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Areas for Immediate and Continuing Focus 

1. Safety of Midshipmen – Preventing and Ending Sexual Harassment and Assault  

As reported in the preliminary 2014-2015 Report to Congress on Sexual Assault and Sexual Harassment 
(available at www.marad.dot.gov/wp-content/uploads/pdf/S10-160111-011-2014-15-Report.pdf), and 
as observed by the Board, there is clear evidence the Academy has deployed reasonable and customary 
methods used at other institutions of higher education and service academies to prevent sexual 
harassment and assault.  However, sexual harassment and sexual assault is still occurring at the 
Academy; this continued trend is alarming.     

Midshipmen Experiences of Sexual Harassment and Assault   

Data in the preliminary 2014-2015 Report to Congress on Sexual Assault and Sexual Harassment show 
that between 119 and 149 of the Midshipmen enrolled at the Academy experienced sexual harassment 
(translating to 63 percent of women and 11 percent of men).  Based on the Academy’s definition, sexual 
harassment is a situation in which Midshipmen experienced inappropriate conduct and/or believed that 
their status in a course, activity, program, or the Regiment would be adversely affected if they did not 
participate in a sexual activity.  Sexual harassment constitutes what a reasonable person would consider 
a hostile working environment.  Crude or offensive behavior is considered “unwelcome conduct” and 
does not constitute sexual harassment. 
 
Sexual harassment has a direct, negative impact on Midshipmen.  To gain a better understanding of 
Midshipmen’s experiences of sexual harassment, a Board member met with Midshipmen who had 
completed over 300 days at sea.  The person who selected the Midshipmen to participate in the 
discussion and the participants themselves did not know the purpose of the discussion in advance.  The 
Midshipmen said that sexual harassment at sea was a common occurrence and provided specific 
examples of harassment that they personally experienced or observed.   
 
For example, they described in detail being stalked while serving on board a ship.  The ship is an 
environment in which a stalker knows a Midshipman’s location nearly all of the time and may observe 
and speak to a Midshipman unexpectedly and frequently.  The Midshipmen also reported that in some 
cases, stalking continued after they left the ship and returned to the Academy.  In some situations, 
stalkers continued to collect information about a Midshipman’s whereabouts and activities through 
personal and industry networks.  The Midshipmen explained that crew members change vessels and 
shipping lines frequently, so the fear of meeting a stalker continues from assignment to assignment.    
 
Midshipmen’s behaviors such as responding to jokes, comments, and asking questions were frequently 
mistaken as invitations for sexual advances.   Some Midshipmen were ridiculed for simply having 
religious beliefs.  
 
Midshipmen described severe consequences for both men and women who resisted unwanted sexual 
advances, objected to degrading or denigrating comments, came to a colleague’s defense and/or 
refused to participate in hazing, drinking, bullying, or sexual promiscuity.  Some Midshipmen said that 
information needed to complete required sea projects was withheld for periods of time—or entirely.  
Some were prohibited from learning specific tasks that were supposed to be part of the Sea Year 
experience.   
 

http://www.marad.dot.gov/wp-content/uploads/pdf/S10-160111-011-2014-15-Report.pdf
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In both the interviews and in the preliminary 2014-2015 Report to Congress on Sexual Assault and 
Sexual Harassment, Midshipmen said that they did not report the abuse and assault they experienced at 
sea or ashore because they strongly believed that their future career opportunities would be 
jeopardized if they did so.  They expressed that they truly wanted to serve their country as mariners and 
that the knowledge and skills they gained at sea were invaluable in preparing them for leadership roles 
in the industry and armed forces.  The Midshipmen reported they feel resigned to experiencing 
psychological and physical violence because they believed that abuse is a part of maritime culture.  They 
also believed that the Academy and industry culture are too strong for a single victim to resist.  As such 
they focus on earning their degrees and licenses and seek to serve their Nation under less abusive 
conditions.   
 
Results from surveys and Advisory Board discussions with Midshipmen and Academy staff indicate that 
sexual harassment of male and female Midshipmen on campus is also a common occurrence.  
Midshipmen said that sexual harassment is usually unreported because some peers actively retaliate 
against other Midshipmen who have reported harassment and/or assault.  
 
The Board also received credible information that some recent graduates of the Academy experienced 
sexual harassment and assault while fulfilling their Federal service obligation. 
  
These personal accounts of unreported sexual harassment, documented reports of harassment and 
assault, as well as the findings in the preliminary 2014-2015 Report to Congress on Sexual Assault and 
Sexual Harassment demonstrate that sexual harassment, assaults, and retaliation are not isolated, 
infrequent events.   

Recommendations 

While U.S. Federal Service Academies are not bound by Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, 
the Academy seeks to comply with this statute as shown in its revised sexual harassment and assault 
policies.  Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 protects people from sex discrimination in 
education programs or activities that receive Federal financial assistance.  One of the requirements of 
this statute is that institutions must take immediate steps to address any sex discrimination, sexual 
harassment, or sexual violence to prevent it from affecting students further.  If an institution knows or if 
it is reasonable to expect that the institution should know about discrimination, harassment, or violence 
that is creating a hostile environment for any student, it must act to eliminate it, remedy the harm 
caused, and prevent its recurrence.   

Despite well-intentioned efforts by the Academy, sexual harassment, assault and retaliation are 
continuing.  We, the Advisory Board members, as educators, maritime leaders and citizens, are not 
comfortable with the status quo.  To be clear, the Advisory Board is not prescribing a solution.  We are 
saying that there is a preponderous of evidence that many Midshipmen are likely to be subjected to 
sexual harassment in the coming months and some will be assaulted if the status quo continues.  The 
Board discussed these concerns with the Academy and MARAD leaders as this report was being written.  

Strategies to End Midshipmen Sexual Harassment and Assault 

The Academy and MARAD have initiated actions to stem sexual harassment, assault, and retaliation for 
reporting sexual violence.  In May 2016, the Academy Superintendent and his direct reports took steps 
to eliminate retaliation and fear of retaliation by updating and expanding the Academy’s policy against 
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sexual harassment, assault, and retaliation.  The new policy is more comprehensive and specific (see 
Appendix G for the complete text).  It provides amnesty, in most situations, for any infractions made by 
the victim, such as drinking, or violations of fraternizing, liberty (time off), leave, or accountability.  Roles 
and responsibilities for preventing sexual harassment, assault, and retaliation have also been clarified 
and communicated to the Academy community.  The Superintendent also approved a new position of 
an Assistant Sexual Assault Response Coordinator.    
 
The MARAD Administrator and Deputy Administrator initiated discussions with seafaring union leaders 
and U.S. Flag maritime shipping owners/operators.  MARAD is convening a meeting on June 24, 2016, to 
discuss sexual harassment and assault with industry leaders and to identify strategies to drastically 
improve the culture to enhance the safety of Midshipmen and all mariners.   
 
To increase the safety of Midshipmen on campus and at sea, the Board recommends the following: 
 

1. The Academy and MARAD should work with maritime industry leaders, and seafaring union 
leaders to take precautions to ensure that the Midshipmen who join their crews will be 
safe from harassment and assaults.  This process has begun.  

2. Performance indicators should be established to measure progress so that Midshipmen 
and the Academy Administration can be confident that Midshipmen will not be at undue 
risk, that incidents will be addressed promptly and forthrightly, and that there will be zero 
tolerance for retaliation against victims who report harassment or assault.  

3. MARAD, maritime industry leaders, and seafaring union leaders must take a strong stand 
against sexual harassment, assault, and retaliation; and recognize that sexual harassment is 
not an acceptable practice that mariners should expect because of industry characteristics. 

4. MARAD, maritime industry leaders, and seafaring union leaders should develop 
appropriate incentives and consequences for vessel captains, owners, and crew members 
to maintain a safe working and learning environment for Midshipmen and all mariners. 

5. The Academy’s faculty, Regiment, and staff should seek out and implement best practices 
from other SMAs and service academies and higher education institutions to greatly reduce 
victims’ fear of reporting sexual harassment and assault crimes, and eliminate the 
retribution that victims experience, which is too often the norm.   

6. The Academy’s faculty, Regiment, and staff should create an interdisciplinary program to 
develop a leadership culture in which Midshipmen have empathy towards victims and 
stand up to perpetrators, instead of ostracizing and retaliating against victims.  

 

2. Governance, Leadership, and Administration – Maintaining Regional Accreditation 

The Academy is regionally accredited by the Middle States Commission on Higher Education and is 
seeking decennial reaccreditation.  Regional accreditation is a primary indicator that an institution 
accomplishes its mission, achieves its goals, and has the resources and operating structure to provide its 
students with a quality education.  The Commission’s decision on the Academy’s reaccreditation is 
expected in June 2016.  
 
The Middle States Commission on Higher Education Standards for Accreditation and Requirements of 
Affiliation reflect contemporary practices of excellence in higher education.  It is highly likely that U.S. 


