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he year was 1968 and, entrusted with
mom’s brand-new Rambler American
station wagon, life was good for the

young teenager. The open road and cheap
gasoline meant just one thing: freedom on
the open road.

That was until the red “bubblegum” light in
the rearview mirror caught the driver’s
attention. 

Glancing at the speedometer before pulling
to the side of the road, the reason for the
stop was immediately apparent. Reality was
about to set in, and thoughts of the pending
loss of freedom flooded into the lad’s mind.
The crushing blow of his first encounter
with the law was upon him. Safely stopped
to the side of the small town road, the words
echoed in his mind, “I’ve done it now!”

The young driver, his view now fixated on
the side mirror, watched as Chief Kessler, the
law in that small town, exited his shiny black
and white Plymouth cruiser. The officer
casually placed his hat on an exaggerated
angle, repositioned his swinging holster, and
pulled his belt higher on his hips.
Approaching the car with a critical eye,
Chief Kessler examined every inch of the
car before addressing the young driver.

“So, when did you get your license?” he
asked. Not really sure how to answer the
question appropriately, the young driver
produced the yet-to-be-christened driver’s
license. In 1968 there was no picture on
your driver’s license, so it was a frequent
ploy to use your older brother’s license

when age was in question. On this occasion,
the driver had his own legal license – it was
the only document in the boy’s wallet.
Handing it over with confidence, the next
question came with a stern eye as the chief
waved the license in the young boy’s face,
“How long do you hope to keep this license?” 
The rest is history.

Some of us would
just as soon forget,
but who doesn’t
remember their first
encounter with the
law? Like the young
driver, I bet you
remember every
small detail. You
remember who the
officer was, what
that officer was
wearing, and how
the officer wore it.
I’ll also wager you
remember every 

word that officer spoke – or at least the
highlights.

Back in 1968, no one had a name for it, but
later it became fashionable to use the term
“community policing.” We still allude to that
term today. However, it has changed
dramatically from the days when Ol’ Chief
Kessler knew everyone in town, where your
parents worked, your dog’s name and who
your sister was dating – he didn’t approve of
the guy either. Community policing is just
what came naturally to some.  

In today’s world the U.S. Department of
Justice defines community policing as a
partnership between police and the
community they serve. This philosophy
promotes organizational strategies, which
the community helps to define and
develops possible solutions.

What hasn’t changed much is the fact that,
in the marine law enforcement
environment, most of our patrol work is
performed by officers who spend most, if
not all, of their career in the same district
patrolling the local waters and the
recreational boating community they serve. 

It becomes very personal when they have
to investigate a senseless tragedy involving
a boater they have known, who wasn’t
wearing a life jacket. Marine patrol officers
today serve a multi-mission patrol mandate
assuring the safety and security of the
maritime environment, and like Chief
Kessler, protecting and serving the
neighborhood/waters they know so well. 
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Most people don’t get stopped,
either on the highway or on the
water. However, when they do, it is
an impressionable moment. The
identification carried in today’s
world not only has your photo on
it, it must also conform to “The
Real ID Act of 2005,” which sets the
standard for driver’s licenses and
IDs in the aftermath of 9/11. Some
states are now imprinting symbols
to reflect a person’s RBS boating
education requirement.   

Your next stop may result in a
friendly encounter, a verbal
warning, a summons, or even an
arrest. As a marine patrol officer, it
may just be another one of the
hundreds of routine inspections
that blend into a sea of
unremarkable stops. For the boater,
though, it will be a highly
impressionable moment for young
and old boaters alike. They will be
paying attention; they will
remember how you treat them,
what you do, and how you do it. 

This provides the greatest
opportunity for any officer to
utilize the event as THE
TEACHING MOMENT.

The National Boating Safety
Advisory Council (NBSAC)
provides input and strategic
planning to help guide the national
recreational boating safety (RBS)
program. The council, comprised of
state representatives, the marine
industry, nonprofit organizations
and the boating public, believes
that messaging from law
enforcement has the potential to
reduce accidents, injuries and fatalities.
So much so that the Strategic Plan of
the National Recreational Boating
Safety Program of 2012-2016 contains 
a specific objective and strategy:

Objective 2 Boating Safety Outreach

Strategy 2.7– Deliver Messages via Law
Enforcement Officers

Enlist law enforcement officers to help
deliver branded messages through
enforcement and outreach efforts. Each
interaction between recreational boaters

and law enforcement personnel offers the
possibility for educational outreach. The
intent of this strategy is to enlist the
support of law enforcement personnel,
provide them with applicable literature,
and capture statistically the number of
interactions and possible effects….

The National Association of State Boating
Law Administrator’s (NASBLA)
Enforcement & Training Committee feels

the same way. For the last four
years the subcommittee on
Techniques and Technology has
been focused on both the National
Strategic Plan’s Objective 2, as well
as NASBLA’s own Strategic Plan.

The NASBLA plan also echoes the
importance of advocacy and
education in the form of effective
program innovations and best
practices, through proactive
national communication and
outreach materials. The committee
firmly believes that one of the best
outreach efforts is through you,
the marine law enforcement
officer. You have those teachable
moments every day out on the
water, at the boat ramp or during a
speaking engagement. You have
the opportunity to capitalize upon
what you know and educate with
tools we have produced for your
use. Educate before the next
accident or fatality.

To assist with this proactive
outreach, our committee has
developed messaging and
educational materials specifically
for the maritime law enforcement
officer. The items have been
designed to be printed by your
agency. Each product focuses on an
area of risk: life jacket styles,
wearability, boating under the
influence, navigational rules, and
recreational vessel lighting. In
addition, each product has ample
blank space allowing you to
customize with your local contact
and agency information.

We will keep working for you and
continue to develop specialized
educational material for your use.
Take a look at the products we
have produced, encourage your

agency to produce and put these materials
in the hands of your fellow officers on
patrol. (Access these items on the
Enforcement & Training Committee’s page
at www.nasbla.org.) Also watch for the
“The Teaching Moment” icon in our weekly
e-newsletter, Currents, for short
presentations on the newest products and
strategies to make your next inspection
THE TEACHING MOMENT. ❃

OBEY or PAY is just one of several products produced for your use.
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