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Chairman LoBiondo, Ranking Member Larsen, Congressman Young, distinguished members 

of the Subcommittee. 

My name is Dave Whitcomb and I am the Chief Operating Officer at Vigor Industrial, the 

largest private sector ship construction, repair and maintenance company in the Pacific 

Northwest.    Through Todd Pacific Shipyards in Seattle, which Vigor acquired earlier this 

year, our shipyards have been closely involved with the maintenance and repair of the Coast 

Guard icebreakers Polar Sea and Polar Star since they were commissioned in the late 70s.  

We have also maintained the medium Coast Guard icebreaker, the Healy. 

In my testimony today, I want to describe the condition of the existing ships, what can be 

done economically to ensure that those assets continue to perform their missions, and what 

the alternative of constructing new heavy polar icebreakers would likely entail and cost. 

Let me begin with the single most important point of this testimony- the hulls and frames of 

both the Polar Star and Polar Sea are perfectly sound and capable of continuing to perform 

icebreaking for the foreseeable future 



 

 

To fully appreciate why this matters and what the unique value of these ships truly is, it helps 

to understand what goes into building them.   The internal frames of ships are comparable to 

the studs on houses or the girders on skyscrapers.     On the Polar Sea and Polar Star frames 

are spaced 16 inches apart, are 30 inches deep and have an 8 inch face frame on each frame.   

This leaves an effective space between the Ts of just  8 inches.   By comparison, the National 

Security Cutter internal spacing is 27” in the extreme bow of the ship and 49” in the majority 

of the ship.   

On the Polar Sea and Star, the steel plating in the ice belt of the hull is 1 3/4 inches  thick 

compared to 5/16 and 3/8th inch for an NSC.  I'm holding in my hands examples of the 

difference in the thickness of these hulls and with your permission at the end of my testimony 

I will pass them up to the committee so you can examine them yourself.      

Consider what it takes to bend and fabricate steel of this thickness.  Also consider that to 

weld the framing to the hull plating, the steel plating has to be heated to high temperatures, 

then highly skilled welders have to go inside the heated and confined space and weld that 

steel together.  It is arduous, difficult, expensive work. Indeed, on the initial build by 

Lockheed some of the most experienced workers simply walked off the job because the 

conditions were so challenging. 

What all this means is that it is extremely expensive and demanding to build a heavy polar 

icebreaker, something our nation has not done now for more than thirty years.  That is why 

the existing ships are so unique and hard to replace.    

I want to emphasize that we do believe there is a need to build new heavy icebreakers and we 

urge the Congress and the Administration to work together to quickly authorize and fund 



 

 

such a project.  This position is also held by the Shipbuilders Council of America, which 

represents more than 50 companies and 120 shipyards across America.   

But as members of this committee can appreciate, even if the Congress immediately began 

the process of authorizing and funding new heavy icebreakers, fully functioning 

replacements would not likely be mission ready for ten years or longer.  What is more, 

realistic estimates indicate the cost of a new heavy icebreaker would likely be at least one 

billion dollars. 

Until Congress and the Administration provide for such funding and the replacements are 

actually in the water, we must have the capability to complete the vital missions our polar 

icebreakers have performed for decades. 

The good news is that the Coast Guard Cutter Polar Star is now nearing completion of its 

reactivation which will prepare it to function effectively for at least a decade or more 

assuming regular maintenance.   

The other good news is that the Polar Sea also can be restored to full mission readiness with a 

comparable longevity at relatively modest cost and in a reasonably short period of time. 

Vigor Industrial estimates that bringing the Polar Sea up to an operationally capable 

condition would require approximately 11 million dollars.  We base this on the fact that we 

have done comparable work on the Polar Star already and are well aware of what is required.  

My written statement includes more details of that estimate.  This work would require 

approximately two years to complete and might well be finished faster depending on 

availability of key components.  

The take home message is that for just over one percent of the cost of a new vessel, and at a 

two year versus ten year minimum horizon, the United States of America would have  a 



 

 

second fully functioning heavy icebreaker able to complete vital missions under our own flag 

for at least a decade or more.. 

Others today have spoken of the dangers inherent in relinquishing our icebreaking capacity to 

former adversaries or economic competitors.   Our message today from a shipbuilding and 

repair perspective is simple: there is an affordable, proven, prompt and practical alternative 

that should not be squandered. 

Thank you for the opportunity to speak with you today.  I have provided additional 

information in my written testimony and would be glad to answer any questions. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
Itemization of key work that needs to be performed to return Polar Sea to service at 
level equal to Polar Star.  Note, these are rough estimates based on current experience 
with the Polar Star reactivation. 
 
 
Task Time Frame Estimated Cost 
Diesel engine overhaul- 
return Polar Sea engines 
to stock configuration as 
approved by CG on Polar 
Star 

Best case  -10 months 
(Based on Star 
Experience) 
Worst case – if delays in 
parts  18 months 

$5 million 

Replace obsolete cranes 
with new.   Cranes have 
already been purchased 
by CG for both Star and 
Sea.   Cranes intended for 
Sea are waiting in the 
warehouse at Allied Crane 

7 to 9 months to remove 
old cranes from Sea and 
install new  (Note: This 
new configuration will 
resolve one of the main 
issues that caused Star 
and Sea to be placed in 
caretaker status 
originally) 

Our understanding is  
cranes have already been 
paid for by CG. 
Removal of old and install 
of new is estimated at $3 
million. 

Controllable pitch 
propeller hydraulic 
system upgrade for all 
three propeller shafts 

6-7 months includes 
removal of existing 
obsolete systems, 
fabrication of replacement 
and installation in ship.  
This configuration has 
already been approved 
and installed on Star. 

$3 million for removal, 
fabrication and 
installation 

Total Time and Cost 
 
 

All tasks can be 
accomplished 
concurrently.  Hence, total 
realistic Minimum is 10 
months – Maximum 18 
months 

Estimated Total Cost  $11 
million 
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