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GEORGE COBB is equipped with the latest technology to enable her crew to perform a variety of Coast Guard missions, including:  search and rescue, homeland defense, maritime law enforcement, marine environmental protection, and ice breaking.  The cutter’s primary mission is to service over two hundred floating aids to navigation along the California coast, including San Diego harbor, San Francisco Bay, and her homeport of San Pedro with the ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach.  

Many of the ship’s propulsion, navigation, and damage control systems are automated.  The Machinery Plant Control & Monitoring System, or MPCMS consists of  two computers running simultaneously to monitor every piece of equipment from individual engine cylinder exhaust temperatures to water pressure in the fire fighting system.  From a keyboard on the bridge or in the Engineering Control Center, the MPCMS operator can start or stop engines and pumps, open or close valves, or regulate electricity. MPCMS can also control ire pumps for fire fighting or flooding control, as well as open automatic sprinkler valves in the machinery spaces.  
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GEORGE COBB’s hull design and highly maneuverable propulsion controls allow her to operate in areas that other vessels try to avoid.  Buoys are often used to mark hazards for the mariner.  A buoy tender must be able enter those hazardous areas to service the aid.  With an eight-foot draft and flat bottom, GEORGE COBB can float over most shallow areas.  She is equipped with two thrusters aft, commonly called “Z-drives,” as well as a tunnel thruster in the bow.  Using the three thrusters in combination, the conning officer can maneuver and hold the ship within feet of where it needs to be.

From the bridge, the cutter is operated by an Integrated Ship Control System. The navigation & propulsion computers are in constant communication with each other and share a continuous flow of information.  With minimal operator intervention, GEORGE COBB can hold a course, follow a trackline on an electronic chart, or hold a given speed. Through the use of the Dynamic Positioning System, the conning officer can control all three propulsion thrusters with one joystick, or have the computer hold the ship in position itself by simply pressing a button.  The Electronic Chart Precise Integrated Navigation System and Differential Global Position System lets the cutter know where it is at all times, in all weather.
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Service of an aid begins by approaching it with the ship.  The deck force then “hooks” the aid, lifts it out of the water using the 10-ton crane, and secures it on deck.  At this point the cutter is effectively anchored to the bottom with the buoy’s mooring system, which consists of chain attached to a large concrete block or sinker.  The buoy, chain and sinker can weigh well over 30,000 pounds. Once the chain is disconnected from the buoy, it and the sinker are winched aboard using the Chain In-haul Device.  The chain and concrete are inspected for wear, replaced if necessary, then lowered back to the bottom. The buoy hull and lighting system, which consists of a battery, solar panel, electronic flasher, and lamps are also inspected and repaired if necessary.  The aid and its mooring are then placed back on its assigned position (often to within less than a yard).  Aids are on a one or two year inspection schedule depending on historic data.  The Coast Guard’s goal is to have all aids to navigation watching properly 98% of the time.

GEORGE COBB replaced the World War II era 180’ buoy tender CONIFER.  Advances in technology have allowed GEORGE COBB to operate more efficiently with fewer personnel. With a crew of just 19, GEORGE COBB can service an aid in a little over an hour.  This compares to an average of three hours on a 180’ buoy tender with a crew of over 50.  Underway watches consist of three personnel (two on the bridge and one in the engineering control center) vice approximately eight on the old cutter. Inport watches have been greatly reduced due to automated damage control systems, and on board living conditions are also greatly improved.

