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Elastec’s American Marine Division Celebrates 50 Years
BY BARRY CLEVELAND

American Marine, a new company to help 
control water pollution, was formed by the late 
Jim Pierce in Cocoa, Florida, in 1967. Pearce, 
a highly decorated World War II U.S. fighter 
ace-turned-test pilot, was also the inventor of 
the first oil containment boom, fireboom and 
turbidity curtain (and the first person to break 
the sound barrier flying an F-86).

In his autobiography, “A 20th Century 
Guy,” Pearce wrote, “A longtime associate and 
I joined forces, and with the assistance of my 
son, Jeff, and a couple of kids from the neigh-
borhood, we formed American Marine, Inc.,” 
he wrote. The plan was to build Hull Guards, a 
device used to help small boat owners keep the 
bottom of their vessels free of barnacles—at a 
reasonable cost.

Pearce was a U.S. Navy pilot during WWII 
and spent 16 years in experimental flight test-
ing. That was followed by six years with the 
Apollo Lunar Landing Program, where he was 
director of test operations for the manufactur-
er’s command and service modules.

FIRST OIL CONTAINMENT BOOM
“To add to the line of anti-pollution devices 

we made at American Marine, I spent my time 
there designing and developing new products, 
as well as the tools to build them,” Pearce wrote. 
An oil spill in nearby Port Canaveral, Florida, 
led to the development of the company’s first oil 
containment boom, which led to better designs.

“I got busy designing a real version of an oil 
boom, which would retain the good features of 
the prototype but be designed from the start as 
an oil boom,” he wrote. The American Marine 
shop was redesigned, and the company bought 
its first electronic heat sealing machine “to take 
the place of all the gluing of seams.”

An extruded aluminum quick-connect sys-
tem was developed to join lengths of oil boom 
together, now an industry standard. (and that 
survived as one of two industry-wide standards).

TURBIDITY CURTAINS AND BEYOND
In 1971, a State of Florida environmental 

engineer asked Pearce to develop a product to 
contain the silt being stirred up in an Atlantic 
Coast river by a bridge construction project.

Without much initial knowledge of the 
problem, Pearce found a solution, and the first 
turbidity curtains were born.

Throughout the years, American Marine 

teamed up again and again to help others find 
solutions requiring fabric welding, including 
in the manufacturing of water beds. While the 
company eventually left that industry, its in-
volvement there led it to a lucrative business 
making floating baffle systems to improve the 
efficiency of water treatment ponds at sewage 
treatment plants and other sites.

Around 2012, Elastec, based in Carmi, Illi-
nois, a manufacturer of oil spill recovery equip-
ment, and the inventor of the oleophilic drum 
oil skimmer, expressed interest and eventually 
acquired American Marine. The surviving cor-
poration was called Elastec/American Marine, 
Inc. Today, the company is under one name, 
Elastec.

Jim Pearce died in 2011, but his legacy of in-
novation and environmental concern survives 
him. Jeff Pearce, Jim’s son, remains associated 
with the company today. Fifty years after Amer-
ican Marine was formed, it remains an integral 
part of the Elastec mission of “keeping the 
world clean” with an array of floating contain-
ment booms, trash and debris barriers, turbidity 
curtains, oil skimmer systems, work boats, por-
table incinerators and vacuum equipment in 155 
countries. 

Product Focus: Dredging and the Environment

Since 1967, Elastec has manufactured floating booms and barriers and turbidity curtains through its acquisition of American Marine. Seen here the Elastec Type III Ruffwater 
Screen curtain, suitable for tidal zones, rivers and bays.
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owned by the federal Transport Minister, and 
governed by a diverse group of board of direc-
tors from all levels of government, industry 
partners and local interests. 

And the port funds all its own infrastruc-
ture needs. The Port of Vancouver contracts 
with a private operator (Fraser Surrey Docks) 
to run its dredging program in the Fraser Riv-
er. To support its growth and capacity needs, 
the Port of Vancouver is ten years into the 
Terminal 2 project at Roberts Bank to create 
more deepwater space and port capacity.

In his talk, Stewart laid out the great need 
for accommodating significant increases in the 
port’s capacity over the next decade. Stewart 
has been working on this program since 2010, 
and he quoted the project opponent’s who are 
still saying, we don’t need it right now. “But we 
need it in a decade, and it’s already taken 10 
years to get this far,” Stewart said.

Some 35,000 hours of field studies have 
been done, and 77 different scientists have 
worked on this project. Because it’s in an area 
with earthquakes, Stewart talked about some 
of the geotechnical studies that were done to 
assure that if the big earthquake did come, the 
entire project wouldn’t slip off into the abyss. 
The project is still about 10 years from opera-
tion, and the port doesn’t have a need for that 
capacity now. But it will in a decade.

Does Canada have all the answers for 
public infrastructure? Probably not, but it is 
interesting in comparison, especially in light 
of the divide in Washington these days over 
spending, and the focus on infrastructure. So 
U.S. port authorities are not federal entities. 
They are generally economically viable and 
support a significant amount of port infra-
structure funding. They pay a user fee federal 
tax to the Harbor Maintenance Trust Fund 
(HMTF). But HMTF has not been used for 
its intended purpose for some time, so the fed-
eral government often has trouble supporting 
its share of the projects through the annual 
budget process. The annual process also can 
impede long-term projects, which require an-
nual appropriation authorizations. It may be 
hard to advocate for federalizing our port sys-
tem. However, without the full support of the 
HMTF, ports are paying for their share and 
then some. Perhaps we would still have fund-
ing and project planning bottlenecks with 
federal port authorities, but the idea of self-
sufficiency sounds so great. 

However, Canada faces many of the same 
problems seen in the U.S. As I mentioned 
before, Jeff Scott from Fraser Surrey Docks 
highlighted many of the same problems that 
we see here today in the U.S.  “As the world 
and port communities change and evolve, ap-
provals are getting more difficult, the envi-
ronmental standards have increased, capital is 
harder to justify, timelines are getting shorter, 
community takeover and pressure on its ports 
is increasing,” Scott said.

Credit should also be given to efforts made 
in recent years to streamline the project and 
permit process in the U.S. The 3x3x3 rule has 

challenged the Corps to cut project timelines, 
overall costs and administration oversight. 
We could do better with the funding we have, 
but this country also struggles to see past the 
line item sheet and the annual budget process.

We probably don’t want all our projects 
to span two decades, but in some cases that 
might be necessary to prepare for what’s need-
ed. Instead, many of our ports are now wad-
ing through the long project process long after 
the need for more capacity was there. I was 
very interested to learn how they did things 
in Canada with regard to infrastructure and 
dredging, and it was fascinating to compare it 
to the U.S. model, in the hopes that we might 
learn something. 
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Editorial, continued from page 5

The Port of Vancouver in British Columbia has plans 
to expand capacity with a land reclamation project to 
create more deepwater space. The long-term project 
will be completed in late 2020s.




