. That is 1 (888) 367-8777.
A resident of Punta Gorda, FL, Dr. Scotten and his wife Ann, who is a staff commander for the USPS Instructor Development Committee, are both members of the Peace River Power Squadron, where Greg served as commander and Ann is currently the Education Officer.
