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Democracy in the Workplace 
Today, Crowley Maritime Corporation is managed by the 
leadership team, which consists of twelve senior managers. 
The group is made up of the six business unit managers 
and the heads of each of the support departments, including 
IT, Legal, the Controller’s office, Treasury, Insurance, and 
Senior Administration, and of course Tom Crowley and Bill 
Pennella, who is the Vice Chairman. With the exceptions of 
Crowley in Oakland; Rocky Smith, Vice President and Gen-
eral Manager, Pacific/Alaska, in Seattle, and the bicoastal 
Pennella, the leadership team is domiciled in the company’s 
Jacksonville, Florida headquarters.

Symbolically, the Jacksonville headquarters are currently 

being renovated and there will no longer be individual offices. 
Crowley believes a company without walls fosters teamwork 
and collaboration. The days of coming to work, closing the 
door to work on the computer and being isolated inside the 
four walls of an office are things of the past. Crowley him-
self doesn’t have an office. When we arrived at the Oakland 
offices for the “executive interview,” we were greeted by a 
receptionist, and sitting next to her was Tom Crowley at an 
open work station.   

The Jacksonville and Seattle facilities will now have 
“break-out rooms” for meetings. Most company meetings are 
comprised of small groups of three or four people, and rarely 
large groups, says Crowley. Being a member of the Young 
Presidents Organization and having lots of friends managing 
high-tech companies in Silicon Valley, Crowley has witnessed 
the virtues of an open work environment. He has seen the 
benefits of an egalitarian organization without territorial-
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ity versus having and funding a hierarchy of executives with 
incredible perks. In most organizations, if you have more than 
one boss, you don’t have a boss. At Crowley Maritime, execu-
tives and business units share assets, which is much more ef-
ficient and cost-effective, and causes people to come together 
with very little politics involved.       

The Personal Touch
The proof of the “One Crowley” credo is the average 
tenure at the company. Most employees have been with the 
company for more than twenty years. Crowley is mindful 
of employees’ feelings and attitudes, and when he travels to 
the various units he likes to have meetings with small groups 
so he can get to know them on a personal level. He remem-
bers as a child going with his father to meet a tug and barge 
that had just arrived and watching his father shake hands 
and socialize with the crew. Crowley says managing an 
open company is mostly about communication and mutual 
respect. To emphasize the point, the company conducts an 
annual employee survey administered by an outside group, 
and the leadership team reviews the results in detail. Because 
the leadership team listens and reacts, the survey participa-
tion rate is extremely high among union, administrative, 
waterborne, and shoreside personnel.

Crowley is adamant about being accessible to each and 
every person within the company, and he accepts phone calls 
and emails from the troops. He prides himself in really know-
ing what’s going on within the rank and file of the company. 
In terms of working in an open environment, if employees 
have a personal situation to deal with, they can go into the 
break-room to call their doctor or speak to their child’s 
teacher. Beyond that, it’s all about business, and there are no 
secrets at the company. 

Employee/Owners
About two years ago the company bought back all the 
outstanding shares, and it is now entirely owned by Crowley, 
family trusts, and the employees. Consequently, the em-
ployees have a vested interest in the well-being of the firm 
and have bought into the egalitarian way of doing business. 
Ultimately, by having employees believe they’re not just 
minions or inconsequential functionaries, Tom Crowley has 
transformed his 117-year-old enterprise into a company 
of professionals who care about the quality of their service 
and the firm’s bottom line. Crowley believes that if a person 
comes to work for the title or a big office, then his company 

is not the place for them. 
The proof is in the pudding, as the old saying goes, and 

2007 and 2008 were record years for the Crowley Maritime 
Corporation. As the economic storm clouds hover over the 
world of global trade and commerce, the company’s future 
has never been more positive or bright. It is a tribute to a 
man who believes that executive ivory towers are a relic of 
the past, and who knows that just because his grandfather’s 
and father’s name is on the side of a container, ship, or 
tugboat doesn’t mean that he is “entitled” in any sense of 
the word. He has flattened the company so that he can see 
the horizon and react immediately to the perils of doing 
business in an increasingly global and competitive world. 
His vision will leave an indelible mark on a company filled 
with history and tradition, a company which – like its leader 
– honestly believes in the corporate branding, “Crowley, 
People Who Know.” 

   
     
  
            

“The proof of the ‘One Crowley’ credo is the average 
tenure at the company. Most employees have been 
with the company for more than twenty years. Crow-
ley is mindful of employees’ feelings and attitudes, 
and when he travels to the various units he likes to 
have meetings with small groups so he can get to 
know them on a personal level.” 
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MarEx: Since our last interview over 
eight years ago, Crowley has continued 
to build an extremely diverse organiza-
tional structure. As CEO, how do you 
manage the diversity of businesses and 
regions?
TC: Over the past eight years we have 
really changed the way Crowley is man-
aged. I suppose some of the reason was 
out of necessity because we are so di-
verse. Another reason was to develop a 
culture built around leadership and not 
management. I began my career with a 
finance degree and a very analytical ap-
proach. You find out quite quickly that 
it is very difficult to run a company this 
diverse and this large by looking at the 
numbers. We began to realize that to 
make the company perform we needed 
to have the right people in the right job 
and provide them with the tools they 

need to lead their organizations and 
work for the common good of Crowley. 
We broke the company down into six 
business units and then built a sup-
port services group to provide the back 
office. Each business unit is headed up 
by a Senior VP/General Manager. Sup-
port Services has four SVPs heading 
up the areas of Administration, Legal, 
Finance, and Treasury. 
MarEx: What are the divisions and 
where are they regionally?
TC: There are six business units. We 
have the Marine Services business bro-
ken into two regions, Atlantic and Gulf 
headed up by John Douglass and the 
Pacific and Alaska headed up by Rocky 
Smith. Then we have Liner Services 
split in two regions, Puerto Rico and the 
Caribbean run by Rob Grune and Latin 
America headed up by John Hourihan. 

The Marine and Liner Service business 
units tend to be more asset-based busi-
nesses while our Logistics and Techni-
cal Services units are less asset-based. 
Steve Collar heads up Logistics while 
Todd Busch is leading the Technical 
Services unit including Titan Salvage. 
MarEx: Please expand a bit more on the 
leadership team.
TC: The leadership team is basically 
the core of the organization in terms 
of leadership and setting strategies. 
In addition to the above mentioned 
business unit leaders, we have Bill 
Pennella serving as Vice Chairman of 
the corporation and splitting his time 
between Oakland and Jacksonville. Bill 
is my right hand and leads the Support 
Services for all of Crowley. Our support 
team includes Susan Rodgers, who 
heads up Administration; Dan Warner, 

It has been more than eight years since we last sat down with Tom Crowley and picked his brain on 
the subject of the marine business in general and Crowley Maritime in particular. At that time he 
was seven years into the job, having succeeded his father as CEO in 1994 at the tender age of 27. 
Only the second executive to grace this magazine’s cover twice, listen in as we follow the evolution 
of this more than century-old company under the leadership of its third-generation chief. You’ll enjoy 
the ride and, in the process, be treated to one managerial gem after another that just may make you 
rethink how you run your company.

Tom
Crowley, Jr.

Chairman, 
President & CEO, 
Crowley Maritime 

Corporation 

  By   T ony    M uno  z
P H O T O S  B Y  A N YA  G R Z S K O W I A K

T
H

IS
 P

H
O

T
O

 C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y

 C
R

O
W

L
E

Y
 M

A
R

IT
IM

E



T
H

E
 M

A
R

IT
IM

E
 E

X
E

C
U

T
IV

E

28

EXECINTERVIEWTOMCROWLEY
J

A
N

/F
e

b
 2

0
0

9

our Treasurer; John Calvin, our Con-
troller; and Mike Roberts, who is our 
General Counsel. The leadership team 
consists of the eleven people mentioned 
above plus me and we meet weekly to 
discuss the important issues facing the 
company in the coming weeks. Four 
times a year we break away from the 
day to day to get together and discuss 
this longer term issues. We usually take 
a couple of days away from the office to 
do this.  
MarEx: We keep hearing about the 
“Leading One Crowley” initiative. What 
exactly is this program?
TC: The “Leading One Crowley” pro-
gram started about three years ago with 
a mission to train our people to work as 
a team. Crowley does not have a tradi-
tional organization because we are very 
flat from top to bottom. We are a matrix 
organization where business units work 
together and share support services. 

Ultimately, it’s a different business 
style than we had in the past. The com-
pany now operates in an environment 
of more collaboration and teamwork. 
Therefore, it takes a different set of tools 
to manage people and for people to 
work in this type of environment. People 
need the right training and mindset to 
function properly, as do managers.   
MarEx: What led you as CEO to move 
from the traditional pyramid structure 
to a flat organization?  
TC: Actually, two things, agility and 
cost. It’s expensive to maintain a corpo-
rate hierarchy and structure. Crowley 
competes globally with large interna-
tional corporations and small compa-
nies at the same time. Therefore, to 

compete effectively, we must be nimble 
and quick to react, and at the same time 
have the economies of scale to deal with 
the big players in the market. 
MarEx: Crowley Maritime is diversified 
and physically spread out geographical-
ly. With you being based in the Oakland 
office, do you spend most of your time 
on the road visiting the operations?
TC: Certainly from the company 
perspective I can never travel too much, 
but my family keeps me honest on that 
front. However, in terms of business, 
I can never travel enough to be in all 
the places that I need to be. When I 
do travel, I try to spend as much time 
internally with as many people as I can. 
While I have met with large groups, 
I really enjoy meeting with smaller 
groups of approximately 20 employees. 
A smaller group creates an open envi-
ronment for questions and for getting 
to know one another.
MarEx: Please share some of the deci-
sions that moved the company from its 
traditional core businesses like marine 
and liner services into more diversified 
operations and ultimately to today’s 
Crowley Maritime.
TC: When I first came aboard, the 
Liner Services group, which serviced 
South America, Central America and 
Puerto Rico, represented approximately 
80 percent of the company’s revenues. 
When the South American economy 
softened and took a turn for the worse, 
it became clear that it was time for the 
company to get out of the international 
transport marketplace. So the service 
was sold to Hamburg Sud. 

Central America, Puerto Rico and 

the Caribbean Islands were broken into 
separate units with different manag-
ers because they were entirely differ-
ent business markets. As a matter of 
reference, we shipped raw, pre-manu-
factured goods to Central America, and 
finished products were shipped back to 
the states. Puerto Rico and the Carib-
bean, on the other hand, are essentially 
consumer-based markets with products 
going directly on the shelves.

The shipping business is heavy in as-
sets such as containers, ships, and ter-
minals, and Crowley is already a major 
player in these markets. So in order to 
grow we have had to search for adjacent 
businesses such as logistics services. In 
Central America, for example, we’ve 
established distribution centers, truck-
ing operations, and anything else that 
supports the customers on the Liner 
side and, at the same time, provides us 
with adjacent services, which allows us 
to become more valuable to our cus-
tomers. We have distribution centers in 
Jacksonville and Miami as well.
MarEx: We see the company is also in 
the airfreight business. Is that global 
or within the same regions as the liner 
services?
TC: While the majority of the current 
business is Central America, the license 
would allow for a global expansion if we 
chose. We have contracts with custom-
ers and airfreight cargoes to South 
Africa. Additionally, for Titan Salvage, 
we will charter aircraft and move equip-
ment around the world when necessary.
MarEx: So in reality the expansion of 
Crowley is taking place in adjacent busi-
nesses?

“The company now operates in an environment of more collaboration and teamwork.  
Therefore, it takes a different set of tools to manage people and for people to work in this 
type of environment.”
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TC: True, the globalizing is bringing 
forth adjacent business opportunities. 
We are also investing and “re-fleeting,” 
such as ATBs, tugboats and barges, into 
our core businesses. We not only want 
to grow on the asset side of our com-
pany but also on the service side. The 
investments we made in Titan Salvage 
and Jensen Maritime and in technical 
services and logistics are much less 
asset-intensive, so the overall company 
can grow without investing as much 
into capital assets. 

Certainly, we’re not getting out of 
asset-based businesses, but we abso-
lutely want to blend the two investment 
expenditures and opportunities. From 
a company perspective, in the past we 
would charge for the asset and give 
away the services for free. With the 
amount of expertise built up over the 
years, we now know that the services 
are also a value to our customers. A 
good example is our recent purchase of 
a customs brokerage business in Miami 
called Customized Brokers. By help-
ing our customers get their shipments 
through customs faster, we provide a 
valuable service to them which they are 
willing to pay for.

Also on the asset side, the Liner 
Services business saw opportunities 
in refrigerated cargoes, and while the 
investment in reefer containers was not 
cheap, the Central American infrastruc-
ture was already in place. Therefore, 
without the need to invest in a new and 
complete infrastructure, the venture 
into reefer cargoes was profitable im-
mediately.
MarEx: Tell us about the Crowley Liner 

program called “Speed to Market.”
TC: Our Latin American business 
was built around the apparel industry, 
and the value of Latin America was its 
proximity to the U.S. Labor costs were 
higher than in China and the region 
didn’t have an unlimited workforce like 
China, but its proximity to the U.S. 
market – and the attendant savings on 
shipping costs – made all the difference. 
We also saw other companies mak-
ing investments in the region because 
of its stable economies and educated 
workforce.

We asked ourselves, “What value 
did Crowley bring to the market?” And 
the answer was clear: It was “speed to 
market.” We could increase frequency 
by building smaller ships and having 
in-country employees to expedite ship-
ments. We can move a container from a 
factory warehouse in Latin America and 
have it at a distribution center in the 
states in less than a week. You can’t do 
that from any other place in the world. 
MarEx: Crowley in short order will have 
17 ATBs working in the Jones Act. What 
has been the investment and will the 
company build double-hull tankers? 
TC: The company has invested well 
over $1 billion in the ATB double-hull 
fleet. In the past, the 450 Series barge 
fleet was our traditional workhorse on 
the West Coast and in the Florida and 
Atlantic petroleum markets. But ATBs 
are a different type of business.

The 155 Series ATBs were built for 
the adverse weather conditions along 
the West Coast and to replace the larger 
and slower 450 Series units. The 155s 
were coming online at the same time 

that we purchased the tanker operator 
Marine Transport Lines (MTL). Work-
ing with this first series of ATBs made 
it clear that they should be designed 
more like a tanker than a barge. Con-
sequently, we designed the 650 Series 
with electric pumps, a cargo room, 
and more sophisticated cargo-handling 
capabilities.
MarEx: What tankers from the MTL 
purchase are still in service?
TC: We have two ITBs that came with 
the MTL purchase and they are work-
ing in the Gulf/East Coast market. We 
also have two tankers we purchased 
from Tosco and they move product 
to Florida for Marathon Oil. When 
we’ve completed building the 650 
Series (185,000 barrels) ATBs, we will 
begin construction of the 750 Series 
(330,000 barrels), which will replace 
the two tankers and the ITBs. We 
have been reviewing the various tanker 
programs currently available in the 
marketplace, and the business models 
simply do not work for our customers. 
While the tankers have their place on 
certain routes, the ATBs are much more 
efficient and fit our customers’ require-
ments.
MarEx: Crowley has been in Alaska 
since the 1930s and remains a major 
petroleum player there. Is this market 
mature with limited growth or do op-
portunities still abound?
TC: The Alaskan petroleum infrastruc-
ture leads me to believe the market will 
remain robust for the foreseeable future. 
Certainly, the gas pipeline project and 
potential offshore oil production are 
reasons for optimism. The U.S. energy 

“The investments we made in Titan Salvage and Jensen Maritime and in technical services 
and logistics are much less asset-intensive, so the overall company can grow without invest-
ing lots of money into capital assets.” 
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crisis is another reason for continued 
investment in Alaska. 
MarEx: Are you operating in any over-
seas oil markets?
TC: While we had a large operation 
in Russia a few years ago, we are still 
operating an ice-breaking supply boat 
for a drilling rig that we towed into 
the country about three years ago. In 
addition, West Africa continues to be 
a strong market for the energy ser-
vices group. About five years ago, after 
one of the hurricanes ripped through 
Cuba, the U.S. government relaxed the 
export restrictions for agriculture and 
foodstuffs into the country. Seizing the 
opportunity, the Liner Services Divi-
sion obtained a license to transport the 
goods. Our license is still valid, and we 
still serve the island. 
MarEx: What does the future hold for 
Crowley?

TC: The stage is being set for that now. 
We want to continue to be a diversi-
fied company. We would like to see 
revenues grow on the service side of the 
business. At the same time, we need to 
continue to invest in our fleet and have 
a strong balance between the hard and 
soft sides of the company. Crowley has 
been structured into a modern compa-
ny capable of responding immediately 
to any business circumstance or op-
portunity. We are growing our service 
(soft) capabilities while continuing to 
invest in hard assets. 

In terms of future growth in foreign 
markets, while our Jones Act investment 
is significant, we are also capable of 
working in Russia, West Africa, or Asia. 
When operating in foreign markets, 
we make a point of employing local 
talent as much as possible. Our Central 
American offices, for example, are not 

staffed with expats; in fact, we have 600 
non-U.S. employees working there.

Crowley’s core strength has always 
been based on its people. It’s not the 
Invader Class tugboats; it’s the people 
working the boats who are vital to the 
company’s future. We continue to 
invest in our people by teaching the 
dynamics of teamwork and through 
business synergies. We have flattened 
the company’s infrastructure to make 
all managers, including myself, available 
to all employees. 

My father was available to his employ-
ees and always reinvested in the busi-
ness, as did his father, my grandfather. 
They both used to say, ”You can only 
eat one steak a day.” So I have restruc-
tured Crowley to be fleet-footed and 
responsive, and the company sits poised 
on the threshold of the next generation, 
streamlined and vibrant. 

“When operating in foreign markets, we make a point of employing local talent as much as 
possible. Our Central American offices, for example, are not staffed with expats; in fact, we 
have 600 non-U.S. employees working there.”

Mar Ex




