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NEWS

With $110M contract, Bremerton boat
manufacturer assists preparing military aid to
Ukraine

Richard Schwarz, Chief Executive Oﬃcer of Bremerton manufacturer SAFE Boats International, shows a photo of the first Mark VI patrol boat that the U.S. Navy will deliver to Ukraine
as part of the U.S. military aid to the country. SAFE Boats will finish producing 8 Mark VI boats for Ukraine by the end of 2025. Peiyu Lin / Kitsap Sun
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TACOMA — The pipeline of producing vessels for U.S. military aid to
Ukraine includes Bremerton manufacturer SAFE Boats International,
which will start making Mark VI patrol boats in its Tacoma
yard beginning late summer.
In fact, the production of the first two Mark VI has already started on
Whidbey Island. Workers at a SAFE Boats' partner, Freelandbased Nichols Brothers Boat Builders, are welding sheets of aluminum to
build the vessels that will eventually help the Ukraine Navy defend its
border, according to CEO of SAFE Boats Richard Schwarz.
"The Navy needed the boats and Ukraine needed the boats sooner than we
could start up this production facility here (in Tacoma) and hire enough
welders to do that, so we are partnering with them on those first two
boats," Schwarz said.
What we know: Kremlin says Putin will recognize 2 Ukrainian separatist
regions as independent
After finishing the aluminum assembly, Nichols Brothers will deliver the
two boats to SAFE Boat's facility located at Port of Tacoma this summer
for installation, Schwarz said.
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The other six boats will all be assembled and manufactured by SAFE Boats
in Tacoma. SAFE Boats will deliver eight boats to the U.S. Navy between
late 2023 and the end of 2025, Schwarz said.
So far, SAFE Boats has been awarded around $110 million dollars from
contracting with the U.S. Department of Defense to build the eight vessels
for Ukraine to defend its coastal border at the Black Sea and the Sea of
Azov.

The interior of SAFE Boats' Tacoma facility where eight Mark VI patrol boats for the Ukraine Navy will be built. The production of Mark VI at the facility will start in mid-August. Peiyu
Lin / Kitsap Sun

The contract can date back to the State Department's approval in June
2020 to a possible Foreign Military Sale to Ukraine of up to 16 Mark VI
patrol boats and related equipment. The estimated cost of the sale is $600
million dollars, according to Defense Security Cooperation Agency.
"So hopefully, the first eight that were under contract, for now, will
eventually become a total of 16," Schwarz said.
The company will hire 75 workers in its Tacoma facility to help build the
vessels for Ukraine.
More: SAFE Boats in potential 'extraordinary' $600 million deal with
Ukraine
In September 2021, SAFE Boats was awarded over $84 million to
the construction and training for six Mark VI with an option for two more.
The Department of Defense in December announced that the two
optional patrol boats will also be purchased, which brings SAFE Boats
another $25 million dollars for building the vessels and providing
trainings to the Ukraine Navy.

Two New Zealand-made water jets were placed in SAFE Boats' Tacoma facility. The Aluminum-hulled Mark VI patrol boat is powered by two engines connected to water jets that
propel the vessel. Peiyu Lin / Kitsap Sun

Supply chain delay
A $20 million contract with DoD in December 2020 allows SAFE Boats to
order some key components for the first two vessels before the final
contract was issued to minimize the risk of possible delays caused by the
global supply chain shortage during the pandemic, Schwarz said.
SAFE Boats has indeed seen some delays in their orders to purchase some
components since last year. For example, the aluminum-hulled Mark VI is
powered by two engines connected to water jets that propel the vessel.
The New Zealand-made water jets arrived at the end of 2021, which is 12
months after SAFE Boat made an order.
Local business: Construction on new Bainbridge Island ferry terminal
walkway begins this summer
Before the pandemic, the typical lead time for the water jets is about
nine to 10 months, Schwarz said.
"We're seeing that across most of our suppliers. It takes longer to get just a
whole range of different components," he said. "It's just a constant
challenge for us right now."
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SAFE Boats (SAFE stands for Secure Around Flotation Equipped) was
founded in 1997 by Scott Peterson and Bill Hansen at a garage in Port
Orchard. Since 2000, SAFE Boats' headquarters have been located at the
Port of Bremerton.
The company manufactures vessels for military, law enforcement and first
responders for clients in almost 70 countries. Around 30% to 40% of its
vessels go to international customers.

A container with a logo of SAFE Boats International was placed at the company's Tacoma facility at Port of Tacoma. SAFE Boats manufactures Mark VI patrol boats in Tacoma and
other smaller vessels in its Bremerton headquarter. Peiyu Lin / Kitsap Sun

In 2012, the Bremerton company got the contract to build 12 Mark VI
patrol boats for U.S. Navy. Since its Bremerton facility isn't big enough to
make the 80-foot patrol boats, SAFE Boats leased the Tacoma building,
built at the Commencement Bay during World War II, for the production
of Mark VI. SAFE Boats delivered all 12 boats to the Navy by 2018 and
close the Tacoma yard afterward.
The contract for Ukraine allowed SAFE Boats to reopen the facility
last year, Schwarz said.
"Our goal was always to be able to reopen this facility and restart
production here," the CEO said.
The shipyard will likely be in full production for big vessels again around
this time next year.

Business grows amid COVID-19, geopolitical tension
Although COVID-19 brings uncertainty to its suppliers and sometimes, the
delivery of SAFE Boats' ships to its global customers, the
company continues to grow. SAFE Boats still gets many orders and the
company has been profitable during the two-year pandemic, Schwarz said.
"We've been very lucky that the business itself, demand for our products
has been as strong, if not stronger, through the pandemic," Schwarz said.
"We haven't really seen orders dropping off, so we've been very happy that
the business itself is very solid."
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SAFE Boats hopes to use the Ukraine sale to attract more opportunities
for the company to diversify its business on making big vessels, Schwarz
said. For example, the company has an eye on the offshore wind business.
Under the current administration, there's a big push to go to offshore wind
power generation and a need to build out an entire fleet of vessels to
support that, said Schwarz.
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"We're looking at both government, military and commercial
opportunities for the larger vessels that we can build here in the facility,"
Schwarz said.
Tensions between Russia, the U.S. and NATO over Ukraine have been
rising since last month. On Friday, President Biden said that the U.S. has
reason to believe Russia will invade Ukraine over the next week. And a
new report says Russia's military buildup could involve as many as
190,000 troops.
Related: Biden 'convinced' Putin has decided to invade Ukraine as troop
buildup approaches 190K
The geopolitical situation may increase some pressure on SAFE Boats to
build and deliver the vessels as quickly as possible. But it's not that easy.
"It's not likely that there will be a requirement from the U.S. Navy to
deliver the boats sooner, but there will certainly be a desire to see them as
quickly as we can get them done," the CEO said.
However, it's unlikely that the shipbuilder can increase the speed of such
production. Even if more workers are hired, the company can only put that
many people on building a boat in the Tacoma facility.
"It's very difficult on a boat like that to really accelerate production by
quite a bit," Schwarz said.
"If we can build them at a faster pace, the Navy will certainly accept them
at an earlier date than is required by the contract," he added.

SAFE Boats International CEO Richard Schwarz stands in front of the company's facility located at Port of Tacoma. SAFE Boats started to lease the building from Port of Tacoma in
2012 to produce big vessels for customers around the world. Peiyu Lin / Kitsap Sun

Reach breaking news reporter Peiyu Lin at pei-yu.lin@kitsapsun.com or
on Twitter @peiyulintw.
Support local journalism. Subscribe to kitsapsun.com today.
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