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With his wife, Marcella, Dwight McNiel drives 
his 185-horsepower boat on Table Rock Lake 
near Port of Kimberling Marina on Thursday.
Steve J.P. Liang / News-Leader

McNiel's new company, Sea Tow, caters to 
boaters needing help.
Steve J.P. Liang / News-Leader
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Tow-boat service starts on Table Rock
The business is the first of its kind in the area.

By Karen E. Culp
News-Leader Staff

It was warm and sunny when you
decided to go fishing on Table Rock 
Lake this morning, but that ol' Missouri 
weather has turned on you again.

Now, a cold drizzle is coming down and 
you're calling it quits. But as you're 
heading back to the dock, you run out of 
fuel.

You look around for fellow anglers but 
realize everyone else was smart enough 
to stay home. What can you do?

Until this week, your choices would have 
been to get out the oars or use your cell 
phone to call a nearby marina or the 
Missouri Water Patrol for help.

Now, there's another option.

Sea Tow, a commercial boat-towing 
service, opened this week on Table 
Rock, which has seen boat traffic grow 
over the years.

The company, a national franchise, 
provides 24-hour assistance to stranded boats by either towing them to a
safe place, bringing fuel, or removing water from the boat.

Though marinas and the state Water Patrol can help, providing towing 
services can sometimes stretch those agencies' resources. Sea Tow's 
only purpose is assisting boaters.

The company passed a rigorous set of qualifications to become a 
commercial boat-towing service.

"Any of us who have a boat could potentially have problems anytime 
we're out on the water," said Dwight McNiel, who owns the Table Rock 
Sea Tow franchise with his wife, Marcella.

Gary Haupt, captain with the Missouri Water Patrol's District Three, 
which includes Table Rock, said the patrol has been eager to have a 
service like Sea Tow.
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"There's been nothing like it down here before," Haupt said. "Some of the 
marinas have been assisting boaters, but that, of course, detracts from 
their resources."

The Water Patrol will tow boaters who are out of gas or stalled, but the 
patrol doesn't really have the proper equipment for towing, Haupt said.

"We're always available to assist boaters," Haupt said.

"But we routinely get calls from boaters and we won't have an officer 
near them. Then we have to make the difficult decision, whether we can 
justify sending an officer 20 or 30 miles to help with a stalled boat."

The Water Patrol's primary function is law enforcement, and has nine 
officers dedicated to Table Rock, Haupt said.

"We're spread very thin," he said.

Certification not easy

Sea Tow has two boats and four captains. Both the company and its 
captains have gone through extensive training and certification programs.

"We've been kind of anxious to have someone with the proper 
qualifications," Haupt said.

Sea Tow's captains have to enroll in a random drug testing program and 
be certified in first aid and CPR, McNiel said. They had to pass physicals 
and vision tests from the U.S. Coast Guard and submit to an FBI 
investigation.

Once all of its captains were licensed, Sea Tow had to submit its
operation plan to the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers for approval. The
company also had to create an agreement with a local marina — in this
case, the Port of Kimberling Marina.

McNiel said he grew up on the lake and has watched it change over the 
years. A longtime boater, McNiel owns a houseboat on Table Rock, 
where he has typically spent a great deal of his summers. A former 
Christian County sheriff, he also owns a private investigating firm, 
Midwest Intelligence Inc., which he will continue to operate.

The number of boats on Table Rock — and the size of those boats —
has continued to increase year after year, McNiel said.

"This area is one of the fastest growing in the state and in the nation," 
McNiel said. "Fifteen or 20 years ago, a 45- or 50-foot boat was a huge 
boat on this lake. Now, boats cost well over $1 million."

Sea Tow is able to tow any boat on the lake, McNiel said. Boaters can 
pay an annual fee of $119 to Sea Tow, and that covers any boat 
registered in that boater's name. Sea Tow will tow those members' boats 
for free, but nonmembers pay $120 an hour.

"We're basically AAA on the lake," McNiel said, referring to the highway 
roadside assistance company.
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State Park Marina co-owner Pat Cox said he's happy to have Sea Tow's 
service.

"Our marina can give some assistance, if a boat needs help and is in our 
general vicinity," Cox said. "But we weren't always available 24 hours a 
day."

And even though State Park and other marinas can help, boaters may 
not know which marina to call when they're out on the lake.

"This is a welcome service," said Cox, treasurer of the Table Rock Lake 
Marina Association. His twin brother, Philip, is State Park Marina's other 
owner. "Both as a marina and as a marina association, we're happy to 
have this service."

Patrolling for business

Most calls for service will likely come to Sea Tow from a cell phone, 
McNiel said. Marinas can also contact Sea Tow on behalf of boaters, and 
other calls can come in via radio, he said.

Sea Tow's boats will also be out on patrol, looking for stranded boaters, 
especially during busy weekends.

Table Rock Lake will begin to see heavy boat traffic in a few weeks, as 
the weather warms. Once Memorial Day weekend comes around, Sea 
Tow expects to be busy. Haupt said calls for towing from Table Rock 
boaters are routine during the warm months.

"It's a regular occurrence when we get into the season. People run out of 
gas or have trouble," Haupt said.

And though the Water Patrol is "not in the business of soliciting business 
for this company," it will provide information about Sea Tow to its 
dispatchers and to the counties that contain parts of Table Rock.

Services like Sea Tow are already available on Lake of the Ozarks, 
McNiel said.

Though the company's first official day of operation — Thursday —
looked pretty quiet, it won't be long before the lake is filled with activity.
Sea Tow is ready.

"Busy weekends with high traffic, both boats will be out on the water on a 
'round-the-clock basis," McNiel said.

Contact reporter Karen Culp at kculp@News-Leader.com.
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• Black women fed up with rap videos

• Kerry speaks out as Vatican gets tough



News-Leader.com | True Ozarks | Tow-boat service starts on Table Rock http://www.news-leader.com/_saturday/0417-Towboatser-65169.html

4 of 4 4/28/2004 10:25 AM

• Evangel standout eyes possible late-round pick

• Owner-airport skirmish escalating over land parcel

• Senior advocates to fight ruling on health benefits

• Bomb threat grounds plane at St. Louis

• Long-married Missouri couple die within a day of each other

• N. Korea asks for help after train blast

• Israel's Sharon abandons pledge not to harm Arafat

• U.S. Treasury suspends cooperation with Mexico

• China announces its first SARS death

• Attacks foiled by global sweeps

• Bremer eases ban on Baath Party members

• Archivist uncovers rare slave listings

• Heart disease becomes a global issue

• Strict zoning rules make it tougher for Habitat to build

• Examiner: Unidentified leg found at '95 blast site

• Vatican cracks down on disallowed practices at Mass

• Bush touts need to save U.S. wetlands

• Kerry strives to show voters who he is

• MTV holds essay contest to get youth to 'Stand Up and Holla!'
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